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Preface to the American Edition 

An American edition of this study appears at a time when the 

very idea of having the book published in the Soviet Union is no longer 

utopian. The lively discussions that take place currently among Soviet 

historians and even within the Soviet Communist Party itself open 

many new doors. 

The willingness of the present Soviet leaders to consider the fun¬ 

damental issues facing the Soviet Union has led them, inevitably, to 

look at the past and, particularly, at the actions of the founders of 

the system, at those members of the Leninist team who almost all 

were the victims of the show trials of the years 1936-1938. Among 

those one finds Christian Rakovski. The reader will be able to look 

at his life, that of a revolutionary and “citizen of the world” who has 

contributed extensively to the organization of the social-democratic 

movement in the Balkans before tying his fate to that of the young 

Soviet state immediately after the Revolution of 1917. 

Since the purges, Rakovski belongs to those major leaders of 

the October Revolution who became non-persons, whose names have 

been forgotten not only, naturally, in the West but also, and espe¬ 

cially, in the Soviet Union even though their role was capital in the 

establishment of the communist system. 

In 1927, at the time of his expulsion from the Party as a mem¬ 

ber of the Trotskyite opposition, Rakovski was still able to publish 

his autobiography in the Encyclopédie Granat. Three years later, fol¬ 

lowing his relocation in Astrakhan and, then, in Siberia, the Malaia 

Sovetskaja Entsikopedia included in its columns an honest and ac¬ 

curate biography of the man. On the other hand, the Sovetskaia 

Istoricheskaia Entsiklopedia, of more recent vintage, failed to men¬ 

tion his name. Nor does it mention the names of other victims of 

Stalin who were not rehabilitated by Khruschchev at the Twentieth 

Party Congress. 

Does Mikhail Gorbachev intend to expedite the reassessment of 

the twenty years—1917-1937—which have largely shaped the Soviet 

Union of today? Since his advent to power Gorbachev has abandoned 

the traditional orthodoxy so characteristic of the Brezhnev period in 

favor of a newer and more realistic understanding of issues and prob¬ 

lems. Many of his views and positions are similar to those of the Rus¬ 

sian revolutionaries of the beginning of the century who questioned 
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and argued over the validity of all certitudes be they political, eco¬ 

nomic, or social. However, the Gorbachev team has chosen to ignore 

the fact that the instruments of totalitarianism were in place under 

Lenin and stress instead the relative democracy which prevailed in 

the early years of the Bolshevik Party even after the elimination of 

all possible factionalism in 1921. It is also true that during the NEP 

there arose possibilities of diversification identified particularly with 

Trotsky and Bukharin. But all this ended with the elimination of 

these two leaders and the advent of Stalin and Stalinism. 

Destalinization only began in 1956 since the Stalinist generation 

was entrenched. Alternatives to Stalinism could only be condemned. 

With the current reassessment of Stalin and Stalinism those leaders 

who offered alternatives, such as Bukharin and Rykov can be reha¬ 

bilitated, and even Trotsky is becoming less Manichaean. 

Gorbachev now believes that the people who made the revolu¬ 

tion should no longer be “pushed into the shade.” On the eve of 

the seventieth anniversary of the October Revolution he went so far 

as to say that “there should be no forgotten names and blank pages 

in Soviet history and literature.” In his search for “socialist plural¬ 

ism” Gorbachev finds common ground with certain revolutionaries 

who were anti-Stalinist, most notably with Christian Rakovski. Was 

it not Rakovski who fought for the internal democratization of the 

Party, against bureaucratization and all-encompassing authoritari¬ 

anism? Did he not show in April 1930, in what may be regarded as 

his political testament, that one of the greatest dangers facing the 

system was the recreation of a ruling class totally isolated from the 

people, from the working masses that had no rights? Herein lies the 

current significance of Rakovski who was rehabilitated legally at the 

beginning of January 1988 and who in the Summer of the same year 

was rehabilitated politically and reintegrated into the ranks of the 

Party. 

Since that time, the director of the Soviet publishing house “Re¬ 

lations Internationales” has approached the author with a view to 

publication, in Moscow, of Rakovski’s biography (for the period 1917- 

1941) while a bibliography of Rakovski’s Bulgarian works is being put 

together in Sofia. It will be a collaborative work of this author and 

historians of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences and will be a com¬ 

panion volume to the Romanian publication Scrieri social-politice 

(1900-1916), Bucure§ti, Editura Politicà. 

Thus, book by book, stone, by stone, the historic truth is being 

reestablished. 

Paris, 18 September 1988 Francis Conte 
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Chapter 1 

Bulgarian Origins and Family Traditions (1873-1890) 

I 

Christian Georgevich Rakovski was bom on 1 August 1873 at Kotel, 

a small town in the mountains of central Bulgaria. In the first half of 

the nineteenth century, Kotel was already an important administra¬ 

tive and economic center, and his family belonged to the well-to-do 

stratum of society.1 

On his father’s side, Christian did not inherit anything to influ¬ 

ence him in his revolutionary career. His father, Georgi Rakovski, 

was one of the Bulgarian middle class, who accepted the political and 

economic domination of his country by the Ottoman Empire together 

with the Greek hegemony in the cultural and spiritual sphere. There 

is a consensus among historians that Bulgaria, until about 1850, had 

lagged behind other Balkan peoples in their struggle for independence 

from the Turks. Like all the educated elite in Bulgaria, Christian’s 

father had learned Greek at school, very few books being printed in 

Bulgarian at that time.2 However, all his life, Christian’s father was 

interested in literature; the books that he collected for his library 

were going to help Christian in his ecucation. Although he did not 

attend Roberts College in Constantinople,3 like other scions of rich 

Bulgarian families, Christian’s father spent several months every year 

in the Ottoman capital on business. Being a liberal, and influenced 

by Voltaire in the same way as many Balkan people in the 1880s, he 

was a member of the Bulgarian Democratic party and, as such, was 

repeatedly elected as councilor of Mangalia, the nearest town of his 

landholdings.4 Upon his death, he left a sizeable fortune to Christian, 

which enabled him, in his early life, to travel and study all over Eu¬ 

rope and, later, to help out financially many of his socialist friends 

and several Bulgarian, Romanian or Russian publications. 

On his mother’s side, Rakovski inherited very different traditions 

and more “subversive” leanings. His mother came from a family that 

had distinguished itself in the cultural and political revival of the inde¬ 

pendent state of Bulgaria. While his father’s family looked to Turkey 

for their business transactions, on his mother’s side they turned to 

Russia to help Bulgaria free herself from the Turkish yoke. 
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In this context, it may be interesting to examine the relations 

between Rakovski’s family and Russia, in the light of the bonds Chris¬ 

tian would later have in that country. Under George Hutza’s influ¬ 

ence, Bulgarian separatists regarded Russia’s interest in the Balkan 

countries not as showing any wish to enlarge her empire, but simply 

to help them attain freedom.5 This is why a relation of his mother, 

Captain Georgi Mamarchev Buyukli, had enlisted as an officer in the 

Russian army under General Dibich—Zabalkanski during the Russo— 

Turkish War of 1828-1829. Mamarchev was bom in Kotel, and, from 

1810, was member of Zemskoe-Bolgarskoe Voisko; in 1829, when Rus¬ 

sian troops stormed Silistra, a town occupied by the Turks, the pa¬ 

trol he was leading showed much fighting spirit, and Mamarchev was 

commended for it.6 However, when the war ended with the Treaty of 

Adrianople, which gave no advantage to Bulgaria, he decided to act 

without the Russians, even in spite of them. Thus, Mamarchev set up 

a training center at Sliven, whence Bulgarian nationalists had taken 

weapons from a Turkish barracks. To avoid Russia being blamed 

for the revolt, General Dibich-Zabalkanski sent 200 Cossacks to ar¬ 

rest Mamarchev. Despite loud protests by his fellow countrymen, the 

Russian general would not allow the Bulgarian captain to act inde¬ 

pendently. Instead, he chose a diplomatic way out of his dilemma, 

appointing him as mayor of Silistra, the last Bulgarian city held by 

the Russians under the Treaty of Adrianople. Mamarchev could be 

kept under close watch and be rewarded for his bravery in the war, 

especially in capturing the city. 

This did not put an end to Mamarchev’s rebelliousness: in 1834, 

he got in touch with some of his fellow patriots, mostly tradesmen 

and craftsmen, who dreamt of their country’s liberation. Tmovo, 

the old capital, was chosen to become the base of their movement, 

and the conspirators met secretly in the Plakovo Monastery, whose 

abbot shared their enthusiasm. Mamarchev and his friends hoped 

the uprising would bring about a Russian intervention and eventually 

Bulgaria’s freedom. The Bulgarian army of liberation would consist 

of the 2,000 workers rounded up by the Turks to repair the fortress 

of Varna. Unfortunately the plotters were betrayed by a rich peasant 

from Elena. Immediate retaliation followed; several conspirators were 

hanged; the abbot was jailed, only to die later under torture. As 

for Mamarchev, he was not executed because he was regarded as a 

Russian; he was imprisoned in Asia Minor and later on the island of 

Samos, where ironically he suffered cruel treatment at the hands of a 

fellow Bulgarian who had been appointed governor of the island for 

services rendered. Two years later, in 1896, Mamarchev was to die 

from the harsh treatment meted out by his renegade brother.7 
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Mamarchev was first cousin to the mother of a revolutionary 

leader called Georgi Sava Rakovski, another outstanding member of 

this family of big merchants, who became famous for strong patriotic 

feelings and hatred of oppressors.8 A poet, revolutionary, and ideolog¬ 

ical founding father of the national liberation movement, Georgi Sava 

Rakovski was a leading figure in the political and cultural history of 

Bulgaria for over twenty-five years, from 1840 to 1867.9 Because of 

his ceaseless activity and colorful personality, historians rightly call 

him the “Patriarch” of the Bulgarian revolutionary movement. 

He was bom in Kotel in 1821, a town protected by his maternal 

ancestors from raids by kurdjali, famous mountain bandits of the 

eighteenth century. Educated at first in the Greek-Bulgarian school 

of Rayno Popovich, he subsequently attended the Greek School at 

Constantinople, and later Athens University, which had just been 

opened.10 Influenced by Greek culture, which at the time was much 

more sophisticated than the Bulgarian, it nonetheless confirmed him 

in his faith of a Bulgarian cultural renaissance. In addition, these 

newly established Greek schools and universities were inbued with 

the spirit of nationalism and liberal ideas spread recently through 

Europe by the French Revolution. He became acquainted with young 

Greek revolutionaries, who were busy organizing nationalist uprisings 

in Crete and Thessaly. Imitating his Greek acquaintances, he and 

his friend Ilarion decided to found a secret society, The Macedonian 

Organization. While Sava Rakovski’s revolutionary activity cannot 

be examined in detail, the similarity with his nephew’s is striking. 

Both had boundless faith in revolution: without a doubt, this 

faith became the mainsrping of their lives, thoughts, and actions. 

Its strength derived, in both cases, from an exceptional intellectual 

ability and energy. Sava Rakovski was the embodiment of the Bulgar¬ 

ian renaissance. His interests ranged from problems of education and 

agriculture to those of the autonomous Bulgarian church and the lead¬ 

ership of the revolutionary movement. He was also concerned with 

leading the revolutionary movement, and earned his people’s respect 

for his efforts in the struggle for freedom. Nevertheless, because of 

his illegal activities, Sava Rakovski was to be hunted by police forces 

and European governments like his nephew later on. With Turkish, 

Bulgarian, Romanian, Austrian, and Greek authorities looking for 

him, Sava Rakovski sought sanctuary in France for a while, choosing 

Marseilles to live in exile; forty years later, his nephew, expelled from 

all Bulgarian schools for revolutionary activities, would also leave for 

France to take up medical studies at Montpellier University. 

To a certain extent, one can say that the revolutionary tactics 

advocated by Sava Rakovski were similar to those contained in Bol- 
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shevik doctrine. He helped to change the Bulgarian revolutionary 

movement from spontaneous peasant risings to organized revolution¬ 

ary struggle. He changed the objectives of groups of rebels hiding 

out in the mountains—hajdutsi—from personal revenge to national 

liberation. As a military leader he broke new ground by creating 

cheti, strictly disciplined detachments based abroad; their aim was 

to intervene, at the right moment, in backing up a popular rebel¬ 

lion. As early as 1841, he set up one of these units in Romania to 

invade Bulgaria. Twenty years later, in 1861, while the Prince of Ser¬ 

bia was making plans to free his country from Turkish domination, 

Sava Rakovski was allowed to organize the first Bulgarian Legion on 

Serbian territory in order to start an uprising in Bulgaria timed to co¬ 

incide with the Serbian uprising. However, when the dispute between 

Turkey and Serbia was settled by diplomatic means with the support 

of the Great Powers, Sava Rakovski became an embarrassment and, 

once again, had to go into hiding. Once before, when he had been 

amnestied and allowed to go back to Kotel, his political enemies de¬ 

cided to ruin him, mostly because he and his father had exposed them 

for misappropriation of public funds. For being public-spirited, they 

were sentenced to seven years in jail, which brought the whole family 

to financial ruin; to save her father and husband, Sava Rakovski’s 

wife was forced to “buy them back” from the authorities. Christian 

Rakovski himself recorded in his autobiography all the troubles and 

unpleasantness facing his family in their fight for justice: 

Their political opponents took revenge on my family and 

they were left defenseless, excommunicated; all contact with 

neighbors was forbidden to such an extent that, in days when 

matches were in short supply and people used to go to neigh¬ 

bors for a light, they had to put up with being cold and hun¬ 

gry to pay for the political sins of father and brothers. My 

mother was still a little girl at the time, and Sava Rakovski 

had long been dead when I was born, but memories were 

still fresh enough in my mother’s and grandmother’s minds 

to feed my imagination.11 

From an early age, Christian Rakovski grew up in the atmo¬ 

sphere of his uncle’s revolutionary activities and could reflect on their 

significance. Both men were intellectuals who were to play a part 

as actors and spectators on the revolutionary stage. Indeed, Sava 

Rakovski was also a poet, well-known for his poem entitled Gorski 

putnik (The Traveler in the Wilds), in which he draws a romantic 

picture of amorous brigands and separatists, who took to the moun¬ 

tains to carry on the fight against the Turks. He was also a successful 
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publicist who founded several newspapers during his peregrinations: 

notably Dunavski lebed (Danube Swan) published in Belgrade in 1860, 

Buduchnost (The Future) and Branitel (Protector), which came out 

in 1864 when Sava Rakovski had to go into exile in Romania. He was 

also a considerable theoretical writer, and his “Plan for Liberating 

Bulgaria,” written in 1861, gave a detailed account of all the military 

and psychological, rather than political, preparation necessary for the 

men who were to become cheti,12 

Early in the twentieth century, Christian Rakovski recalled two 

basic ideas in his uncle’s analysis: first, the small Balkan nations had 

to form a confederation in order to gain independence; second, a Rus¬ 

sian intervention in the Balkans could bring about, in a short space of 

time, the liberation of Bulgaria.13 Christian took it up again in 1918: 

tsarist Russia which he had vehemently condemned for its policy of 

expansion had just collapsed;14 he put all his hope for a revolution in 

the Balkan area on the impetus of the Bolshevik revolution centered 

on Moscow.15 

In his autobiography Rakovski emphasized the attraction he felt 

for Russia as a child. The family traditions became a reality when he 

saw for himself the 1877-1878 war between Russia and Turkey. This 

is how he recalled it: 

I was only five years old, but I have in my mind a con¬ 

fused picture of Russian soldiers going through the Balkans. 

Our house was one of the best in town, and this is why 

it was chosen to quarter top-ranking officers. I met Gen¬ 

eral Totleben, who organized the siege of Pleven. I lived 

with Prince Vyazemski, major general of the Bulgarian mili¬ 

tia, who recovered in our house for forty days after being 

wounded. Some officers were connected with the under¬ 

ground movement, and the family annals recorded their say¬ 

ing: “We are giving you freedom, but who will free us?”16 

Yet the life of Rakovski’s family was upset by the war, mostly by 

the Berlin Conference altering the Treaty of San Stefano in favor of 

Romania, and causing Bulgaria to be dismembered. In 1880, they had 

to move to Gherence, a small village near Constanta in the Romanian 

Dobrudja where most of their property was. 

II 

Like his forefathers, Christian started his education in Kotel, and his 

mother went on teaching him when they arrived in Dobrudja. Later 

his parents took him back to Bulgaria to finish his first year of pri¬ 

mary school and then start at the gymnasium in Varna. These years 

between 1880 and 1890 happened to be a time when, in Romania and 
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Bulgaria, “even the youngest children were interested in politics” par¬ 

ticularly in social problems.17 From his earliest childhood, Christian 

was fascinated by “existential problems,” but clearly preferred to act 

them out in his own life. As he subsequently showed, he felt morally 

compelled to translate his reflection into action: his sense of human 

solidarity urged him to take practical steps and sharpened his will 

to act. Thus, when he was fourteen, he was expelled from all Bul¬ 

garian schools for participating in an “important revolt that started 

with him and other pupils from a mixture of political resentment and 

dislike of the teachers.18 The revolt became so widespread that the 

school authorities had to call in the army to calm the excited school¬ 

boys. Christian happened to be one of the arrested “ringleaders,” 

and thus spent the year 1888 studying at home, in a house the family 

owned on the shore of the Black Sea of Mangalia. 

In the autumn of 1888, he was allowed to resume his schooling 

in a Bulgarian school, and decided to enter the Gabrovo gymnasium. 

The next two years were most important for his intellectual devel¬ 

opment; his political ideas took shape at this stage of his life. From 

being a follower of Rousseau and his social ideas he changed, under 

the influence of his teacher, Evtim Dabev, a veteran of the Bulgarian 

revolutionary movement, into a Marxist. 

To start with, Christian was undoubtedly influenced by the Chris¬ 

tian religion, but only in an emotional way and by the vague concept 

of “Christian communism.” Thus, at the age of sixteen, he walked 

back to Kotel, where his ancestors had staged many a revolt against 

the Turks and mountain bandits. He went straight into the church, 

where from the pulpit he delivered a sermon on the early Christian 

church founded by Saint James.19 In fact, this was his first revolution¬ 

ary peroration, and many followed—inspired by the same emotions 

though not the same ethical concepts. His new faith was shaped by 

the reading of Rousseau, who became his prophet. In the Contrat So¬ 

cial, Christian discovered Rousseau’s hatred of private property and 

made it his own. He equally accepted his “prophet’s” love of individ¬ 

ual freedom, equality between men, and the vindication of the right 

to revolt if the social contract was infringed upon. Rousseau’s fun¬ 

damental assertion that “though man was bom free, he nonetheless 

lives in chains” appealed to him strongly. It was complemented by 

another of Rousseau’s ideas on social inequality: “You will be lost, 

if you forget that the fruit of the earth belongs to every one and 

the earth belongs to no one.” Young Christian was amazed by these 

ideas and saw in them a challenge to the social and political order of 

his country, which was still medieval. He hailed the new power for 

the people instead of the old tyranny, the natural piety man was bom 
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with in place of the established church with its antiquated institutions 

and dogmas. Finally, he admired the way Rousseau made education 

more humane. He had to share all his discoveries with the other stu¬ 

dents and set to convert them without delay. Together with Sava 

Balabanov, he published a duplicated underground journal, Zerkalo 

(Mirror), which undoubtedly reflected their readings and thoughts; 

one could find in it “Rousseau’s ideas on education, the struggle of 

the poor, examples of teachers’ injustice, etc.”20 As usual, Rakovski 

put his ideas into practice: he started his career as a publicist, giv¬ 

ing vein to the optimistic ideas that would be his throughout his life: 

man was bom with a good nature, but society was evil and had to 

be drastically changed. 

Rakovski already felt dissatisfied with mere verbal protests; he 

had to act. With a few friends he started “a little propaganda among 

the peasants” circulating underground publications from Geneva that 

had been translated into Bulgarian. But, as he himself commented 

later with good humor, “their influence did not spread beyond the 

college walls.” Through lengthy discussions with friends—an exercise 

he always enjoyed—his political views soon crystallized during the 

last year he spent in the Gabrovo gymnasium. 

At the time, the giant strides taken by the European intelligentsia 

in the fields of scientific, social, and philosophical research were be¬ 

coming known among Balkan students. Recalling the intellectual cli¬ 

mate of the 1880-1890 decade, Cantacuzino, the famous Romanian 

doctor, wrote of “the overwhelming storm of ideas and feelings” that 

was raging in the Balkans:21 it came from the organized struggle 

of the Western proletariat against industrial capitalism, the theory 

of evolution in biology, Hegel’s pantheism and Marx’s violent social 

criticism, Beethoven’s or Wagner’s angry cries.22 Soon, under Evtim 

Dabev’s guidance, Rakovski started studying Marx and Engels; he 

became in Trotsky’s opinion, a sound theoretician. 

In 1890, Dabev asked Rakovski to help him with the publication 

of “The Development of Scientific Socialism” by Engels.23 Vera Za¬ 

sulich’s introduction had to be amended to adapt it to conditions in 

Bulgaria (it had been written for the Russian edition).24 When this 

fact came to be known by the authorities, Rakovski was banned from 

all Bulgarian schools, this time forever. 

The young man (he was seventeen then) was not unduly dis¬ 

turbed by this sentence: being expelled for “subversive” activities 

was going to become so commonplace in his life that, in the end, he 

regarded it as a suitable means of drawing public attention to “the 

barbarity and reactionary corruption” of a government that banned 

him. He only saw in it the need to move on to a country that would 
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make revolutionary action possible for him. In 1890, he set out first 

for Geneva as a student, then for Berlin, Montpellier, and all over 

Europe. 
In the second half of the nineteenth century, university cities in 

France, Switzerland, and even England, became sanctuaries for a new 

Eastern European generation eager to learn about culture, indepen¬ 

dence, and the latest social theories. They wanted an education in 

philosophy, and were keen to find out about the idea of freedom made 

famous by the French Revolution. 

As early as 1840, Romanian students, for example, had turned 

to France to acquire or complete an education. In that country, they 

found both the atmosphere congenial and sympathetic ears for their 

dream of independence. Liberal and university circles made them 

welcome. Historians such as Michelet and Edgar Quinet had rallied 

to their cause; Paris had become the headquarters of young men who 

absorbed its culture and would be faithful to it even after returning 

to their birthplace.25 

Around 1895, Montpellier University had a large colony of foreign 

students, the largest after Paris. This was partly due to the old 

reputation of the medical school, attended by Rabelais, and to the 

fact that, in the eighteenth century, Montpellier was a winter resort 

known all over Europe. Moreover, paradoxically, it was thought in 

Russian gymnasia for both girls and boys that the French language 

there was the best spoken.20 According to a witness, foreign students 

living then in Montpellier came from all over Eastern Europe: Greeks, 

Armenians, Turks, Bulgarians, and Russians; they studied, argued, 

and played cards all night, making an international political center, 

a powerhouse of revolutionary thought. There they dreamt up plans 

and systems for the day they would introduce a new order in their 

countries.27 

There was a similar atmosphere in Switzerland, mainly in Zurich 

and Geneva, where foreign students were the mainspring of the social¬ 

ist movement at the university. In Geneva, for example, the Cercle des 

étudiants socialistes had only three Swiss members, while Russians, 

Bulgarians, and Armenians were numerous and formed the majority 

of the student population. Let us examine the Bulgarians who are 

the most interesting to us.28 

In the 1890s, Bulgarian students who had fled the regime of the 

dictator Stambulov, numbered 150. Whether right-wing or left-wing, 

they were all politically minded and well organized, forming three 

groups according to their political ideas. First came the socialist stu¬ 

dents called “chauvinists” or “careerists,” who were bursars of the 

Bulgarian education ministry; they met in the club house of the so- 
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ciety they had founded, Bratsvo (Fraternity). Second, there was a 

group whose political beliefs were similar to those of most of the 

Russian students staying in Switzerland: they were populists, revolu¬ 

tionaries, anarchists—followers of Lavrov, Bakunin, or Kropotkin.29 

These students were strongly opposed to Plekhanov’s ideas (he was 

the founding father of Russian Marxism); they thought not enough 

attention had been paid by Plekhanov to the political and social con¬ 

ditions affecting each country’s peasant classes.30 Last, there was a 

group of about thirty-five social democrat students, keen supporters 

of Plekhanov and Jules Guesde; they met regularly at the Société des 

étudiants bulgares sociaux-démocrates where there were facilities such 

as a reading room and library of socialist writings. 

This society was very active, and had monthly meetings orga¬ 

nized around lectures and discussions on wide-ranging topics from 

sociology to natural sciences and ethnography; great emphasis was 

given to the problems of workers’ movements and socialism. The 

most popular speakers were, according to a reliable witness, Chris¬ 

tian Rakovski and two of his friends, Sava Balabanov and Georgi 

Bakalov, who were the organizers.31 These student gatherings played 

a large part in the development of socialism at the time, and the rise of 

revolutionary movements in many Eastern European countries would 

be their mark in the future. In fact, in countries where large-scale 

industry was just beginning, socialism was nearly always imported 

from abroad. Thus, students working in Western countries did much 

to spread socialist ideas when they returned home. 

After being expelled from the Gabrovo gymnasium in October 

1890, Christian Rakovski decided to enroll at the medical school in 

Geneva. His reasons for choosing medical studies were almost entirely 

idealistic: he thought “it would give him an opportunity to get in 

touch with ordinary people.”32 Since this wish could not be carried 

out while he was only a student, Christian soon lost interest, but, 

nevertheless, he passed his exams during the three years he spent 

in Geneva (1890-1893). What really interested him was to become 

acquainted with Russian political émigrés, particularly members of 

social democratic groups. 

A few months after arriving in Geneva, he met Axelrod, 

Plekhanov, and Vera Zasulich, who would tell Trotsky around 1903 

and 1904 of “the warm sympathy we all felt for young Rakovski;” she 

added that she appreciated, above all, his gift for polemics, for “he 

was implacable in discussions where vital principles were concerned, 

and showed remarkable personal and political courage.”33 

It should be observed that this testimony came from a person who 

had dared to shoot at General Trepov, commanding officer of the St. 
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Petersburg police forces, when he had ordered a jailed student to be 

flogged.34 On the other hand, Vera Zasulich was one of the founding 

members of the Russian Marxist school, and very soon came to value 

young Rakovski’s ideological staunchness. On his part, he had long 

been fascinated by this revolutionary whose preface to a book written 

by Engels he had translated into Bulgarian. He admired her vast 

knoweldge of history and philosophy, as well as her independent spirit: 

after a lifetime of exchanges with Marx, she had rejected any doubt 

the master might entertain as to the possibility of a revolutionary by 

the proletariat in Russia.36 

Rakovski also became friendly in those days with Plekhanov, who 

was to have a strong influence on the development of his political ideas 

and keep him away from Lenin’s influence until the 1917 October 

Revolution.36 Later, Plekhanov and Rakovski met often; it is well 

known that the founder of Russian Marxism liked to have lengthy 

conversations with the promising young Marxists he happened to 

meet. Lunacharski, who called on him in 1893 when Rakovski was 

still in Geneva, gives us a vivid account in his memoirs.37 He relates 

how Plekhanov liked to invite young people to cross swords with him 

on political and philosophical subjects: “Sometimes he (Plekhanov] 

would play with me like a large dog playing with a small one, unex¬ 

pectedly throwing me backwards with his big paw, at times he would 

become angry or expound his ideas in the most earnest manner.”38 

Ill 

During the three years he spent in Geneva, Rakovski became ac¬ 

quainted with the leaders of Russian Marxism, one of whom was 

Axelrod. He also worked with other socialist students: with his fel¬ 

low Bulgarians studying in Geneva, Lausanne, and Montpellier, he 

made up his mind to help organize the “young socialist ideologues” 

who were beginning to appear on the European stage. They had to 

arrange meetings, organize lectures, and share in political fighting. 

About this time, he became a close friend of Rosa Luxemburg, who 

was a brilliant student at the University of Zurich and often came to 

Geneva; they worked together as militants, chairing groups of Marx¬ 

ist studies.39 One of the points they often debated was the following: 

How do young socialists see themselves in relation to the proletariat, 

and who can help them define their role? 

We have already commented on the interest shown by Russian 

political émigrés in the new generation of Marxists; they shared this 

interest with French socialists such as Guesde and Jaurès and Ger¬ 

man socialists ranging from Engels to W. Liebknecht. However, they 

were all wary of seeing an intellectual aristocracy rise from socialist 
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ranks: Engels thought they had to impress on students the need for 

an intellectual proletariat to emerge and play a major part in the 

revolution alongside their brothers, the manual workers.40 

Although Engels wanted students and workers to stand side by 

side in the approaching struggle, Plekhanov preferred to stress this 

point: intellectuals, mostly students, are nothing without a prole¬ 

tariat to give them strength and guidance. He also warned them 

quite sharply against fruitless separatism, which would only push 

them back toward the bourgeois society into which they had been 

bom. Here is one of his pronouncements: 

If it came to be isolated from the workers’ movement, a 

socialist student movement would be no more than child’s 

talk. You cannot mean this. Because you are proletarians, 

you will not cut yourselves off from the proletariat; on the 

contrary, you regard yourselves as belonging to it, you intend 

to spread its views in an area of society where bourgeois 

theories used to be dominant up to now. ... 41 

Guesde’s thinking was similar to Plekhanov’s on this subject: he 

once proclaimed in front of students at a meeting in Toulouse that it 

would be increasingly difficult for them to belong to a real intellectual 

proletariat.42 Jaurès, on the other hand, viewed the situation of in¬ 

tellectuals in a more sympathetic, humane way; in his opinion, feeling 

was essential, being one of the noblest characteristics of mankind. He 

declared, distinguishing between the social background of students 

and proletariat: 

What is remarkable is that young socialists are not inspired 

by a feeling of rebellion fuelled by self-interest, class in¬ 

terest. In my opinion, this is remarkable because they are 

undoubtedly Marxists, but they respect the idea of justice 

and generosity of conscience .... There is no question of 

putting forward personal claims, but adopting an attitude 

of renunciation, warm solidarity and self-denial.43 

The students wanted to give workers the scientific knowledge they 

had acquired. When they studied these statements, Marxist students 

such as Rakovski no doubt felt closer to Plekhanov and Guesde than 

to Jaurès. This was shown in the minutes of the Second International 

Congress, which took place in Geneva in December 1893. 

The First International Congress of Socialist Students had taken 

place in Brussels in the winter of 1891-1892. Rakovski had been un¬ 

able to attend, but closely followed the correspondence published in 

the Etudiant Socialiste, the mouthpiece of the International Secre¬ 

tariat based in Brussels at the time. Besides, he had corresponded 
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with the organizers for a long time, which would help him when, m 

the autumn of 1893, he was given the task of organizing the Second 

International Congress of Socialist Students, carrying out all “prelim¬ 

inary work.”44 Here, we must give a short analysis of this congress 

because it is a landmark both in the student socialist movement and 

in Rakovski’s career. 
Some historians called this congress a “minicongress,” which may 

have been the case given the small number of participants, but it 

certainly had great significance for those present.45 

They met from 22 to 25 December 1893 in Geneva, where twenty- 

four socialist societies sent twenty-six of their members, representing 

nine nations: Germany, Armenia, Belgium, Bulgaria, France, Italy, 

Poland, Romania, and Switzerland. Thanks to the contacts made by 

the organizers, especially Rakovski, in international socialist circles, 

this general meeting had an impact that should not be underesti¬ 

mated. The letter sent by Jaurès to the congress set the general 

tone: the socialist leader begged the students to be conscious of their 

responsibilities in the task of building the new socialist order. He 

stressed the need for “letting the young help us, for the old world 

of poverty, oppression and crime is ready to put up the most short¬ 

sighted and dangerous show of resistance.” 46 

The main objective for the congress was to draw up a program 

that could be common to all trends among socialist students. On the 

theoretical level, it ended with a resolution requiring students to study 

the principles of scientific socialism thoroughly, and to emphasize the 

unity of intelligentsia and workers in the struggle against the capitalist 

system.47 The congress also analyzed some of the general problems 

facing society; one of them was to deal with “criminology from a 

social point of view,” a subject of great interest to the new socialist 

generation. Four years later, Rakovski was to write a thesis at the 

end of his medical studies under the title of Etiologie du crime et de la 

dégénérescence, and the Italian socialist leader, Filippo Turati, chose 

a similar subject for his thesis: Crime and Social Questions,48 

Several journalists took the congress seriously enough to report 

on its conclusions: a leading provincial newspaper, Dépêche de 

Toulouse, made unfavorable comments on the final resolution, which 

was passed on 23 December, condemning state socialism. This con¬ 

demnation was the result of the students trying to define the contents 

of real scientific socialism. These were the words: 

The congress, while insisting on the need for an intervention 

on the part of existing public authorities—the intermedi¬ 

aries between proletariat and capitalists-declares that there 

is no common ground between state socialism and scientific 
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socialism: it is not in the worker’s interest to have the police 

state back up by a bourgeois state both of which must be 

destroyed, not supported.49 

Rakovski was in full agreement with this resolution, which he had 

helped to draft. He had also proved an efficient organizer; Plekhanov 

had pledged himself to advise the young man whenever he encoun¬ 

tered a difficulty.50 Together with leading personalities of European 

socialism, Engels, Lafargue, Lavrov, and Jaurès, Plekhanov had sent 

his best wishes to the student congress, while apologizing for not 

attending in person. The spokesman of the congress, de Brucker, 

thanked the organizing committee and its chairman, Rakovski, “for 

the selfless generosity they showed in carrying out their 

difficult tasks.”51 

IV 

As would be the case thoughout his life, Rakovski could not be con¬ 

tent with organizing meetings, directing Marxist study groups, or 

theoretical discussions; he wanted a wider audience, and he started 

to write. In fact he had embarked on a career as a translator, publi¬ 

cist, and writer while still in Geneva. He translated Gabriel Deville’s 

book Évolution du capital, adding a lengthy introduction in which he 

analyzed economic conditions in Bulgaria.52 When the first Marxist 

journal, Den (Day), was published in Bulgaria, together with the first 

social democrat weekly, Rabotnik (Worker), and the daily, Drugar, he 

became one of their permanent correspondents, especially of the last. 

Sometimes half the edition was written by him, and he used several 

pseudonyms.53 

After a while, he published in Geneva a periodical in Bulgar¬ 

ian that resembled the one published abroad in Russian, Sotsial- 

Demokrat, not only because of its title but also because of its size 

and cover.54 This shows how involved Rakovski was in the work of the 

founder of Russian Marxism. Plekhanov helped Rakovski at the start 

of the review, allowing him to translate several of his manuscript arti¬ 

cles, to publish them in the Bulgarian Sotsial-Demokrat,55 Rakovski 

edited the review for two years in Geneva (1892-1893) with the help of 

his friend, Sava Balabanov. Manuscripts were sent to Bulgaria where 

they were secretly printed in the village of Sevliyevo (near Gabrovo), 

thanks to the help of one Sava Musatov, who acted as technical ad¬ 

visor and proofreader.56 Rakovski prepared each issue with his usual 

energy and, in the words of G. Bakalov: 

Rakovski’s brilliant talent showed in the pages of Sotsial- 

Demokrat. He was by then a convinced Marxist, worked 
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hard, kept a close watch on the proletarian movement through¬ 

out the world, and, in his articles full of revolutionary fire, 

he depicted the “beautiful scene of class struggle!” 

In Geneva as well as Bulgaria, Sotsial-Demokrat soon acquired a 

reputation for the strict socialist lines it adopted. It was a focal point 

for members of the Bulgarian Social Democratic Union, who held 

views roughly similar to those of the Russian “economists”: they were 

against the creation of a Social Democratic party in Bulgaria, since 

the times did not seem ripe for it yet. From their base in Geneva, 

Rakovski and his associates of the Bulgarian Social Democratic So¬ 

ciety defended the policy of the union against the people who, under 

Dimitar Blagoev, had created the Bulgarian Social Democratic party 

in 1891.58 ... , 
During the summer of 1892, Rakovski back in his country for the 

holidays, once again advised against setting up an official socialist 

party there, for two basic reasons: Bulgaria was still economically 

underdeveloped, with no proletariat to speak of, and rural masses 

were, as yet, unprepared for coordinated social action. Besides, the 

dictatorial regime of Stambulov would inevitably suppress such an 

initiative. No one took any notice of this sound advice: the follow¬ 

ing year, the Bulgarian government took harsh measures against the 

socialist movement, which was no longer underground, so that it was 

soon wiped out; it only just survived because of Rakovski’s and his 

friends’ propaganda material sent from Geneva.59 

V 

In 1893, Rakovski started on a “career” as a socialist representative 

to international congresses, a role he would play until the war in 1914. 

He was only twenty years old when he was chosen by Bulgarian social 

democrats to represent their country and express their opinion at the 

annual conference of the International Congress, which took place in 

Zurich in 1893. He was lucky enough then, as he said himself, to see 

and hear Friedrich Engels, to whom he had written occasionally, par¬ 

ticularly at the time of the Second International Congress of Socialist 

Students.60 The correspondence had started in 1892;61 Rakovski had 

then suggested to a member of the editorial board of the Sotsial- 

Demokrat—Stoyan Novok—sending to Engels, who was then living 

in London, a copy of the second issue of the review. Engels was kind 

enough to answer the questions they asked.62 In his third letter to 

Bulgarian students, he wrote “in other circumstances he would have 

been happy to write a special article for the Bulgarians, the youngest 

members of socialism.”63 Rakovski kept in touch with Engels, and 

when he had to turn to him, he did so through Vera Zasulich, who 
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was Engels’ close friend.64 

At the congress in Zurich, Rakovski met Plekhanov again; he also 

met Jules Guesde and Rosa Luxemburg, who won his admiration by 

her “Joan of Arc” attitude throughout the conference. 

As J. P. Nettl pointed out, it is a pity that we do not have records 

of the political friendship that sprang up between Rakovski and Rosa 

Luxemburg, since “they met regularly and enjoyed doing so on the 

occasion of each international congress of European socialist parties, 

up to 1914.” Their political ideas were obviously quite close, above 

all on the question of nationalities. Rosa Luxemburg undoubtedly fell 

under the charm of the young man with his warm and enthusiastic 

personality, and she also must have admired his political courage. 

One has to admit, nevertheless, that Rakovski, who would become 

Trotsky’s closest friend, would not be able to bring the latter and her 

together.65 

VI 

After three years of ceaseless activity from his base in Geneva, 

Rakovski left for Berlin where he stayed for six months. In the autumn 

of 1893, he registered with the medical faculty, but he only wanted to 

know more about Germany and “to get closer to the workers’ move¬ 

ment in Germany.”66 It did not take him long to make contact with 

German associations of socialist students, which were still illegal. This 

was probably the time he was introduced to Karl Liebknecht, one of 

those who founded the International Youth Movement. Christian kept 

up his work as a journalist and became the Balkan correspondent for 

the socialist newspaper Vorwarts, which had started two years ear¬ 

lier. This famous socialist leader, W. Liebknecht, who had founded 

the newspaper, became a friend of the young Bulgarian; he was very 

interested in the Balkans and socialist movements in Russia, Poland, 

and Romania, countries that were well-known to the latter.67 Conse¬ 

quently, Rakovski met him once every fortnight and through him was 

introduced to other leaders of the German Social Democratic party.68 

Rakovski was very much influenced by the political ideas of the starik 

(the “old man,” as he used to call W. Liebknecht), and kept up a 

steady correspondence and personal relations with him until 1900, 

when the elderly German leader died.69 

It may be appropriate to add that Rakovski’s political life in 

Berlin was not confined to German socialist circles. He mixed mostly 

within the Russian colony, in keeping with his steadfast interest in 

the socialist movement of a country that would become his own. As 

he related in his autobiography, these were the days when Russian 

Marxism grew rapidly after being made legal.70 The Russian colony 
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was engrossed in tumultuous debates on populism, Marxism, the sub¬ 

jectivist school, and dialectal materialism. Rakovski was laying the 

foundations for his thorough knowledge of the many interpretations 

of Marxism; from time to time, he also took part in discussions, es- 

pecially to intervene against Zionism. 

Because of his close relations with the émigré Russian revolu¬ 

tionaries, Rakovski’s presence in Prussia was undesirable to the local 

police and he was soon expelled. To carry on with his studies, as 

well as to remain in touch with the European socialist movement, he 

turned again to France. 

VII 

Before leaving for France, Rakovski spent the summer term in 1894 in 

Zurich where he attended lectures at the faculty of medicine. Since 

he was in Zurich, he had an opportunity to meet one of the most 

distinguished members of Russian Marxism, Pavel Axelrod.72 They 

were never as close as he had been with Plekhanov, but Rakovski was 

keen to exchange ideas with another founding member of the group 

called Workers’ Emancipation; he continued his study of the growth 

of the workers’ movement in Russia and of the influence Marxism had 

on it. Besides, Axelrod and his family were known among students 

for their warm hospitality; however, after a few months, Rakovski 

decided to leave Switzerland, where he had spent nearly four years.73 

French revolutionary traditions had long drawn the young man 

to the country, and he was going to make his home there for sev¬ 

eral years, until Russia replaced France for him after the October 

Revolution. He chose Nancy as his first stop, and spent the winter 

of 1894-1895 there. As usual with him, changing countries did not 

mean that he felt uprooted, since he made an overriding interest in 

the evolution of socialism the central theme of his life. In Nancy, 

he kept in touch with the Bulgarian movement, as well as regularly 

writing to Plekhanov and Vera Zasulich, then living in London. The 

French socialist movement was already familiar to him. He had al¬ 

ready met Jules Guesde in Paris in 1892, while still a student in 

Geneva. Plekhanov had given him a letter of introduction for the 

famous French Marxist who, at their first meeting, enabled him to 

realize his lifelong dream: a visit to the French National Assembly. 

Guesde gave Rakovski a letter of introduction for the one Guesdist 

member to be in the Assembly.74 Christian rushed to the National 

Assembly where he witnesssed a memorable debate with heated ex¬ 

changes on the subject of the miners’ strike that was taking place at 

Carmaux.75 

As we shall see later in detail, Rakovski was strongly influenced 
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by Guesde until World War I. He admired the man for his selflessness 

and staunch loyalty to the cause. He only diverged from Guesde’s 

position on the subject of “social patriotism” in 1914, but when the 

break did occur, it was final. 

Christian spent his last two years as a roving student at the 

University of Montpellier, from the autumn of 1895 to the end of the 

summer of 1897. As we saw earlier, he probably chose Montpellier 

for its famous medical school, but even more for its large colony of 

students of Eastern European extraction. As for Geneva, we should 

now examine the social climate in which Rakovski lived in those days. 

Among the foreign students, Bulgarians were the most numerous at 

Montpellier, followed by the Russians, amounting to about a hundred. 

Women formed a majority among the Russians, most of them coming 

from southern Russia. They belonged to all strata of society, rich 

or poor, and many of them were Jewish. The wealthy ones received 

allowances from their families; the others had a grant given to them 

by the town they came from or the regional council by which it was 

administered. Nearly all of them assiduously attended lectures at the 

Faculty of Medicine. According to an eyewitness, a few of them were 

passionately interested in politics and even more in social problems. 

Rather extreme in their views, they mixed freely with men students 

and sometimes lived with them.76 

About that time, Rakovski became concerned with the Ukraine 

and its problems for the first time. There were quite a few Ukrainian 

students, distinct from the Russians, in Montpellier; they demanded 

not only the right to speak and write their language, but also politi¬ 

cal autonomy for their nation.77 With his experience in the Balkans, 

Rakovski was well equipped to understand how important the idea of 

independence was; it may have weighted on his conscience when he 

became responsible for the sovietization of the Ukraine, from 1919 to 

1921. 

Rakovski understood that the Ukrainians insisted on preserving 

their language for the very reason the tsarist government was bent on 

destroying it. He realized that, through speaking its own language, 

a nation develops its consciousness of itself, language being the last 

bulwark to protect the independence of oppressed nations or of those 

that do not feel in control of their own affairs. 

We should now examine how his fellow students saw Rakovski 

and what his activities as a socialist were. One eye witness, Jules 

Veran, gives an accurate description.78 Christian was at the time 

twenty-two years old, and his portrait, both psychological and phys¬ 

ical, fits a typical left-wing intellectual: 

Rather thin and sickly looking, he had a pale face framed 
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by a dark beard, lit by dark eyes with an unusually sad 

and melancholy look, which could become hard in a debate. 

In fact, when faced with an opponent, Rakovski showed a 

passionate temperament, kept under control at first, only to 

burst out a little later.79 

Working long hours, he slept very little, and spent the time he was 

not at the faculty, learning foreign languages, writing letters to lead¬ 

ing European socialists, and writing articles for Vorwarts and the 

Bulgarian periodicals, Den, Rabotnik, and Drugar. 

His activities did not stop there: having been educated in Marx¬ 

ism by the most distinguished leaders: 

He soon became a leader of socialist students, whether for¬ 

eign or French, and tirelessly guided them. His views were 

always extreme in debates: he expounded them with the 

fervor of a convert and was intransigent in upholding them, 

which he did in French, incidentally, since his Russian was 

poor in those days. It was clear that, among French So¬ 

cialists, he only respected Jules Guesde, the advocate of 

scientific socialism, class struggle, a materialist concept of 

history, and revolutionary action. He did not think much of 

Jaurès; he was amused by his romantic policies and idealism, 

which seemed hopeless to him. 

However, he once happened to spend several hours with him, 

in Montpellier—it was in June or July 1896. Jaurès, who 

was staying in the town for a day or two, agreed to go on 

an excursion with a party of socialist students.80 On the 

way back by train, Jaurès only talked to Rakovski, whose 

conversation he seemed to find most stimulating. His arti¬ 

cles on the following days in Petite république and Dépêche 

de Toulouse reflected this conversation, which had covered 

the Balkan question and Eastern Europe. Other students 

resented Rakovski having monopolized their hero.81 

From then on, Rakovski kept in touch with the great French 

socialist and became the Balkan correspondent for Humanité when 

Jaurès started the famous newspaper in 1904. From these days as 

a student in Montpellier, he contributed to the Marxist journal Je¬ 

unesse Socialiste, which was published in Toulouse with Lagardelle as 

editor, as well as to the socialist daily Petite République, when Jules 

Guesde became editor in 1897.82 As a follower of Guesde, Rakovski 

condemned Jaurès’ reformist ideas outright. Yet, the two men found 

common ground in the area of social humanism, as we shall see later, 

when (until 1917) Rakovski violently opposed Lenin, whether in mat- 
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ters of revolutionary tactics or from certain moral principles, it was 

often due to his humanistic philosophy.83 Though he was, in Trotsky’s 

words, “a dyed-in-the-wool Marxist,” he was much too interested 

in the complexities of life and its variety to see merely its political 

aspect.84 Some thirty years after he met Jaurès, Rakovski told Trot¬ 

sky how he had been impressed with his ideas on art and socialism: 

Jaurès thought that only socialism could really lead to art. He hoped 

for a new impetus in the arts and life in all its aspects through the 

influence of socialism, in fact a new birth for mankind. He wrote: 

Socialism will lead all men, whatever their background, to 

art and beauty. For the first time, we shall see a human 

art, since so far we have seen only glimpses of humanity, we 

have only had glimpses of a humanistic kind of art . . . 

. A wonderful renaissance in the arts will come from this 

renewal of society. For the first time, mankind as such will 

stand opposite nature. In the contemplation of nature, in 

questioning her, each man will come into contact with the 

essence of man. For the first time, the whole of mankind 

will be free from the yoke of nature and dominate her from 

such a height that self-confidence will make it possible to 

gaze trustingly at her.85 

Jaurès and Rakovski were always happy to come together when 

they met at conferences of the Second International, in which they 

were both active members.86 Even if their political relations were 

sometimes strained, on a personal level, they were always good.87 

Rakovski was fascinated by Jaurès’ imagery, which, in Trotsky’s words, 

was rich with “national traditions, high moral principles, love for the 

dispossessed, and was magnified by poetry.”88 

VIII 

While still a student in Montpellier, Rakovski represented the Bulgar¬ 

ian Social Democratic party for the second time at an international 

socialist congress, one that took place in London from 26 July to 2 

August 1896. Again he met Rosa Luxemburg, and made closer con¬ 

tact with the Polish Socialist party (PPS) founded in 1892, a year 

after the Bulgarian party. He would write articles against the tsarist 

regime for the publications of PPS.89 But he was not satisfied with 

only that. These were the days of rebellions in Armenia and Crete. 

Earlier, in a series of brilliant articles, Rakovski had tried to impress 

on the French Socialists the need to intervene on behalf of Armenia 

and the peoples of Crete and Macedonia.90 He also dwelt on these 

problems in his conversations with W. Liebknecht and Jean Jaurès, 

because he was convinced that “lack of awareness and understanding 
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of the Eastern questions was one of the weaknesses of the interna¬ 

tional socialist movement.”91 This is why he decided to address the 

London congress on this subject. The paper that he read in French 

could not be printed in time to be distributed, but it was well re¬ 

ceived. It would soon be translated into German and published in 

Kautski’s periodical in Stuttgart, Die Neue Zeit. 

IX 

At the end of his medical studies, Rakovski defended a doctoral the¬ 

sis on the causes of criminality and degeneracy. His approach was 

very clear: he wanted to study the problems from a Marxist point 

of view. Rakovski wrote in his autobiography that “the dissertation 

caused a stir at the university and found an echo in the local press 

and specialized publications,” which was no more than the truth. 

Later on, when Rakovski became the Soviet diplomatic representative 

in London, and then in Paris, political experts studied his doctoral 

dissertation in order to understand the diplomat.94 The study is of 

historical interest not only because it shows Rakovski’s erudition, but 

also because it contains the basic principles of one of the Russian rev¬ 

olutionaries who would apply them to the new Soviet society.95 This 

was the conclusion that commentators arrived at in the 1920s, and 

we shall now assess the validity of their conclusions. 

As was seen before, Rakovski became interested in the connection 

between crime and society four years before he defended his thesis. 

The subject was discussed at great length by the socialist students 

at their Geneva conference in 1893. Rakovski was so taken up by 

the idea that, instead of applying for a subject to his professorial 

supervisor, he submitted his own proposal. He also broke another 

rule in approaching the subject from a sociological point of view rather 

than a purely medical one. Let us now see how he wrote his thesis. 

First he hired a commissioner and his cart to fetch the books he 

needed. He was perhaps showing a certain theatrical sense, or mere 

common sense.96 He borrowed some forty books from the library of 

the Faculty of Medicine and about the same number from the city 

library and, walking behind the cart, took his material home.97 Three 

weeks later, after finishing his work, he took the books back in the 

same way. He had thus broken a third rule: in those days, as Jules 

Veran points out, medical students made scant use of the wealth of 

information available to them at the faculty library. So the cartload 

of books that Rakovski had borrowed created a sensation. He, on the 

contrary, complained of the lack of resources in local libraries, and 

mentioned it in his preface.98 

He defended his thesis on 31 July 1897; eye witnesses were unani- 



Christian Rakovski (1873-1941) 21 

mous in praising him. The examinee’s friends, students of both sexes, 

filled the room to watch the proceedings. The exchange was tense, 

even heated, but, in the end, the student was granted a doctorate 

with congratulations from all members of the jury. Even though they 

might not have been fully convinced by his reasoning, they could 

only be impressed by the erudition and rigor Rakovski had shown, 

as was the case with all his theoretical writings. He also had proved 

remarkably experienced in his use of abstract ideas, supporting them 

with precise examples that he had drawn from his extensive reading. 

Summing up the general impression, one wrote this comment: 

Everything of note in philosophy, sociology, economics, pre¬ 

history, etc. . . . written in French in the last three cen¬ 

turies, in Italian, English, German, Russian, from Pascal 

and Hobbes to articles published recently by Foinitski in 

Severnyi vestnik, has all been thoroughly absorbed and di¬ 

gested .... The work of this Bulgarian is methodically 

organized in the French and Mediterranean way." 

One of the most visible influences behind Rakovski’s thesis is 

Rousseau’s: we can trace in it the marks left on his intellectual devel¬ 

opment by the books he read as a youth. One of the key statements 

is this: 

Crime is the consequence of progress. It appeared for the 

first time, when men set up a social grouping, when rules 

were established, which if broken, gave rise to crime. Prim¬ 

itive man was virtuous, the criminal bom together with 

society.100 

But Marx soon corrected Rousseau, as did Marxist theoreticians such 

as Engels, Bebel, and Plekhanov. Crime is in no way hereditary; it 

arises, according to Rakovski, from the injustice of capitalist society 

and the vicious circle it brings about: poverty, unemployment, liq¬ 

uidation, bankruptcy, suicide. Thus, it seemed to the student that 

all factors involved in criminality are social, foremost among them, 

by far, the economic factor: crime is one of the most serious ills of 

capitalist society. Rakovski goes on to give a detailed analysis of what 

Fourier called “crises pléthoriques,” that is to say, bursts of criminal¬ 

ity following economic crises. These frequent crises caused by chronic 

deficiencies in the capitalist system were seen by Rakovski as leading 

to degeneracy, therefore he drew the conclusion that a new society 

was needed. 

There was a strong political bent in all this, but Rakovski was 

no vulgar proselyte. The contributor to Mercure de France, who 

could not be suspected of Marxist sympathies, concluded his article 
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with a portrait of Rakovski as “a party man, but a learned one and 

a philosopher.”101 His work clearly revealed a wide-ranging mind, 

able to assimilate and make his own other people’s theories, which 

Rakovski was to do throughout his life. This, combined with a keen 

intellectual curiosity and boundless energy, would have a large im¬ 

pact, allowing Rakovski to be, in turn, one of the main leaders of the 

socialist movement in the Balkans, the head of the Soviet Ukrainian 

republic after the October Revolution, and finally one of the chief 

Soviet diplomats in the 1920s.102 After negotiating the establishment 

of diplomatic relations between the new Russia and first England and 

then France, Rakovski became one of the leading theoreticians of the 

Trotsky opposition, before falling a prey to the Stalinist purge. 
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Chapter 2 

Leader of the Socialist Movement in the Balkans 

(1900-1914) 

At that time, Rakovski’s life became rather com¬ 

plicated. Drawing its course on a map would be 

impossible without looking into the secret police’s 

archives of most European countries. These early 

years fulfilled his strong urge to acquire knowledge 

and new experiences and start a life of action. 

Trotsky, Notes on Rakovski 

Rakovski wrote in his autobiography that, at the end of his university 

years, he had to solve the same problem as all other young men: what 

direction should his life take? The socialist activist was standing in 

the way of the medical doctor, and an urgent question had to be 

answered: Kuda dal’shel What next?1 

Rakovski was primarily interested in his work as a party member, 

doing propaganda work and organizing meetings and discussions; he 

had no intention of setting up as a general practitioner somewhere in 

France or the Balkans. In fact, he already acted and felt as European 

or even international revolutionary. He had worked mostly for the 

Bulgarian Socialist party, both in his country of birth and at inter¬ 

national socialist congresses; yet he was a citizen of Romania. On 

the other hand, although he was very interested in socialism in the 

Balkans, his greatest wish in 1897 and 1898 was to work in Russia. 

He had objective reasons for this: as we have seen, although he 

was concerned with socialism in Armenia and the growing workers’ 

movement in Poland, he had kept in touch with Russian socialists 

living in exile in Geneva and Berlin. These circles had helped in his 

Marxist education, and Rakovski now wanted to find out for himself 

how socialism had developed in Russia. Moreover, personal reasons 

were involved in his decision to go to his teachers’ homeland. 

Rakovski had just married a young Russian woman, E. P. 

Ryabova, who had finished her medical studies with him. She 

was born in Moscow and had come to Montpellier for her degree, but 

like Rakovski, she was as much interested in politics as medicine. She 
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was a close friend of Plekhanov and Zasulich, and a revolutionary 

Marxist, actively taking part in the political meetings organized by 

Rakovski’s student societies.2 She was the only person invited to the 

meal they had at 10 rue St. Louis in Montpellier. The landlady had 

cooked a good dinner shared with the other two lodgers. Three days 

earlier, E. P. Ryabova had also defended her medical thesis.3 

In spite of the attraction Russia exercised over him, and although 

his new wife had just gone back to St. Petersburg, Rakovski was un¬ 

able to join her right away. As soon as he graduated, the Romanian 

authorities summoned him to Bucharest for his military service. He 

was mobilized on 15 September 1898 as an army doctor to the Ninth 

Cavalry Regiment garrisoned at Constanta.4 He served in the Roma¬ 

nian army for a year and a half, before being discharged on 1 January 

1900. However, his military service did not affect his writing, which 

kept him busier than ever. 

He wrote two pamphlets at that time, which reflect his manifold 

interests, ranging from the general problems facing mankind to the 

drama of the day that was tearing French families apart. He pub¬ 

lished, in quick succession, a book in Bulgarian entitled The Signifi¬ 

cance of the Dreyfus Affair, a pamphlet directed against spiritualists, 

Science and Miracle, in which he made use of his medical knowledge.5 

The pamphlet writer soon gave way to historian; Rakovski published 

within the space of two years two large volumes. The first dealt with 

tsarist Russia, especially its foreign policy;6 the second gave a full 

picture of modem France,7 expanding the social survey begun by 

Rakovski in his booklet on the Dreyfus Affair. Here is proof that, 

when his interest was aroused, he could withdraw from his daily rou¬ 

tine and immerse himself in a staggering bout of work, at the end of 

which he would have found his own answer to the problem in hand, 

keeping to the deadline he had set himself. In this respect, he had the 

independence and intellectual rigor of an intelligent person who also 

has strong willpower. Trotsky, who became one of his closest friends, 

wrote on this subject: “The need to think out a problem, and to draw 

all necessary deductions from it, has always been a prerequisite in my 

life.”8 

Both of Rakovski’s books, while very thorough and accurate, are 

nevertheless perfectly readable. The quality of the historical research 

and analysis are impressive. In the book he published under the 

title Russia in the East, Rakovski gave his first historical treatment 

of international affairs and diplomacy. About twenty years later, he 

would face diplomacy as a “Professional” and prove himself to be a 

skillful statesman, able to conduct the most difficult negotiations. 

The book is of great interest mainly because it is the first at- 
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tempt at writing a history of Russian diplomacy from a Marxist 

point of view.9 Moreover, the whole picture is seen in the light of 

Plekhanov’s advice to Western socialists, “Russia has to be isolated 

in the field of international relations.” 10 The sources used range from 

classical works such as S. Solovev,11 Tatishchev,12 Leontev,13 and 

Tikhomirov,14 to publications of French Socialists such as Louis Blanc.15 

as well as the most important Marxist books dealing with interna¬ 

tional relations.16 Rakovski shows his erudition by using a number of 

articles that had appeared in Russian, French, Bulgarian or German 

periodicals, which fully justifies the subtitle of his work, An Historical 

Investigation. 

The “imperialism” of tsarist diplomacy is vehemently attacked, 

whether directed at Poland in the West, or the Balkan countries in the 

South. To make his demonstration more convincing, Rakovski started 

his enquiry with Old Russia and Tatar influence, until he arrived at 

Peter the Great’s reforms and Catherine the Great; there followed sev¬ 

eral chapters reviewing the Byzantine hegemony that had prevailed in 

the early days and the dangers of the Slavophile movement. Rakovski 

also gave a detailed analysis of the significance and importance of the 

Russian and Turkish empires colliding in the Balkans. Obviously he 

had a clear aim in giving his historical account and did not hide his 

sympathies. This is why the book was to have a large audience: “For 

years it would provide arguments not only for the Bulgarian socialist 

party, but also for all the anti-Russian elements in Bulgarian society 

and in the Balkan countries.”17 So Rakovski was attacked as a pam¬ 

phleteer, not as an historian, by all the journalists of the so-called 

“bourgeois” press in Bulgaria, which was extremely Russophile and 

would never forgive him for his “blasphemies.” 

The second book that Rakovski wrote at the time was much 

less biased; it was a history of the French Third Republic commis¬ 

sioned by the St. Petersburg publishers, Znanie, who turned to him 

for his thorough insight into French political life.18 According to a 

critic (none other than Anatole de Monzie) this book shows his great 

admiration for the Third Republic, as well as a first-class scholarly 

mind.19 

Rakovski became concerned, in turn, with France, Russia, and 

Bulgaria, having been an activist among socialists in all three coun¬ 

tries, and having published in their newspapers. He happened to be 

in Romania then, but he had not, so far, made much contact with the 

Romanian socialist movement. In 1899, he did not think that he had 

more than formal relations with the movement he was going to lead 

firmly a few years later. It was only in January 1900, after finishing 

his military service, that Rakovski openly contributed to the Roma- 
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nian socialist press and took part in workers’ meetings in Bucharest. 

But, as he pointed out in his autobiography, “it was only to find out 

that the Romanian working-class movement had completely disinte¬ 

grated, as a result of the leaders’ desertion, since almost all of them 

had gone over to Bratianu’s Liberal party.”20 We shall later exam¬ 

ine in more detail the crisis the Romanian socialist movement went 

through until 1905, when Rakovski reactivated it. Between 1900 and 

1905, Rakovski moved much closer to the Bulgarian Socialist party, 

which was quite powerful and well organized. 

Throughout his military service, Rakovski had contributed to 

Bulgarian socialist newspapers. Den, the mouthpiece of the party 

had been replaced by Novo vreme (New Times), issued every month 

with Blagoev as its head. Yet, relations between Rakovski and the 

Bulgarian leader were not easy. We must not forget that in 1892 

through 1893 Rakovski had clashed with him when the Bulgarian 

Social Democratic party had been created, since Rakovski regarded 

the move as premature politically and even dangerous for the future 

of social democracy in Bulgaria. 

Two years later, in 1895, while still a student at Montpellier, 

Rakovski entered into a sharp conflict with Blagoev through Sot- 

sialist, the official newspaper of the Bulgarian party. He found the 

leader’s attitude to the peasants negative, and favored a more accom¬ 

modating approach. He did not think that including some of their 

wishes in the party program would amount to betraying proletar¬ 

ian principles.21 However, in spite of these differences, Rakovski was 

valuable to Bulgarian Socialists; they asked him to visit the country 

in 1898, just before he started his military service, to give a course 

of lectures on topical questions in several towns and cities. One year 

later, he helped Blagoev to counter Russian Populists who had moved 

to Bulgaria and were attacking Marxism.22 He intended to pursue the 

controversy in Russia, where he moved as soon as his military service 

ended. 

As soon as Rakovski arrived in the Russian capital, he threw 

himself into the thick of political debate. A violent quarrel was rag¬ 

ing in St. Petersburg at the time between two “progressive” political 

groups which were diametrically opposed in their ideas of revolution¬ 

ary tactics—the Populists and the Marxists. The Marxists wanted to 

accelerate the development of capitalism in Russia, so that conditions 

they regarded as necessary for a socialist revolution would obtain as 

soon as possible. The Populists, on the contrary, considered these tac¬ 

tics as helping the capitalists and slowing the growth of a revolution¬ 

ary situation. Their main objective was to prevent village communes, 

mirs, being destroyed as well as communes of craftsmen, artels, by 
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slowing down the progress of the capitalist system fast developing in 

Russia. The mir and the artel would then become the instruments of 

socialist government.23 Populists made themselves open to Marxist 

attacks therefore and were accused of helping bureaucracy; the latter 

regarded mirs and artels as traditional institutions having nothing to 

do with revolution. 

In February 1899, Rakovski argued along these lines at a meeting 

organized by one of the branches of the Free Economic Society in 

St. Petersburg. He happened to be in the capital then, because the 

military authorities had granted him a visitor’s permit for a fortnight 

to see his wife. Since he used his name openly, and his fiery speech 

branded him as a “dangerous revolutionary,” the police were soon 

after him. When they discovered his address, he was already on his 

way back to Romania. 

While still serving in the Romanian army, Rakovski went on cor¬ 

responding frequently with the Russian Marxist leaders he had known 

in Geneva. He was very useful to Plekhanov and Zasulich, whose let¬ 

ters to St. Petersburg Marxists passed as letters to his wife. Later, 

Zasulich herself came to Romania, where Christian provided her with 

a passport in the name of Kirova; this gave her free entry into Russia 

where he followed her a few months later.24 

Back in St. Petersburg early in 1900, Rakovski was happy to 

move among his wife’s friends and acquaintances, who shared his 

political views and objectives. His private life was cloudless, “he 

breathed in fully the winter air, dreaming about all the things that 

needed doing in Russia,” and he expected to settle there forever. In 

those days, he started drafting his book, Modern France, and im¬ 

mersed himself in the activities of the capital’s Marxist circles. His 

wife’s apartment was a regular meeting place for left-wing leaders— 

Mikhailovski, Karpov, Annenski, not to mention Marxists such as 

Tugan-Baranovski, Veresaev, and Bogucharski. A closer circle was 

made up of Rakovski and his wife, A. N. Kamykov and Peter Struve’s 

wife, N. A. Struve. The latter were involved in direct action among 

the masses and made plans to educate the young and the workers. On 

a purely theoretical level, the quarrel between Marxists and Populists 

was further complicated by a conflict between the Marxists and the 

“economists.”25 

Outside Russia, Plekhanov championed the fight against 

the “economist” doctrine, which he strongly attacked in a booklet 

entitled More Socialism and Political Struggle. In the same year, 

the “economists” had a pamphlet published, which was to become 

famous under the title of Credo. E. D. Kuskova wrote, in defense of 

their tactics, of concentrating efforts on the workers’ economic and 
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social struggle. The political struggle against the tsar had to be 

left to middle-class liberals; it was only of marginal concern for the 

proletariat. From abroad, Plekhanov retorted with his Vademecum, 

while Axelrod wrote a “Letter to my Comrades.” In Russia itself, 

the three main Marxist leaders in exile, Lenin, Potresov, and Dan, 

answered the “economists” in the same vein.26 

This double quarrel was compounded by a polarization becoming 

more and more apparent between the “orthodox” and “legal” Marx¬ 

ists. The latter, such as Peter Struve, and Tugan-Baranovski had 

won the right for Marxism to exist legally, by sacrificing any idea of 

a political struggle against the tsarist regime. They drew their in¬ 

spiration from the ideas of the German “revisionist” leader, Eduard 

Bernstein; as regards economic theories, they agreed with Marxists, 

but their political views were close to those of the liberals. 

At the time of Rakovski’s first visit to Russia, in February 1899, 

he had published an article on Bulgarian political parties, in the first 

periodical of the legal Marxists, Nashe slovo.27 A year later, when 

he returned to Russia, he could only notice that Struve had taken 

another turn to the right, and broke all personal relations with him. 

A radical change had occurred in the autumn of 1899; in the phrase of 

Alexandra Kollontai , “the honeymoon between legal and underground 

Marxists had come to an end.”28 

In those days, Peter Struve was very popular among progressive 

Russians. Together with such brilliant thinkers as N. A. Berdyaev, S. 

N. Bulgakov, or Tugan-Baranovski, he was the epitome of the part 

of the intelligentsia that had joined the Marxist ranks in the 1880s. 

In the field of esthetics, they had moved closer to Marx’s early way 

of thinking, so distorted later. At the time, Marxist theorists con¬ 

sidered that culture was intrinsically good, apart from its utilitarian 

value. Paradoxically, Marxists were the first to appreciate art at its 

face value, without any thought of its application, and saw in it the 

product of a certain civilization and the psychological expression of 

a social stratum.29 From the political point of view, this generation 

contrasted with the previous one and its utopian views on revolu¬ 

tion: the intelligentsia had become more practical and moved closer 

to a genuine Marxism that took into account the real world instead 

of rejecting it. Yet, deep down, they had embraced Marxism only 

on an intellectual level, without drawing from it revolutionary con¬ 

clusions that they would use in everyday politics. When they joined 

Bernstein’s revisionists, late in 1899, orthodox Marxists had them 

expelled from the ranks of Russian social democrats. As the leader 

of legal Marxists, Struve refused, from then on, to compromise with 

them. According to Rakovski, Struve bitterly resented Zasulich’s re- 
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turn to Russia, since she risked, in the event of her being caught 

by the police, endangering her “friends.” She was deeply hurt, for 

she was fond of Struve.30 Plekhanov was also upset because someone 

he had always regarded as a “personal friend” was now letting him 

down. Nonetheless, he wrote to Rakovski that “they had to close 

ranks against Struve, if necessary with Mikhailovski.”31 

In so doing, Plekhanov was resorting to a dangerous tactic: try¬ 

ing to ally himself with yesterday’s enemy to help him fight yester¬ 

day’s friend. N. K. Mikhailovski (1842-1904) was an old hand of the 

Populist movement, one of its most remarkable theorists.32 A few 

years earlier (1894), he had led an all-out ideological crusade against 

Marxism in a series of forceful articles. Plekhanov had replied with 

a long treatise published in 1895, On the Question of the Develop¬ 

ment of a Monistic View of History, which was a powerful attack 

against Populism. Lenin had also opposed Mikhailovski in his book¬ 

let Who Are the “Friends of the People ?” and How They Fight Social 

Democrats (1894). In it he condemned the Russian peasant brand of 

socialism, which had been revolutionary at first, but “had now com¬ 

pletely disintegrated to give way to a vulgar philistine liberalism.” 

Some aspects of this economy looked “progressive” to the peasants, 

but they forgot that this progress coincided with massive expropria¬ 

tions and was a consequence of it.33 

The subtitle of Lenin’s book was the following: A Reply to Ar¬ 

ticles Published in Russkoe Bogatsvo Against Marxism.34 As it hap¬ 

pened, Plekhanov intended to publish his articles against Struve in 

this review. He wrote to Rakovski early in 1900, asking him to of¬ 

fer to Russkoe Bogatsvo to write for them under the pseudonym of 

Beltov, as soon as ne arrived in St. Petersburg.35 After consult¬ 

ing several members of the Marxist group, Rakovski decided that 

Plekhanov’s plan was “unrealistic;” the pseudonym, in any case, was 

the one Plekhanov had used five years earlier to sign a book in which 

he attacked the very same Mikhailovski. Both thought it more “sen¬ 

sible” for the founding father of Russian Marxism to contribute to 

the review that represented legal Marxism, Zhizn, published by Posse 

and Gorki. 36 

Rakovski’s second visit to Russia was not going to last much 

longer than the first. Thanks to the numerous agents provocateurs 

who had infiltrated Marxist circles in the capital, the police were 

soon on his trail, and he was informed that within forty-eight hours 

he had to be out of the county. This was a setback for Christian, who 

now had to face another dilemma. As he wrote in his autobiography, 

“My expulsion destroyed all the plans I had made. I had no wish to 

return to the Balkans, for I became increasingly less concerned with 
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them as I drew closer to the Russian revolutionary movement.”37 At 

the time, it is clear that Rakovski already regarded himself first and 

foremost bound to Russia and the Russian revolutionary movement. 

This is why he tried at all cost, in 1901, to return there and be allowed 

to stay, whether legally or not. When he was expelled, Rakovski took 

it calmly. He was escorted to Reval, with his wife, by the police. 

There, while waiting for the earliest ship to take him to France, he 

finished the book commissioned by a St. Petersburg publisher, Con¬ 

temporary France,38 While in Paris, where he lived for almost a year, 

Rakovski led a busy life, conducting negotiations and studying. As 

he did not expect to be allowed into Russia for some time, he enrolled 

at the law faculty in Paris and started working. In the meantime, his 

friends and acquaintances in Russia were trying to intervene on his 

behalf; among them N. I. Gurovich, who visited him in Paris in the 

summer of 1900, assuring him that his connections at the Russian 

court would not remain inactive. He promised to approach either a 

brother or a son-in-law of Baron Frederix, then a minister of the 

crown. Rakovski thought he could trust Gurovich, who published 

the review Nachalo, one of the first Marxist publications. Gurovich 

became more and more a confidant; soon the whole thing could be 

summed up in this way: “Money was needed to bribe Baron Fred- 

erix’s relations.” Rakovski confessed that he had no hesitation in the 

matter. After this “offering,” all was resolved rapidly, and he could 

return to Russia.39 

In fact, Gurovich had easily obtained another visa for Rakovski 

not so much because he was close to the court establishment, but 

rather because of his relations with the police. He was one of the many 

agents provocateurs who had infiltrated Marxist circles, among whom 

the most famous was, no doubt, Roman Malinovski.40 Gurovich had 

been appointed to keep under close scrutiny the Marxist journal, 

Nachalo, which he largely financed. His task was to find the names 

of all Marxist writers working under a pseudonym and, early on, he 

had informed the police that Plekhanov, Zasulich, Martov, Potresov, 

and Ulyanov were secret contributors to that journal.41 

Back in St. Petersburg in the second half of 1901, Rakovski 

found a vacuum.” After the student unrest in the spring of 1901, 

many writers had been exiled, among them a number of Marxists. 

underground milieu, where Lenin’s soft^cover book, What’s to be 

done? soon became a topic for discussion. 

Lenin had chosen for his first serious work, published in 1902 

the title of a famous novel by Chemyshevski, which had influenced 

him greatly. Rakovski was fascinated by his analysis, seeing in it a 
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new approach to revolutionary tactics. For the first time, Lenin had 

put forward his ideas on the part played by “professional revolution¬ 

aries” and the relations between party intellectuals and workers. He 

thought the working class could be protected from bourgeois influence 

only through the action of revolutionary intellectuals who would lead 

them to socialism. In his words: 

The history of every country shows that, if it is isolated, 

the working class cannot hope for anything more than such 

awareness of their condition as will bring about trade unions, 

that is to say the idea that they have to fight against bosses 

to wrench from the government laws that will benefit work¬ 

ers. The socialist doctrine, on the other hand, has evolved 

from philosophical, historical, and economic theories that 

were developed by members of the well-to-do classes, the 

intellectuals. 
In their social origins, Marx and Engels, the founders of 

contemporary scientific socialism, belonged to the bourgeois 

intelligentsia. Likewise, in Russia, theoretical principles of 

social democracy appeared quite independently of the un¬ 

conscious efforts that might have been made by the toiling 

masses. These principles are the natural and inevitable re¬ 

sult of the growth of ideas among revolutionary socialist 

intellectuals.42 

Although Rakovski found these ideas interesting, he knew that 

they were not really Lenin’s. They had been advocated, at least in 

part, by Peter Tkachev (1844-1885), a theoretician who first thought, 

in the 1870s, that the advent of revolution meant primarily a dy¬ 

namic minority seizing power, the people being only an instrument 

to be used.43 Moreover, Tkachev wanted the revolutionary socialist 

party to be a ruling party. In a country such as Russia, the fact 

that there was hardly any bourgeois element was, to his mind, an 

advantage and not a shortcoming in the process of historical devel¬ 

opment. These lines announced the increasingly divergent positions 

that Lenin and Plekhanov would adopt in the future. In the name 

of orthodoxy, the latter had rejected Tkachev’s principles in a book 

entitled Nasche raznoglasie. Whether in his political theories or rev¬ 

olutionary practice, Rakovski aligned himself on Plekhanov’s views 

rather than Lenin’s, until October 1917. We shall later analyze their 

opposition, its origins, and significance. 

As usual, Rakovski was forging ahead with his writing. In those 

days (1901-1902), he regularly contributed to the “voluminous” Rus¬ 

sian periodicals, which he continued doing, but less actively until 

1904, under the names of Insarov and Grigoriev. His writing took 
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many forms and complemented his political work; thus, he published 

simultaneously children’s stories and articles on socialism, while tak¬ 

ing part in the launching of Iskra, the mouthpiece of the Russian 

Social Democratic party. 

However, due to external circumstances, Rakovski had to leave 

Russia again, not returning until December 1917, when he helped set 

up the first socialist republic. 

Two main reasons caused Rakovski to leave Russia: first a per¬ 

sonal misfortune that affected him deeply—his wife died. Second, it 

was becoming increasingly difficult to be a political activist in Rus¬ 

sia because of the repressive measures taken by the police, which had 

decimated the socialist movement. Since he could not be content with 

purely literary work, Rakovski chose to leave for France, arriving late 

in 1902. 

Since he thought he had left Russia forever, he decided to start a 

new life in a country that had always made him welcome, and where 

he felt at home emotionally and intellectually. He applied for natural¬ 

ization; he enrolled once again at the Faculty of Law and graduated. 

He also renewed old acquaintances, especially with young leaders of 

the socialist and cooperative movement—Emile Bure, Lagardelle, and 

Sarraute—and young radicals who would lead the country twenty 

years later, at the time that he became Soviet ambassador to Lon¬ 

don and, later, Paris. Anatole de Monzie was one of them; he was 

a lawyer who had just finished his training to become a magistrate. 

He tried to persuade the French authorities to grant Rakovski French 

citizenship.43 They refused because of Rakovski’s revolutionary be¬ 

liefs; his “subversive” activities had attracted police attention in the 

days when he was a medical student in Nancy and later in Mont¬ 

pellier. Also, the articles he published in periodicals such as Revue 

socialiste and Mouvement socialiste did nothing to help the French 

government change its mind. 

In order to make a living and, most of all, to lead a more bal¬ 

anced life, Rakovski decided to become a general practitioner. For six 

months, he stood in for a friend of Russian origin, Dr. Chiripakin, 

whom he had known in Montpellier as a student.44 In the village of 

Beaulieu sur Loire Rakovski busied himself with contacts of a medical 

nature but also mixed with the local peasants. He greatly enjoyed 

expounding his political views at an official banquet, and needless to 

saj, his speech sent the local members of the Assembly and the Senate 

who were attending the function into paroxysms of anger, especially 

because he announced his wish to become a representative himself. 

Yet, just when he thought he would become a permanent French 

resident, and it had been suggested that he stay in Beaulieu, Rakovski’s 
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life had to change course again. His father’s death, in the summer of 

1903, made him go back to Romania. He then resumed his life as a 

member of the Balkan socialist party and devoted all his energy to 

it until the Bolshevik revolution broke out in October 1917. 

II 

It is obvious that, up to 1905, Rakovski was closer to the Bulgar¬ 

ian socialist movement than to the Romanian one. In Romania, the 

socialist daily had disappeared when the party leaders had defected. 

True enough the same thing had occurred in the Bulgarian social¬ 

ist movement, where a schism between the tesnyaki (“narrows”) and 

the shiroski (“broads”) had taken place in 1903. Rakovski immedi¬ 

ately joined the tesnayaki and led a campaign against the “renagades 

of the Bulgarian Socialist party.”46 

In 1904, for the third time he was chosen by the Bulgarian so¬ 

cialists as their representative at the International Socialist Congress, 

which took place in Amsterdam that August. The fact that he was 

also representing the Serbian Social Democratic party proves that he 

was highly thought of everywhere. He appeared as a man of the future 

in the Balkan socialist movement, and they all knew how influential 

he was in the highest Western European socialist circles. 

In the history of socialism, the Amsterdam Congress is important 

in so far as it solved the dilemma facing the International at the time: 

Would it be reformist or orthodox Marxists? Rakovski, having had 

experience of the fight against reformism since his early Bulgarian 

years, was chosen as a member of the “Commission on Tactics,” and 

took an active part in its work. As Trotsky related in the notes 

he took of the proceedings, Rakovski played an important part at 

the congress, “he helped defeat the ‘opportunist’ motion put forward 

by Adler and Vandervelde.”47 He supported the opposite resolution, 

which was approved by “a huge majority of delegates from various 

countries.” However, Jaurès violently opposed this.48 Rakovski then 

made a final speech, which won him a round of applause, and ended 

with these words: 

The task for Socialists must be to reveal to the working 

class the contradictions between their own interest and that 

of the bourgeoise. They must also bring the class struggle 

to its logical conclusion; that is to say, total victory for the 

proletariat over the bourgeois society.49 

When he went back to Romania at the end of the summer of 

1904, Rakovski was faced with the defection of a large majority of so¬ 

cialist leaders in favor of Bratianu’s Liberal party; such a “betrayal” 
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meant the collapse of the socialist movement in the country. Social¬ 

ism had been slow in establishing a foothold in Romania because of 

adverse circumstances and the barrier of indifference and ignorance it 

encountered. Pavel Axelrod, who lived there in 1880, was convinced 

that the low level of intellectual attainments was a consequence of 

the country’s economic underdevelopment. “Even the wildest opti¬ 

mist could hardly hope to see modem socialist notions take root in a 

soil seemingly sterile.”50 

To have a better understanding of the part Rakovski would play 

in the Romanian socialist movement, we have to go back to the be¬ 

ginning and describe the intellectual climate of the time. From 1879 

onwards, several small ideological circles were set up to maintain a 

certain intellectual ferment, but they were short-lived and uncoordi¬ 

nated. They called themselves “socialist” but were, in fact, opposi¬ 

tion movements predominantly influenced by anarchists. These early 

circles were gatherings of students and politically minded young intel¬ 

lectuals, who were disappointed by the Liberal party; the latter had 

just won power after a prolonged fight against the conservatives, and 

they had every intention of staying in power. In fact, the growth of 

socialist circles was a result of the repressive measures taken by the 

liberals after 1881. The Socialists had then started their own organi¬ 

zation and established a program that was discussed in the pages of 

their periodical Contemporanul.51 

From the point of view of this study, we must remember that, 

in the second half of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth 

century, the Russian revolutionary movement influenced, or rather 

started a similar movement in Romania.52 The experience made by 

the Russian intelligentsia between 1860 and 1870 was passed on by 

those who had fled the country; on the run from the police, many of 

them chose to settle in Romania. They became the backbone of the 

Romanian socialist movement.53 Thus, Contemporanul, published in 

Ia§i (the intellectual center in Romania at the time), was a replica 

of the Russian periodical Sovremennik (Contemporary). Its edito¬ 

rial board was made up of young members of one intellectual family, 

who gave rise to a strong current of ideas filling the intellectual and 

political vacuum so far prevalent in Romania. 

The years 1884 to 1885 marked a definite turn toward Marx¬ 

ism, which soon became dominant. To publicize Marx’s theories in 

economics, politics, and history, the Ia§i Socialists founded a new 

publication, Revista socialista. Contemporanul changed its emphasis 

then from philosophy to literature and from Darwinist theories to fine 

arts. It became a mouthpiece for young socialist poets and literary 

critics like Dobroyeanu—Gherea. The latter became a leading person- 
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ality in the Romanian socialist movement and soon was at its head. 

He was to be Rakovski’s first influence in that country. 

Gherea was a Russian revolutionary who had settled in Romania 

on the eve of the Russo-Turkish War, after being forced to flee his 

country. At first, he made a strong impression on Romanian intellec¬ 

tuals, later on progressive workers. Trotsky, who met him in 1912 

and 1913, gave an accurate description of his impression: “Literary 

criticism, based on a social approach, was the principal means em¬ 

ployed by Gherea to fashion the awareness of the avant-garde among 

Romanian intellectuals.” From the arts and personal morality, he 

led them on the path to scientific socialism. Most Romanian politi¬ 

cians, whatever their party, went through a spell of Marxism in their 

youth.54 Like Dabev and Blagoev before him in Bulgaria, Gherea in¬ 

troduced Romanian intellectuals to the leading Marxist theorists of 

the day; this is what roused Rakovski’s interest, and he soon praised 

him as “the greatest Marxist theorist in the Balkans” because he 

could combine political analysis with literary insight. 

Gherea managed to free literary criticism from generalizations 

and guide it toward scientific research.55 He forecefully stated his 

stand and the end of literature he wished for, messianic, engagé, in 

contrast to art for art’s sake which he despised. Soon, Gherea would 

be locked in a furious battle with the disciples of the “deception- 

ist” school of thought whose head was Titu Maiorescu. According 

to Gherea, the deceptionist movement could only be harmful, since 

it “poisoned the soul of the intelligentsia by praising the charms of 

decadent apathy.” He regarded Maiorescu and his followers as mere 

byproducts, the vulgar champions of bourgeois society, and contrasted 

them with “the optimists who are usually the children of modern so¬ 

ciety, representatives of the future socialist society.” He wrote: 

Strongly supported by those young and vigorous elements 

of society which alone are capable of bringing lies and social 

oppression to an end . . . Socialists have high hopes and 

look confidently to the future; they have a splendid vision 

of the future.56 

Rakovski also threw himself into the fight, which was both polit¬ 

ical and moral. Being naturally optimistic, he supported this feeling 

with cool reasoning that drew strength and purpose from his deep 

faith in the social structures he wanted to establish everywhere. 

While Rakovski shared in Gherea’s basic optimism, and his faith 

in the notion that man is capable of transforming nature and society, 

he also took his political teaching seriously and was influenced by it 

until 1905. He never ceased to respect Gherea, seeing him as the first 
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theoretician of the Romanian Socialist party, the man who went on 

fighting even after the first Romanian Socialists turned their backs 

on their youthful ideals and proclaimed the party’s dissolution in 

1899. When the movement was revived after a few years, Gherea 

was still very active, but the new party developed mainly through 

Rakovski’s efforts. From 1905, Rakovski had a single aim in mind: to 

transfer the basis of the socialist movement from the intelligentsia to 

the workers.57 To have a better understanding of Rakovski’s personal 

share in the growth of the socialist movement in Romania, let us 

analyze, in turn, three specific events in which he was closely involved: 

the repercussions of the 1905 Russian revolution in Romania, the 

story of the battleship Potemkin and the Sarya, and the revolt of the 

Romanian peasants in 1907. 

When Rakovski went back to Romania after the Amsterdam 

congress, he was determined to rekindle the flame of socialism in 

the country; his task was made easier by the impact of the 1905 

Russian revolution on workers and peasants. As we know, on Sun¬ 

day, 9 January, Russian troops opened fire on a worker’s delegation 

led by Father Gapon that was making its way to the Winter Palace 

to present a petition to the tsar. “Bloody Sunday” roused intense 

feelings of sympathy in the Romanian population, and, as Rakovski 

wrote in his autobiography, “the events of 9 January were the signal 

for the reawakening of the Romanian working class.”58 

Three months later, in March 1905, Rakovski and his close polit¬ 

ical associates started a new social democrat weekly, Romania munc- 

toare (Workers’ Romania) and founded a political organization under 

the same name. Unlike previous leaders of the movement, they de¬ 

voted most of their energy to “the organization of trade unions so as 

to give the Social Democratic party a purely proletarian base.”59 In 

fact, the first socialist movement had been made up of intellectuals, 

for the most part, and included comparatively few workers. Priority 

was now given to the task of drawing the working class to socialism. 

The times seemed ripe, and workers were not long in answering the 

call made to them by Rakovski through Romania muncitoare. 

The three years of 1905 through 1907 were marked by bitter class 

struggle. The whole country was affected by strikes. They even be¬ 

came so widespread that, as Rakovski reported, policemen themselves 

asked the Socialists to organize a strike for them.60 The Socialists sug¬ 

gested a solution that was immediately accepted: new trade unions 

had to be set up. The liberal government had no option but strategic 

withdrawal at this juncture; since they had been taken unawares by 

the coordinated action of popular forces they were unused to, they 

yielded ground to regroup and counterattack. This is how Rakovski 
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took it anyway. 

The government, thereafter, tried to weaken the organization 

that had caused the trouble with public opinion. To do so, they de¬ 

cided to fight Rakovski since he was the new leader of the Socialist 

party. He was to write: “The Romanian press as a whole pointed me 

out as the instigator of the movement; the campaign was centered 

around my foreign extraction, which they hoped would also compro¬ 

mise the workers’ movement.”61 In fact, the liberals tried to discredit 

Rakovski in person, blaming him not only for being bom a Bulgarian, 

but also for acting like an outsider, a restless element making trou¬ 

ble in a foreign country. Rakovski straight away replied in Romania 

muncitoare that he “acknowledged no country, except the common 

land of the international proletariat.”62 Likewise, in the first public 

speech he delivered in Romania on May 1905, he asked the audience 

to make allowances for the mistakes he might make, and referred to 

“the international language of social democrats.” When the liberal 

press accused him once more of lacking in patriotism, he answered 

that “if patriotism meant racial prejudices, international civil war, 

political tyranny, and plutocratic domination” then indeed he was 

not a patriot.63 

In the next two years, several important factors were going to 

confirm the Romanian government in its firm opposition to the so¬ 

cialist movement and its recognized leader. One of them was the part 

Rakovski played in the episode of the battleship Potemkin in June 

1905. 

In a long article published in Izvestiya in June 1925, on the oc¬ 

casion of the twentieth anniversary of the sailors’ mutiny, Rakovski 

pointed out its significance: 

No one was in any doubt that the tsarist regime was dis¬ 

integrating. Yet, there had so far not been any conclusive 

sign in the army, the main prop of the landed gentry and 

the Romanov dynasty, of refusing to serve them and even 

turning against them. This was [changed] by the mutiny on 

board the Potemkin.64 

Indeed, while strikes were spreading all over Russia because of 

growing social unrest and a spate of defeats inflicted on the govern¬ 

ment by the Japanese, the army as a whole remained loyal to the 

throne. But the morale of the Black Sea sailors was deteriorating 

fast; they could not take part in the naval operations in the Far 

East, but they were subjected to the strict discipline and shortages 

of wartime. Many of them started listening to agitators belonging 

to various left-wing parties, Mensheviks, Bolsheviks, and anarchists. 
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In June, the crew of the Potemkin mutinied near the port of Odessa, 

where a general strike had just broken out.65 After resisting for eleven 

days the urgings by those on other ships in the fleet asking them to 

surrender, the Potemkin twice took refuge in the Romanian port of 

Constanta. The mutineers then asked the authorities to grant them 

political asylum. 
When Rakovski learned of these events, two days after the mutiny 

started, he made for Constanta, where the ship had docked for the 

first time. When he arrived, the battleship had just steamed off: the 

Romanian government had rejected their appeal and the mutineers 

had decided to go to Fyodosia in the Crimea, where they refueled and 

took on supplies. There they learned that, following a diplomatic 

move by St. Petersburg, the Turkish government had just refused 

to grant them the right to land at Constantinople.66 Their only re¬ 

course was to go back to Constanta where Rakovski was waiting, after 

obtaining visas for them.67 

His first impulse was to get in touch with the sailors, above all 

with the Mensheviks and anarchists who were in a majority among 

the politically minded crew members. In spite of a sudden storm and 

the fact that it was impossible to come right on board because of 

government troops guarding the port, Rakovski managed to get on 

board. He was disappointed by what he saw: he had to face the fact 

that the crew was in no position to carry on fighting. The mutineers 

had coal, water, and food now, but they were physically and morally 

exhausted. In the eleven days of the struggle, a small group of about 

fifty sailors (out of 730 crew members) had taken all the strain of the 

fighting; almost all of them were enginemen and they had to carry 

out their routine work, as well as combat the growing disaffection of 

the other men who had no political views. After the initial burst of 

enthusiasm, these sailors, most of them peasants from the Volga, lost 

their nerve on learning that all the Black Sea countries had hardened 

their attitudes toward them.68 They also had to take into account 

the hostility of their officers (still on board) and of the sailors who 

respected law and order. 

Rakovski first tried to persuade the mutineers to leave Constanta 

and make for the Russian port of Batumi. Only two or three days af¬ 

ter the Potemkin arrived in Constanta, Rakovski received a telegram 

from Geneva sent by the editorial board of Iskra.G9 In it were details 

of the general situation in the Caucasus where an uprising was taking 

place; a dockers’ strike had just started in Batumi, and many peas¬ 

ant insurrections were occurring inland. Rakovski tried to explain 

to the mutineers that if the battleship turned up in the Caucasus, 

that together with combined land and sea operations, a revolution- 
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ary situation might be created. From this base, the revolt might 

spread to the whole country. Such arguments might have impressed 

the sailors a few days earlier, but it was now too late; weariness and 

demoralization prevailed. But the most politically minded members 

of the “Revolutionary Committee”—those who had published and 

distributed a manifesto against tsarism, those who had proclaimed 

that the battleship Potemkin was the first territory to be free from 

the oppressors’ yoke—these men fully realized what an immense loss 

the surrender of the vessel to the Romanian authorities represented. 

To prevent the Romanian authorities delivering up the sailors as 

deserters to the Russian government, Rakovski, early on, had waged 

a press campaign in the mutineers’ favor. On 16 June 1905, he had 

appealed to his country’s government, when the battleship was in 

Constanta harbor for the first time: 

The Russian sailors . . . have resumed their bellicose 

stance on board the battleship; they could only reject the 

Romanian government’s offer of regarding them as desert¬ 

ers. Our patriotic feelings make us denounce this attitude of 

the conservative government as hypocritical and barbarous; 

our politicians have twisted the meaning of the word ‘nation’ 

into ‘shame.’70 

In the same issue of his Romania muncitoare, Rakovski praised 
the courage of-the revolution ary sailors; he particularly stressed the 

significance of their example that should inspire proletarian solidarity: 

For the first time in history, the red flag of the proletariat 

and the international Socialist party has been hoisted on a 

warship . . . Hail our Russian comrades! The proletariat 

is proud of our brave and generous Russian socialists, who 

proved how strong their convictions are and how determined 

they feel. Their courage will be of immense value to the 

proletarian cause and to peoples’ freedom.71 

It was not long before Rakovski and his followers at the workers’ 

organization of Romania muncitoare set up a mutual aid commit¬ 

tee to support the Russian sailors—there were two branches, one in 

Bucharest, the other in Constanta; and a manifesto was published in 

the newspaper. It said: 

The debt of the Romanian society, after warmly welcoming 

the Potemkin has not been fully discharged. We have to help 

the sailors, either in finding for them employment similar to 

their previous ones, or in making it possible for them to set 

out for other countries where they can be taken care of by 

their friends.72 
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As Rakovski was to relate in his autobiography, the Romanian 

government saw in his wish to help the sailors an attempt to use 

them to start a revolution in Romania and, in so doing, help the 

Russian revolution.” What the Socialists had in mind was apparently 

more “modest” but came to the same in the end; they worked on the 

“sailors’ political education,”73 and their preliminary efforts would 

soon prove successful.74 

Rakovski’s prompt action and energetic campaign in favor of the 

Potemkin’s mutineers clearly showed his interest in the Russian rev¬ 

olutionary movement and in any social struggles for freedom. His 

primary objective was to set an example of proletarian international 

cooperation. The close relations he already had with revolutionary 

Russia repeatedly came to the fore at various international congresses. 

In August 1904, at the Amsterdam congress, the Russian deleg- 

tion asked Rakovski to make a speech at a workers’ meeting on Ple- 

hve’s (the Russian minister of the interior) assassination, its causes 

and consequences. Two years later, at the socialist congress meeting 

in Stuttgart, he was publicly thanked by members of the Russian del¬ 

egation “for services rendered to the cause of the Russian revolution 

and the proletariat’s struggle against tsarism.”76 Among the signato¬ 

ries were Plekhanov, Martov, and Trotsky. The latter wrote, in 1915, 

that Rakovski had to be regarded in reality as one of the first Russian 

social democrats: 

At the time of the revolution [1905], he devoted all his en¬ 

ergy to spreading the influence of the movement; he tirelessly 

helped emigrants, he led a campaign for the Potemkin’s 

sailors when they landed in Romania, while regularly con¬ 

tributing to many Russian social democratic publications 

and giving financial support to the Golos sotsial-democrata, 

Pravda, and the legal labor press.76 

As an example of Rakovski’s aid to Russian social democrats, 

let us recall a story that is not so well known as the Potemkin’s res¬ 

cue: the incident of the Sarya. After “Bloody Sunday” in January 

1905 and the failure of open rebellions such as the Potemkin sailors’, 

Russian revolutionaries became convinced that the people could over¬ 

throw autocracy only through force of arms. The tsarist government 

was powerful enough, being able to rely on its army and police, not 

to allow street demonstrations to get out of hand. In January 1906, 

Lenin was to declare: “We should have looked more closely at the 

question of weapons; we should have been more determined and ex¬ 

plained to the people that it was impossible to rely on peaceful strikes, 

that an armed strike was needed to alter the situation.” To make such 
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a strike possible, Litvinov, who was to be people’s commissar for for¬ 

eign affairs and a colleague of Rakovski in the 1920s, was sent by 

the Party to buy arms in Europe. In Paris, Copenhagen, and Berlin, 

Litvinov selected the best weapons (mainly Mausers and machine 

guns), which had to be first sent to the Balkans.77 He visited Bul¬ 

garia for this purpose, explaining to the government that the arms 

were intended for the Macedonian revolutionaries to help them in 

their fight against Turkey. The Bulgarians, who remembered recent 

Turkish domination, consented to turn a blind eye and allow a ship¬ 

ment of arms to be sent from the port of Varna to Caucasus. 

When he wrote his memoirs, Litvinov recalled the beach at Varna: 

he was looking out at the yacht Sarya making for Batumi with a cargo 

of 50,000 guns and he was hoping that “his revolutionary mission that 

had taken ten months would end up a success.” 78 Three days later, 

while in Sofia, he learned that the ship had just foundered on the Ro¬ 

manian coast, perhaps because of a storm, according to his informers, 

or because of the captain’s cowardice and lack of experience. 

As soon as Rakovski heard that a ship laden with arms intended 

for Russian revolutionaries was stranded on a Romanian beach and 

that it had been seized by the authorities, he went in search of the 

crew, a member of which was a Bolshevik emissary named Kamo. 

From the latter’s declarations, Rakovski understood that the captain 

had betrayed them intentionally, causing the vessel to head for the 

coast.79 Kamo and Rakovski both regretted the loss of the 50,000 

weapons which had been seized by the Romanian government. Fi¬ 

nancially, as well as from a purely tactical point of view, it was a real 

disaster. Besides, the Romanian government took advantage of this 

incident of “arms trafficking” involving Rakovski to try and discredit 

him, as well as his movement, in the public opinion. The government 

press claimed that the weapons, captured in extremis by the author¬ 

ities were intended, in fact, to organize an uprising in Dobrudja. In 

this particular case, their guess was wrong; but, before the year was 

out, a serious development was going to tie Rakovski’s name forever to 

a wave of popular demands in Romania: the 1907 large-scale peasant 

rebellion. 

Early in the twentieth century, frequent and widespread peasant 

uprisings were the most serious problem the Romanian government 

had to face.80 In an agrarian country, a solution to this question had 

to be found urgently, because the relations between serfs and large 

landowners was becoming more and more violent. In February 1907, 

a peasant revolt more virulent than ever before broke out in Romania, 

undoubtedly under the influence of similar movements in Russia.81 

As Rakovski related in his memoirs, this rebellion had both racial 
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and social characteristics; or, rather, racial hatred led to social un¬ 

rest. What started it was a protest against Jewish farmers in southern 

Moldavia, fanned by anti-Semitic attacks made by Romanian liberals 

and nationalists. After ransacking Jewish farms, peasants attacked 

Romanian ones, then those belonging to large landowners. The situ¬ 

ation soon became critical; the whole country was ablaze with social 

strife. Serfs took to systematically burning down estates and cutting 

the throats of those landowners who happened to be in the country.82 

The liberal government, under the impulse of its theoretician, V. 

I. Bratianu, was not long in realizing that the main danger in the 

situation was “not only fire spreading fast, but also the excitement 

that was getting hold of the cities, especially the capital.”83 

An interesting aspect of the rebellion, at least from an academic 

point of view, was that the revolt had spread from the country to 

cities, not the other way around, as would be in keeping with tradi¬ 

tional Marxist theories. It was obvious that the proletariat’s leaders, 

that is to say, politically active workers, were not in practice the only 

ones capable of starting a rebellion in the countryside, and sustaining 

it. 

At the time, the newspaper published by Rakovski was read by 

all workers’ socialist groups; the aim was to keep up political agita¬ 

tion, paying special attention to agrarian policies. Yet, as Rakovski 

remarked, they had neither time nor strength to devote to the prepa¬ 

ration or the evolution of this revolt, which, starting in Moldavia, had 

soon spread to the whole of Wallachia. To stop the movement gaining 

ground in the cities and prevent an alliance between the peasantry 

and the working class (which also had many common grievances), the 

liberal government decided to squash it at the source; soldiers were 

ordered to fire on peasants, and artillery had to destroy rebellious vil¬ 

lages. Concurrently, drastic measures were taken against Socialists in 

towns: house searches, raids on socialist press, banning trade unions 

and similar organizations as well as arrests of leaders of the workers’ 

movement.84 

The measures taken by the liberal government were a direct at¬ 

tack on the Socialists who, at the instigation of Rakovski and his 

comrades, wanted to slow down, if not stop altogether, the repression 

that was increasingly applied against peasants. Through Romania 

muncitoare, Rakovski appealed to soldiers in an attempt to rouse their 

class feeling and encourage them to mutiny. He wrote: “Denounce 

the real enemy everywhere, and, where necessary and if possible, join 

the rebels. ”85 As a last resort, he asked them to “fire in the air, not 

at peasants.”86 

Yet, Rakovski soon realized that this appeal to soldiers and Ro- 
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manian public opinion could not succeed. He turned, therefore, to 

international public opinion, since he was familiar with its various 

manifestations, thanks to his extensive travels as a student. In mid- 

June of 1907, he wrote in Romania muncitoare: 

With the support of the daily socialist press of every country 

in Europe and America, and of our Romanian comrades, we 

are going to wage a relentless campaign to enlighten Euro¬ 

pean public opinion on what the Liberal party and govern¬ 

ment do in their own country, although they pretend to be 

democrats.” 87 

In this way, Rakovski thought he could draw the attention of Eu¬ 

ropean socialist circles to the tragic events that were taking place in 

Romania, just as he had kept the congress of the 1896 London Social¬ 

ist International informed of the repressive measures taken against 

the movements for national liberation in Macedonia, Crete, and Ar¬ 

menia. As a correspondent for Humanité, he wrote several articles on 

the abrupt deterioration of the Romanian social climate and its con¬ 

sequences. In a long article on “Agrarian Revolution in Romania,” 

he examined the economic “objective” reasons behind the rebellion. 

His conclusion was that: 

The day has come at last for peasants to rise against their 

oppressors. Whatever the initial cause— increase in poverty 

among peasants, the Russian experience of revolutionary 

propaganda—the day has come when the cup is full to over¬ 

flowing. This is why, from every village, cries of rebellion 

can be heard.88 

The international press campaign started by Rakovski was grow¬ 

ing rapidly: on 15 July 1907 he proudly listed in all his newspapers 

the numerous articles that had been published in the socialist press all 

over Europe: Arbeiter Zeitung in Vienna,89 Vorwârts, and Népszava 

in Budapest, and Le peuple in Brussels, had all attempted to draw 

their readers’ attention to the revolutionary events in Romania and 

to the brutal repression carried out by the liberal government. At the 

time, a lengthy study of the theory of revolution appeared in Paris in 

Temps nouveaux. It had been written in the light of the Romanian 

peasant insurrection and it stressed the above-mentioned facts. Con¬ 

trary to the ideas of most leaders of the Second International as to 

the “conservative” and “reactionary” character of peasants, and the 

“harmful” consequences of peasant revolts, it claimed that the peas¬ 

ant masses offer priceless potential, and that their struggle “ushers 

in social advances.”91 Another socialist analyst came to the conclu¬ 

sion, a few days later, that these uprisings were a “real revolutionary 
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training ground.”92 

Rakovski could see that one of the best ways of influencing Euro¬ 

pean public opinion was to refer the Romanian case to the Interna¬ 

tional Socialist Congress, which was to meet in Stuttgart in August. 

He declared: “Through the International Socialist Bureau we shall 

rouse democratic and enlightened circles in European society, and 

they will condemn the Romanian government’s policy.” 

His idea was discussed and adopted during the conference of Ro¬ 

manian trade unions which took place in Gala^i on 29 and 30 June 

and July 1907; the Romanian delegation to the Stuttgart Congress 

was elected and asked to prepare an overall report on the revival of the 

Romanian socialist movement and the latest social disturbances.93 

Rakovski, who had attended the 1904 Amsterdam Congress as a del¬ 

egate of the Bulgarian Socialist party, was now going to head the Ro¬ 

manian delegation together with Alecu Constantinescu: the former as 

member of the Central Committee of the Romania munciotoare cir¬ 

cles, the latter as secretary to the General Commission of Romanian 

Unions. Together they drafted the report of the Romanian politi¬ 

cal and union organizations.94 Commenting on the socialist revival 

in Romania since the party was dissolved in 1899, and grateful for 

international cooperation, the editor of Viitorul social, (Socialist Fu¬ 

ture,) the social-democratic review, summed up the situation in these 

words: 

The socialist press in all countries has provided information 

for the Workers International Association on our struggle 

and the harassment to which the Romanian socialist move¬ 

ment is subjected. Our duty was to show ourselves worthy 

of their concern, not only by playing an active part in the 

work of the congress, but also in making contact with so¬ 

cialist organizations in other countries, and endeavoring to 

make our movement better known abroad.95 

In România muncitoare, Rakovski emphasized the aims of the 

Romanian delegation to the congress: 

Our organizations are provided with a unique opportunity: 

they can protest against the wrongdoings of our government 

in front of an assembly of the world’s proletariat. Our 

delegation will reveal how so-called liberal and democratic 

politicians solved the peasant question by means of mas¬ 

sacres and then proceeded to harass our organizations, in 

defiance of constitutional rights and also fundamental hu¬ 

man rights.96 

Two days after the official opening of the congress, and after the 
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Romanian delegation had given to the International Socialist Bureau 

full information on the situation, a special commission was set up 

from the ranks of the Romanian and Austrian delegations to draft 

a resolution “against persecutions in Romania.” This resolution was 

presented to and unanimously approved by the congress on 24 August 

1907. Among other things, the following was included: 

In view of the fact that, after wiping out thousands of peas¬ 

ants who had been forced to take the unhappy course of 

rebellion under conditions of excessive oppression and ex¬ 

ploitation, and how it [the Romanian government] attacks 

the workers’ socialist and union organizations that have been 

declared illegal. 

The resolution protested against systematic persecution and expul¬ 

sion of foreign workers, denouncing these actions as “contrary to hu¬ 

man rights.” At the same time, the congress wished every success and 

encouragement to the politically conscious Romanian proletariat in 

its struggle to gain its rights, rising indignantly against “the shame¬ 

ful policy of the Romanian government.”97 One can imagine that 

Rakovski was far from satisfied with the word “unhappy,” which we 

have put in italics on purpose. This adjective contradicted all the re¬ 

cent initiatives he had taken, and his articles in Romania muncitoare 

and Humanité. As for Lenin, he crossed out the word, criticizing it in 

a footnote that he wrote in his German copy.98 Instead of regretting 

what had happened, Rakovski, as well as Lenin, always stressed the 

real significance of the Romanian peasant uprisings. This is an idea 

they shared after the October Revolution; it also partly explains why 

Lenin chose Rakovski as head of the Bolsheviks in the Ukraine, and 

set up thefamouskombedy (“committees of poor peasants”), the aim of 

which was to stir up a revolution in the countryside. Before parting, 

the Stuttgart Congress asked those of its members in various Euro¬ 

pean parliaments “to demand from the Romanian government” that 

it fulfill its obligations to all sections of the population, “since they are 

covered by international treaties.”99 Nothing could have made that 

government more angry with the Socialists than these repeated ap¬ 

peals to European public opinion and international laws. An excuse 

had to be found for repressions, and the authorities declared once 

again (as happened two years before at the time of the Potemkin 

mutiny) that peasant riots had been triggered by foreigners. An of¬ 

ficial proclamation claimed that it had been discovered that popular 

uprisings were “the result of secret propaganda aimed at peasants by a 

group of revolutionaries, among whom teachers, priests, and the Rus¬ 

sian sailors of the battleship Potemkin had taken an active share.” 
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Rakovski was first on the list of revolutionary troublemakers; and, 

when the articles he had written in Humanité arrived in Bucharest, 

he was singled out, with 880 others “undesirable foreigners,” as liable 

for explusion. 

Ill 

The expulsion order was issued while Rakovski was at the Stuttgart 

Congress. He immediately opposed it strongly, on the grounds that 

it was “by all counts unlawful.” He thought he could accuse the 

government of acting illegally to expel its own citizens. So, to keep 

antigovemment agitation going, he decided to make use of his per¬ 

sonal misfortune. For five years, the staunch internationalist made 

every effort to prove that he was indeed a Romanian citizen. Only 

much later, when he was Soviet ambassador in Paris, did he declare 

humorously: “Of old, seven cities claimed to have seen Homer’s birth. 

I belong to five countries at least: Bulgaria, Romania, Russia, the 

Ukraine, and France . . .”100 

In 1907, he had to demonstrate that he was Romanian, and the 

matter of his return was, for five years, going to be one of the prac¬ 

tical problems “round which the class struggle was carried out by 

Romanian workers.”101 

Rakovski pointed out that his father had resided in the Dobrudja 

from 11 April 1877 and had acquired Romanian nationality after the 

treaty of Berlin had altered the Bulgarian border in favor of Romania. 

The Romanian government, on the other hand, “feverishly sought” 

in Rakovski’s past a loophole to make it possible to send him into 

exile. The High Court pronounced his father to be not a Romanian 

citizen, since he had permanently moved to the Dobrudja only in 

1880 and since Christian himself had twice used a Bulgarian passport 

to enter Romania. Moreover, the court learned that he had passed 

himself off as a Bulgarian when he had enrolled at the Berlin Faculty 

of Medicine in 1893. Rakovski replied with two irrefutable facts: he 

was Romanian, indeed, since he had been called up by the Romanian 

military authorities and had served for almost two years a a lieu¬ 

tenant in the Ninth Calvary Regiment; also, he was a member of the 

Constanta zemstvo, and a large landowner in the Dobrudja, where 

his father had repeatedly been elected to the council of the town of 

Mangalia.102 Both parties remained locked in this dispute until 1912. 

Since he was banned and deprived of his political rights, Rakovski 

came once again to Western Europe, and decided to stay in France. 

However, he continued to help in running the Romanian workers’ 

movement and contributing to Viitorul social, the social democratic 

periodical. He also undertook to write three books: the first, in 
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Romanian, was The Rule of the Arbitrary and of Cowardice, and 

was intended for the workers he had just left behind; the other two 

were Political Persecutions in Romania and Romania of the Boyars: 

A Scandalous Expulsion were to inform Western European socialist 

parties.103 All three gave detailed descriptions of the “persecutions” 

of the Romanian people, and were drawn from Rakovski’s personal 

experience, representing him as a martyr to the cause. 

Until April 1912, when a special court sentence and a governmen¬ 

tal decree were to restore his political rights in Romania, Rakovski 

lived in Paris most of the time, finding ample scope for his energy. 

Dmitri Sverchkov, Trotsky’s close friend, who was to turn into a Stal¬ 

inist after being a Menshevik, gives us an account of Rakovski’s life. 

The portrait is interesting because it shows how widespread his po¬ 

litical activities were: 

From Paris, Rakovski always kept in close touch with the 

Romanian Socialist party; tirelessly, he wrote for period¬ 

icals and newspapers, constantly receiving from Romania 

invitations to represent the socialist and trade unions party 

at congresses and conferences that delegates from all over 

the world would attend. 

Sverchkov shows Rakovski as a passionate fighter, whose strong con¬ 

victions inspired his speeches: 

I attended [these congresses] as a guest, and saw for myself 

the subtlety and fire Rakovski could command to defend his 

revolutionary point of view. I could also see how wounded he 

was by such political opponents as Jouhaux [France], Leigrin 

[Germany], and Samuel Gompers, a delegate of the Amer¬ 

ican Federation Workers. The latter especially lost all re¬ 

straint after a speech made by Rakovski, going so far as to 

say in his reply that Romania, being such a small country, 

precluded anyone paying much attention to what her repre¬ 

sentatives could say.104 

Yet, our witness adds that “it was not easy to ignore Rakovski nor 

to keep him silent;” he was “moved by an inflexible revolutionary 

spirit,” which, of course, could only clash with the usual attitude of 

American union representatives who wanted conciliation. Although, 

while in Paris, Rakovski remained the exiled leader of the Romanian 

socialist movement, and represented it with some panache at vari¬ 

ous international meetings, he found himself very close to the French 

Socialist party, especially to the followers of Jules Guesde. 

Rakovski was fascinated by Guesde and the French socialism, 

and took part in all the events of the movement in France during 
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those years, without ever feeling that he was “abroad.” In spite of 

feeling that he was uprooted in his exile, by temperament he enjoyed 

traveling and meeting new faces, as well as having new experiences. 

Thus, in 1909, he suggested to Sverchkov that he accompany him to 

India, a country he had longed to know since his childhood. Because 

a Russian publisher had asked him to bring his History of France up 

to date (the first volume had been published in 1900), he invited his 

friend to go over and look “for a quiet place in which to work.” He 

would write his book in French and Sverchkov would translate it into 

Russian.105 

This anecdote brings out something fundamental in Rakovski’s 

disposition: his ability to take adverse circumstances philosophically. 

We shall have more examples of his calm and serene character when 

we come to his long exile following Trotsky’s downfall in 1927. It 

was also typical of him, having briefly thought of withdrawing from 

the turmoil, to throw himself into the fray almost at once again. He 

had one clear aim in mind: giving a new impetus to the Romanian 

revolutionary movement by using his own misfortune. He nearly lost 

his life in the attempt. 

In March and again in April, the liberal government of Bratianu, 

instituted two lawsuits against him, taking advantage of his being 

away. They went so far as forging documents in Rakovski’s own 

words to back its accuations—but to no avail.106 Rakovski himself had 

one single objective in mind, which explains his repeated attempts, 

between the spring of 1908 and the autumn of the following year, 

to enter Romania and have proceedings taken against him.107 He 

wanted to turn the courtroom into a political platform, using his right 

to answer the accusations made by the authorities by accusing them 

himself. A lawsuit against him could thus become “an instrument for 

fighting the government and bourgeois society.” 108 

Whenever Rakovski tried to enter Romania, his explusion order 

would be confirmed by the Bratianu government, in spite of violent 

protests in Parliament and street demonstrations by workers. The 

obvious support he enjoyed with a large part of public opinion en¬ 

courage him further in his action; he succeeded in entering Romania 

in October 1909, but was soon betrayed and arrested by the police 

and then immediately jailed.109 The Romanian government was at 

a loss with how to deal with such an “eccentric.” It was afraid of 

starting proceedings against him, which could spark an outburst of 

public discontent, fueled by members of the socialist movement. It 

decided to expel Rakovski again, but he refused to be intimidated. He 

reacted like Trotsky, in 1927 in Moscow, when the attempt was made 

to push him bodily into a train bound for Central Asia; he resisted 
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physical violence, using force to counter force. 

Rakovski also caused a stir when he tried to fight his expulsion by 

physical means; the police had to take him forcibly onto a train leav¬ 

ing for Austria-Hungary and keep him under lock and key. When 

he arrived on the other side of the border, the Hungarian authori¬ 

ties refused to let him in. As he was to write in his memoirs, he 

was then sent “like a parcel” from one country to another, until, af¬ 

ter diplomatic exchanges between the Romanian government and the 

Austro-Hungarian government, the latter finally consented to accept 

him. It looked as if Rakovski’s efforts were ending in failure; but the 

next installment of the story of “Romanian adventure” would prove 

that it had not been in vain. The authority Rakovski had acquired 

over the socialist movement in “his” country and Romanian society 

as a whole became quite apparent, as would be seen in several arti¬ 

cles published in European newspapers.110 What followed next could 

only strengthen his will to fight for the triumph of socialist ideas in 

a social climate increasingly strained. He wrote later: 

The news of my arrest had been kept secret: it neverthe¬ 

less leaked to the press. The Romanian government issued a 

firm denial, but the working class, knowing from experience 

that the government was capable of any infringement of the 

law, regarded the attempt to keep my arrest as well as my 

deportation into Hungarian territory from public knowledge 

as a further proof of evil intentions toward me. On 19 Octo¬ 

ber 1909, after public indignation had been whipped up by 

a communique published in the official press announcing the 

government’s decision to do away with me rather than allow¬ 

ing me to stay freely in Romania, Bucharest workers started 

a demonstration that ended in a bloody clash with the po¬ 

lice. Besides dozens of wounded people, some thirty work¬ 

ers were arrested, among whom were leaders of unions and 

political movements who were massacred that very night in 

Bucharest police dungeons. These revolting actions were fol¬ 

lowed by more protests, not only in large and small industrial 

centers, and in the Romanian democratic bourgeois press, 

but also outside Romania. The struggle between workers 

and government was taking a new turn. There was an at¬ 

tempt on Bratianu’s life, which failed, although it seems the 

police themselves were partly responsible for it. It was the 

signal for the start of fresh police harassment and partial 

martial law to stifle the right to strike and right of assembly. 

Bratianu’s government had to disappear, and did so, cursed 

by the workers replaced by a conservative government under 
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Carp.111 

Rakovski and the Romanian Socialists regarded this change in 

government as beneficial, since it could only exacerbate social unrest 

and lead, in due course, to popular uprisings that would topple the 

regime. 

Thus, late in 1909, Rakovski went back to Western Europe after 

a short stay in Hungary. He tried to maintain contact with the com¬ 

rades he had left behind and was successful. This is why he was chosen 

as their delegate for the Romanian Socialist party at the International 

Socialist Congress that took place in August 1910 in Copenhagen. 

One of the main topics for discussion at the congress, as we know, 

was the unity of the Russian social democratic movement. Rakovski 

insisted that it was necessary to keep the various tendencies within 

the same movement, and wholeheartedly supported Trotsky who had 

led a campaign in the German press. Trotsky sent a letter to Vorwarts 

which “caused a stir at the congress.” He denounced “the conspiracy 

led by the émigré [Bolshevik] clique112 against the [Russian] Social 

Democratic party,” adding menacingly that “the circle around Lenin, 

putting itself the party, could soon find itself outside it.”113 He con¬ 

cluded with words to the effect that none of the émigré leaders was 

representative of the real Russian movement. It may be appropri¬ 

ate to point out that Stalin, in the articles he wrote at the time in 

Bakinski proletarii expressed the same opinion. Stalin blamed the 

Russian leaders who lived in exile (Lenin no less than Martov)114 for 

having lost touch with real Russian life.115 But the future “peoples’ 

father” was careful to treat Bolsheviks and Mensheviks alike, refus¬ 

ing to take sides. On the contrary, Trotsky insisted on the fact that 

Russian Socialists who lived in very difficult circumstances in Rus¬ 

sia, the Caucasus or Siberia, suffered from these everlasting disputes, 

caused by too many philosophical discussions among salon theoreti¬ 

cians, or so it seemed to them.116 This controversy raised general 

indignation among the Russian social democrat delegates taking part 

in the congress, obviously since most of them qualified as émigrés and 

chatterboxes. The “founding father” of Russian Marxism, Plekhanov, 

supported by Lenin, asked for disciplinary action to be taken against 

Trotsky, when the Russian delegation met to give a ruling on the 

matter, and pass sentence on the “blasphemer.” But three highly 

thought of delegates rose up in his defense: Rakovski, Lunacharski, 

who would later become commissar for education, and Ryazanov, 

later a distinguished director of the Marx-Engels Institute; Trotsky 

was not punished.117 

In February 1911, Rakovski came back to Romania. He managed 

to reach the capital and right away got in touch with the Socialists 
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to decide on the tactics they would use in their struggle with the 

bourgeois society in Romania. They settled on a plan similar to 

the one Rakovski had devised two years earlier. They would try to 

bring a lawsuit that would be used for political ends by the socialist 

movement. To be arrested, Rakovski would go as far as declaring his 

“trust” in the impartiality of Romanian justice, giving himself up to 

its mercy. 

When one remembers the massacres in October 1909, when a large 

number of socialist and union leaders had been wiped out in the cells 

of the Bucharest police, it is clear that Rakovski was taking a great 

risk, inspired by revolutionary enthusiasm and not lacking in physical 

courage. Next he sent a letter to the public prosecutor, claiming with 

some irony: 

I can assure you, and this will be confirmed by my friends 

and political comrades, who respect law and order as much 

as I do, that my only desire is for my case to be examined in 

accordance with the laws of the country, in a dispassionate 

and orderly fashion.118 

He then put himself at the disposal of the authorities. But the 

conservative government was wary, seeing in this gesture, as sudden 

as seemingly absurd, another device and poisoned gift. Like his pre- 

cedessor, Carp refused to keep Rakovski in jail and had him forcibly 

taken to the border. The only problem was, which border? 

Because the road to Austria-Hungary was now closed, they tried 

to deport him to Bulgaria, but Bulgarian border guards refused to 

let Rakovski in. As he was to remark later, our hero was too well 

known among European police officials, and “only the way to Rus¬ 

sia remained open, together with the high seas.”119 Therefore, he 

was taken abroad a ship for Constantinople, having been provided 

with a Romanian passport. A few days after landing, he was arrested 

by the “Young Turk” authorities at the request of the Romanian 

police. When he was set free, thanks to the intervention of Turkish 

socialist deputies, Rakovski traveled to Sofia, more determined than 

ever to resume the fight, but perhaps in a different way. 

In the spring of 1911, Rakovski had thus been expelled from a 

European country for the sixth time because of his political beliefs. 

He was persona non grata in Romania, Russia, Germany, Austria- 

Hungary and even lately Turkey. As Anatole de Monzie wrote later, 

when examining the past of Ambassador Rakovski and his charac¬ 

ter: “Curiously, the striking feature of this remarkable diplomat was 

his easy manner, having been expelled from so many countries, he 

had made a habit of feeling at home everywhere.” 120 Once he was 
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in Bulgaria, Rakovski made improvements in the running of the re¬ 

view entitled Napred (ForwardJ, which had replaced Vntorul social 

of which he had to give up the editorship in Romania. He chose two 

main objectives for this periodical: the reunification of the Bulgarian 

social democratic movement, and “the fight against a violent kind of 

nationalism that had developed in Bulgaria and was paving the way 

for the Balkan war.”121 In this respect, Rakovski could make a use¬ 

ful contribution to the theoretical approach of major social problems, 

presenting them from the Marxist point of view. 

His first objective was to try and unite both wings of the Bulgar¬ 

ian socialist movement in the interest of the common struggle. The 

shiroki were close to the Russian “economists” in some respects, thus 

straying from orthodox Marxists; while the left-wing, the tesnyaki 

proved increasingly intolerant on points of principle. The secretary 

of the International Socialist Bureau, Camille Huysmans, specifically 

asked Rakovski to accomplish this difficult task. The policy was 

vigorously advocated by Trotsky at the Copenhagen Congress, but 

Rakovski failed there too. However, all his discussions on Marxist 

theory and its practical application and all the debates on doctrinal 

points he had to take part in could only help shape Rakovski’s polit¬ 

ical personality and they also showed his innate ability to negotiate. 

As Karl Radek remarked about another gifted diplomat: “The endless 

negotiations we had to conduct with the Mensheviks made us famil¬ 

iar with the techniques of diplomacy; comrade Chicherin, through 

these years of doctrinal struggle, learned how to draft a diplomatic 

note.”122 Yet, when his principles were involved, Rakovski could be 

just as unbending as the most rigid Marxist. His friend Trotsky de¬ 

scribed him as “a Marxist to the marrow of his bones.”123 When 

he realized that the numerous articles he had published in Napred 

(between June 1911 and January 1912) had not changed anything, 

Rakovski had to admit his defeat.124 He knew that it would harm 

the Bulgarian socialist movement to include within its members such 

moderates and “softies” who seemed mere “opportunists” to him.125 

In fact, from the days of the split in the Bulgarian socialist 

movement in 1903, and the schism within Russian social democracy, 

Rakovski had sided with the tesnyaki under Blagoev’s leadership. 

He had only become less close to them insofar as he was more in¬ 

volved with the Romanian movement. In 1905, he had waged an 

energetic campaign against “renegate” Bulgarian socialists, especially 

against the shiroki leader, Tanko Sakazov, in the review entitled Tsirk 

Bolgaria,126 The polemics on the way to socialism, with or without 

support from the bourgeois class, started again after the failure of 

his reconciliation attempt.127 To justify his position and throw some 
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light on the contradictory aspects of left-wing movements in Bulgaria, 

Rakovski had to publish several articles in Kautski’s Die Neue Zeit, a 

periodical providing information for all Western European socialists. 

Another important theme, which Rakovski developed in Napred, 

dealt with relations between nationalists and socialists: his aim was to 

find practical solutions to make Bulgarian nationalism less rabid than 

it had appeared for a long time. He thought that the only antidote to 

war, the only means of achieving a degree of coexistence among peo¬ 

ples which were political rivals, as well as economic competitors and 

religious fanatics, would be the setting up of a democratic federation 

of the Balkan peoples, on the line of Swiss or U. S. federated states.128 

He defended the idea since 1908, but it was not his entirely: it had 

been debated and adopted by all Balkan Socialist as far back as the 

eighteenth century. As early as the years 1869-1870, the revolutionary 

theoretician Lyuben Karavelov, famous for his slogan: “Freedom is 

not granted, it must be won,” had become the apostle of a federation 

of Balkan peoples, which would gain independence through economic 

power.129 Within such a federation, Karavelov gave a dominant role 

to Bulgaria and Serbia, which could hardly appeal to other national¬ 

ities, especially the Romanians. The idea of a federation was taken 

up again in 1885 by Dimitar Blagoev in the first article he had pub¬ 

lished in a Bulgarian review (Makedonski glas). He thought a Balkan 

federation would solve the perennial “dilemma between struggle and 

cooperation.” This federation would free Macedonia from Turkish 

tutelage, while saving it from being incorporated into Bulgaria. Bla¬ 

goev based his study on the authority of the great “preachers” of the 

Bulgarian socialist movement, Karavelov, Levsky, and Botev, demon¬ 

strating that such a federation would protect the small Balkan states 

by keeping great powers away. The inhabitants would enjoy “a large 

measure of autonomy and more equitable distribution of material and 

spiritual resources.” Macedonia could then choose a language, reli¬ 

gion, and nationality, Blagoev went on, so that neither Serbia, nor 

Greece, nor Bulgaria would be able to take advantage of an inter¬ 

nal strife between two Slavic nations on the question of Macedonia. 

“People of the Balkan peninsula, unite before time runs out,” our 

revolutionary concluded.130 

Rakovski started from the same assumptions as Blagoev, but 

gave them a stronger Marxist character. For more than thirty years, 

until he lost the right to speak in public in his Soviet exile in 1928, he 

tirelessly proclaimed the same message, as we can see from this article 

written in 1925: “Before such a federation can be brought about, 

there must exist relations of mutual solidarity between workers and 

peasants through the whole peninsula.”131 
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In November 1911, he started on a journey to Macedonia, both to 

spread these ideas and to make the nightmare of an approaching war 

recede by expounding the gospel of working-class internationalism. 

Each of the speeches he made aroused great enthusiasm, for example, 

in Salonika, where the audience numbered some 8,000 peoDle in the 

course of a demonstration organized by local socialists.132 

In the spring of 1912, Rakovski was allowed, at last, to enter 

Romania legally; the conservative government had just issued a de¬ 

cree on exile, and a special court ruling had restored his political 

rights.133 The reasons for this change of attitude in the conservative 

government are rather difficult to ascertain. According to Rakovski 

himself, the cause of this unexpected gesture lay in internal problems 

that stemmed from the merciless fight that was going on between the 

Conservative and the Liberal parties in Romania. The new conserva¬ 

tive strategy was to conciliate the Socialists to help combat Bratianu’s 

party. Rakovski described this phenomenon accurately in his autobi¬ 

ography. 

The worst enemy of our movement was the Liberal party, 

which included not only large farmers and landowners, but 

also industrialists. After a few concessions to the peasants, 

which restored a measure of peace in the countryside, the 

conservatives felt safe for a while from peasant uprisings, 

and sought an alliance with the workers’ movement to help 

them fight the liberals. Anyhow . . . the conservatives 

undertook to allow my case to be reviewed.134 

The term used by Rakovski, “Anyhow”—[tak ili inache, in Rus¬ 

sian), is interesting. We know that ambiguous deals take place be¬ 

tween convervatives and liberals in any country; in Russia, the story 

of “legal” Marxism is well known.135 So, Peter, Struve, N. Berdyaev, 

Tugan-Baranovski, and S. Bulgakov had been able to put forward 

their ideas in Russian newspapers without interference from the tsarist 

police. They were, admittedly, in total opposition to the Populists, 

believing, in step with the strictest Marxist orthodoxy, that it was 

necessary to go through the capitalist bourgeois stage to make a pro¬ 

letarian revolution possible—much later.136 These “legal” Marxists 

were also opposed to Revolutionary Socialists, since the latter advo¬ 

cated violence against the most influential members of the Russian 

ruling class. The former were thus helping the tsarist government 

unwittingly, and were being used in the fight against more “active” 

revolutionaries. This was the kind of relationship that could take 

place between Marxists and conservatives. 

For several years, Lenin himself sided with those Marxists who 
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were fighting moderate Socialists, liberals, or union leaders of all com¬ 

plexion ! who, it seemed to him, were deceiving the working class, 

lulling it out of the struggle to try to gain social advantages within the 

framework of bourgeois society.137 But, from 1902, he turned against 

them to break the “pact” made by some Russian Marxists and conser¬ 

vatives, attacking it violently. In Romania, Rakovski had established 

with the conservatives a common front against the liberals, thinking 

that both groups would benefit from their disappearance, obviously 

for different reasons; it was but a temporary “alliance” that could 

only serve the interests of Romanian socialists. 

Rakovski’s enemies suggested there were other reasons for the 

improvement in relations, and that it helped him to have his case re¬ 

viewed. These were nationalists, who resented the international rev¬ 

olutionary and extremist and represented many nationalities. Before 

returning to Romania, Christian had become, as he said, “a target 

for attacks by all Bulgarian nationalists.”138 He was, as a matter of 

fact, opposed to their empire building, especially their wish to annex 

Macedonia.139 On the other hand, we know that Romanian national¬ 

ists had tried to discredit him after the peasant revolt in 1907, accus¬ 

ing him of being Bulgarian rather than Romanian, whether from per¬ 

sonal feelings or family connections. Rakovski had answered this accu¬ 

sation in Romania muncitoare, declaring that he recognized “no single 

country but the common land of the international proletariat.”140 Let 

us remember that in the first public speech he delivered in Romania in 

1905 (on 1 May, Workers’ Day) he had begged the audience to forgive 

him the mistakes he might make in their language, calling on them to 

bear in mind “the international language of social democracy.” When 

the Romanian liberal press accused him later of not being a patriot, 

he did not mince his words and declared that if it meant patriotism in 

the sense of “racial prejudice, international civil war, political tyranny 

and plutocratic domination, then I am not a patriot.”141 Likewise, 

the faith in internationalism he displayed during World War I was to 

arouse lasting resentment among French nationalists, for example in 

François Coty, the press baron and perfumemaker. In his book, Con¬ 

tre le communisme, in 1927, he stated surprisingly: “Rakovski was 

always considered as a German agent. He remains, to this day, the 

most useful collaborator of Germany in our country.”142 As we shall 

see, when we examine Rakovski’s life from 1914 to 1917, his relations 

with the German authorities were far from simple, just as was the 

case with Lenin and many other Bolsheviks at the time. In his book, 

Coty went as far as to say that: 

In 1912, mysterious accomplices opened the [Romanian] bor¬ 

der and even rescinded the explusion decree. Obviously, a 
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great power was keen on keeping the Bulgarian agitator in 

Romania, since he was well disposed toward Germany and 

influenced by Marxist pan-Germanism.143 

These assertions remain without substance. As we have no doc¬ 

uments to back them, we can only rely on guesswork and we shall 

come back to the subject later. However, it is established that Roma¬ 

nian conservatives (Bulgarians also) were enthusiastic Germanophiles, 

in large numbers, and were accused of taking directives and money 

straight from Berlin. As for Rakovski, we know already that he 

was wealthy and could support several Romanian, Bulgarian, and 

even Russian socialist publications, having offered to Lenin to help in 

launching Iskra in 1900144 and giving financial aid to Pravda in 1908 

when it was published by Trotsky in Vienna,145 and also to Nashe 

slovo in Paris in 1915.146 

In 1912, Rakovski and Trotsky met again, when the latter was 

sent by a newspaper, Kievskaya my si (Kievan Thought) to Romania 

at the start of the First Balkan War, which aimed at expelling the 

Turks from the Balkan Peninsula for good. Both men had become 

acquainted in Paris in 1903, and met again at several of the social¬ 

ist congresses mentioned above, always being politically close to each 

other. Their friendship would last for nearly thirty-five years, outliv¬ 

ing war, revolution, victory and defeat, exile and the Stalinist purges. 

As Isaac Deutscher wrote: “This was perhaps the only lasting and 

close friendship that Trotsky experienced in all his life.”147 The nu¬ 

merous manuscript notes (and unpublished scribblings in Trotsky’s 

hand) that we have been able to consult, give us valuable informa¬ 

tion on the subject. Each page, each sentence, shows the genuine 

admiration that Trotsky, a difficult and complicated man, felt for 

Rakovski. In 1923, when he was in Russia at the height of his power, 

Trotsky wrote a dedication to him in his famous book, Literature 

and Revolution, expressing his respect with three simple words: “to 

the fighter, the man, the friend.” 148 When we remember Trotsky’s 

character—hard and unpredictable—such a long friendship that even 

Rakovski’s “treason” at the time of his trial in 1938, did not sever, 

was remarkable.149 

Trotsky was often described as a man who “looked down on ev¬ 

erybody and everything.” Angelika Balabanova, who wrote these 

words, knew him well because she had been secretary of the Zimmer- 

wald movement,150 and she added: “His arrogance was the reason he 

was never popular among his revolutionary comrades, even before the 

start of political differences. He erected a glass wall around himself, 

although at times he might try to be pleasant.”151 Of course, it may 

be that Balabanova was less than impartial toward a man she did not 
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like. But her opinion is confirmed by a man who often stood up for 

Trotsky against Lenin himself before 1917, A. V. Lunacharski. The 

latter sternly remarked on the famous commissar: “His monstrous 

arrogance and inability, perhaps unwillingness, to show himself in a 

warm or humane light, or to take much notice of anybody, his total 

lack of the kind of charm always shown by Lenin, inevitably isolated 

Trotsky.”152 Even with political allies who were close to him, such as 

A. A. Ioffe, Trotsky could not help being condescending.153 By con¬ 

trast, he always regarded Rakovski as his equal in the revolutionary 

movement. This was so in 1912, for example, when Rakovski was the 

most famous leader of the socialist movement in the Balkans, while 

Trotsky was mainly known for his brilliant past, having distinguished 

himself as president of the Petrograd Soviet at the time of the 1905 

revolution. He had become a professional journalist, and admired 

Rakovski as a man “who, from his village in the Bulgarian backwa¬ 

ters, had risen through revolutionary fervor to a position where the 

whole world was in his thoughts, and he wielded vast influence.” 154 

Time and again, in his various descriptions of his friend’s unusual 

character, Trotsky stressed the essential connection between Rakovski 

as a man and as a fighter: “He has a genial attitude toward people, 

open and kind, which reveals his generous intelligence and noble dis¬ 

position. The indefatigable fighter, in whom political courage merges 

with personal daring, is completely ignorant of the ways of intrigue.” 

Further, “Rakovski was a man of high moral principles; this showed in 

all his thoughts, all his actions . . . Rakovski, sweet, gentle, delicate 

through and through, was one of the most unbending revolutionaries 

ever seen in the course of history.”155 

We can see that some of the expressions used by Trotsky to de¬ 

scribe his friend’s personality are exactly the opposite of those used 

by Balabanova or Lunacharski when writing about him-. The attrac¬ 

tion of two sharply contrasting characters is obvious. It is significant 

that Trotsky criticized his comrade-in-arms only once; that was in 

1919, when Rakovski had been appointed by Lenin as head of the 

Soviet Ukrainian Provisional Government. The Red Army had just 

been routed, and Rakovski was hard put to deal with the desperate 

situation; Trotsky accused him then of being “soft.”156 

It is true that Rakovski did not show his mettle like Trotsky. 

This may have been due to his qualities as a man, to the character 

of his revolutionary beliefs which were never tainted by cruelty or 

fanaticism. Thus, although Trotsky valued his comrade’s “ingrained 

sense of humor,” he immediately qualified it with “he was too kind to 

people to allow it often to change into sarcasm.”157 Among his inti¬ 

mates, Christian liked “an attitude both sentimental and detached,” 
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and had many friends in every European country, because, “while 

trying to reform the world and mankind, he took them as they were, 

always.”158 

They became close friends in 1912, when Trotsky came to Roma¬ 

nia to report on the First Balkan War. His “doctor friend” acted as his 

guide, directing him, among other things, to a campside for skoptsy 

in Dobrudja. The latter were members of a strange sect (the “holy 

eunuchs”) some of whom Trotsky had met in 1904, in his Siberian 

exile. Their houses and their orchards, Trotsky observed, were well- 

kept, but here was “something dull, joyless . . . life was lacking; 

there were no children. Faces were puffy, and in spite of their hon¬ 

est gaze, unpleasant.” And, being in agreement with him, Trotsky 

jotted down what Rakovski had remarked: “When you consider how 

the skoptsy live, you become more and more convinced of the im¬ 

portance of sex as a social force, the source of altruism and of every 

noble aspect in man.”159 The friends did not limit their conversa¬ 

tions to Sigmund Freud; during their travels, politics soon came to 

the fore again, and the sight of the atrocities of the war left its mark 

on both of them. Rakovski gave Trotsky a survey of the history of 

the Balkans, astonishing him with his thorough knoweldge and re¬ 

markable understanding of the socialist movement in Western and 

Eastern Europe.160 He also gave a detailed account of the federation 

plans that would “unite within one state all Balkan nationalities, on 

a democratic and socialist basis, which alone could restore peace in 

the area and create conditions necessary for economic expansion.”161 

They also had a long conversation on the problem of Bessarabia. The 

position adopted by Rakovski in 1912 is interesting because it is dif¬ 

ferent from his stand after the Russian revolution in October 1917, 

and even contradicts it, on the surface. 

When Rakovski came back to Romania in April 1912, his first 

political gesture was to take part, on 16 March of the following year, 

in the ceremony to commemorate the centenary of the annexation by 

Russia of a province that had always belonged to Romania.162 On 

this occasion, he protested against Russian domination in the area, 

and made use of this case to stress that a federation would make it 

possible for the small nations of Southern Europe to resist foreign 

aggression. We shall see later how, after October 1917, Rakovski 

became the champion of Russian hegemony not only in Bessarabia, 

but also in the whole Balkan peninsula. Is there really a contradiction 

between the two attitudes? One has to realize, while all the conquests 

of tsarist Russia seemed wrong to Rakovski, the wars waged by the 

first socialist state could only be, on the contrary, wars of liberation. 

Through the two Balkan wars, Rakovski led an energetic campaign for 
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peace. At first, he blamed all the countries involved in the war, but 

he singled out Romania for annexing Bulgarian territory.163 When he 

was criticized for it by the Romanian government, he boldly retorted 

in the pages of Romania mucitoare, using the same argument: 

If it came to the defense of the national territory against 

any aggression whatsoever, we Socialists would be the first 

to support war. In fact, we are willing to assert that, had 

there been a Socialist party in Romania in 1879, it would not 

have remained idle, as were the parties in power at the time; 

even if it had been unable to prevent the crime through its 

efforts and protests, at least it would have raised the spirit 

of all Romanian inhabitants in Bessarabia.164 

We can see how confused Rakovski was on this subject. He shared 

this bewilderment with other Socialists in every European country, a 

phenomenon that would be increasingly felt up to the start of World 

War I, when after much soulsearching, the final break would occur 

between the “patriots” and the “defeatists” in the Socialist party. 

In the lines we have just quoted, Rakovski definitely sided with the 

patriots, supporting a “defensive” war; he only attacked “aggressive” 

wars, which are very often difficult to distinguish from the former. 

Rakovski was above all a “pacifist” and revolutionary. He thought 

(together with Lenin) that there should be no wars between nations, 

only between social classes. What was needed was to educate soldiers 

and raw recruits politically, so as to divert the wars entered into for 

the benefit of the bourgeois class into a general war that would destroy 

it. To this end he issued, in October 1912, an appeal to young re¬ 

cruits, saying as in 1907, when the Romanian authorities had ordered 

troops to fire at rebellious peasants: 

You are given guns to kill men. Take these guns away: they 

were paid for by your sweat, they often pointed at our hearts. 

Each soldier must understand that he is compelled to sup¬ 

port a treacherous country; he must understand that his 

task is to protect the class to which he belongs through his 

work, since it is being mocked and deprived of its rights. 

But one day, it will turn against the workers’ worst enemies, 

the well-to-do, and those in power. For this war only, must 

we make all necessary preparations, and learn every possible 

stategem.165 

This appeal was meant to herald the future, which it did. A 

few years later, in 1917, Russian troops, en masse, weary of fighting 

and under the influence of revolutionary propagandists, would turn 

against the propertied classes, oust their rulers, and try to enact a 
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revolution that would cover the whole world. But, before the storm 

could break out, they had to undergo four years of untold suffering; 

those years that all European peoples had to live through during 

World War I. 
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Chapter 3 

Rakovski and World War I (1914-1917) 

Until the declaration of war, on 2 August 1914, all European Socialist 

parties had been opposed to militarism on principle. The leaders of 

the Second International had expressed the general opinion of mili¬ 

tants in all countries, when they declared that the only way to stop 

the war was to try to stop it happening. Thus, they were at a loss 

when war broke out, as if a cataclysm had occurred, the beginning of 

which had escaped notice and its laws could no longer be explained. 

Martov wrote to Axelrod on 19 August 1914, “Gradually we learn to 

live in an atmosphere of universal doom, but, during the first days, I 

completely lost my bearings . . . .* 

A few months later, Lunacharski expressed the same dismay in a 

letter to Jules Guesde: “I am utterly convinced, comrade, that Rus¬ 

sian democrats are completely lost.”2 Many Socialists thought they 

were reaping the fruit “not only of the work done by opportunists, but 

also of their own lack of concern for military questions and lukewarm 

support of their principles.” Before the war, their action was nothing 

more than “making solemn resolutions,” which no one, not even the 

revolutionaries themselves, ever thought of putting into practice.3 

They were bitter now, realizing that their efforts had failed when 

war had been declared and it had become apparent how the various 

groups that made up the International had remained attached to their 

respective countries in spite of their devotion to working-class inter¬ 

nationalism, which was proved to be a mere theory in comparison. 

Kautsky summed up what this tragic event meant for the socialist 

movement, when he said that “the International was not meant for 

war.”4 Socialist leaders were able, at the time, to gauge the full extent 

of the collapse; the present situation had forestalled them, confronting 

them with their failure “to force bourgeois society to choose between 

the two saving options: peace or social revolution.”5 

Such was the origin of the feeling of helplessness that took hold 

of all the European movements of the left at the start of the war. 

Rakovski, having shared all the hopes of the International, was deeply 

affected by it. As a Socialist and a member of the left wing of the 

workers movement, he stood against wars of aggression, but believed 
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that some “defensive” wars could be justified. One has to admit that 

his attitude was not entirely without contradictions, as a result not 

so much of an opportunism that was never a feature of his politi¬ 

cal makeup, as of his conviction that “only a fool never changes his 

mind.”G A convinced internationalist and pacifist, Rakovski asserted 

in January 1912, on the eve of the First Balkan War: “We are against 

all wars, since even wars of liberation are wars of conquest. 7 This 

posture was academic, but explains his ambivalent attitude when the 

Balkan peoples pushed the Turks out of the peninsula. It also justifies 

the violence of his attacks against those who wanted to appropriate 

the spoils. Uppermost in Rakovski’s mind were the call to social rev¬ 

olution, hatred for all forms of oppression, therefore of war, and the 

belief that class struggle is the only way to achieve the downfall of 

the old social order. He wrote in 1917: 

We, social democrats, were against war not only because it 

is a means of exterminating the proletariat, but also because 

it brings only poverty and slavery. We emphasized that only 

the proletariat’s class struggle and a revolution could bring 

about social liberation for the people.8 

Rakovski was the first to admit and to regret the fact that “the 

socialist tactics as regards to war remained so hazy.” Reviewing 

the achievements of the various congresses under the Second Inter¬ 

national, he pointed out one outstanding element: “Although the 

resolutions of the Stuttgart and Basel (1912) Congresses had stressed 

the need of ‘waging war against war,’ the means for such an endeavor 

were never sufficiently developed.”9 

When World War I began, European social democracy was split 

into two camps, totally opposed: the “patriotic” Socialists, on one 

side, and the “defeatists” or “pacifists” on the other. The former, 

who were a large majority, emphasized the right for Socialists to de¬ 

fend the motherland, asserting that it had been recognized at the 

Stuttgart Congress. Grumbach, the Alsatian Socialist, in support of 

his argument, made use of the Vandervelde report, saying: 

The existence of the International is based on the existence 

of autonomous nationalities. Our federation is not an amor¬ 

phous mass of individuals; it is a free federation of living 

nationalities . . . We must deduce from these principles 

that nations, no less than individuals, have a right to protect 

themselves against invasions and attacks that could threaten 

their independence.10 

The main question that perplexed the European Socialists and 

divided them after August 1914 hinged on this famous “borderline” 
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between “offensive” wars to be condemned and “defensive” ones that 

were just. Lenin himself, in 1915, leaning on W. Liebknecht’s moral 

authority, distinguished between the two, as an introduction to his 

reflections on the war. He wrote, for example, in a letter dated 4 

August 1915, to Alexandra Kollontai:11 

Not to separate the various types of war is to my mind, 

wrong on a theoretical level and harmful in practice. We 

cannot protest against wars of national liberation. You 

quoted the example of Serbia; but if only the Serbs fought 

against Austria, should we not support them.12 

In the first months of the war, Rakovski tried to suspend judg¬ 

ment, “to find his bearings” as to what was happening in the West.13 

He could quite understand that “the main object of the various gov¬ 

ernments involved in the war was to prove that they were using their 

right of self-defense, and that the enemy was the aggressor.” In the 

circumstances, it was difficult to decide who was the attacker and 

who was the victim. While Lenin refused to distinguish (since, in 

his opinion, this war was nothing but imperialistic), Rakovski, on the 

contrary, tried to weigh the pros and the cons from the first. As he 

explained in 1917: 

Austria was complaining of the Serbian paramilitary orga¬ 

nizations, helped by the Serbian government—itself under 

the influence of Russia—preparing insurrections in Bosnia 

and Herzgovina, which insurrections were announced by the 

assassination of the Austrian heir to the throne and his wife. 

Germany judged that she had to defend herself against Rus¬ 

sia, since Austria’s defeat could lead to Germany’s. France 

regarded herself as forced to enter the war, while Germany 

declared that she had only attacked France to prevent an 

attack by France, who was committed to support Russia. 

England thought that, if Germany established her hegemony 

on the continent, she would soon lose not only her influence 

in all European affairs, but even perhaps the domination 

of the seas. Consequently, she declared that the violation of 

Belgian neutrality was a challenge to her own independence, 

and entered the war, in self-defense also.14 

Rakovski had to admit that, because he felt confused at the start 

of the war, he had to justify the efforts made by both the French and 

German Socialist parties to help their country in the crisis.15 The 

Germans were of the opinion that “nowadays, social progress [was 

dependent on] the defense of the motherland,”16 and Rakovski was 

not deaf to the comments made by Plekhanov and Jules Guesde on 
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this point.17 

His vacillation is surprising when one remembers that, as early 

as 1904 and 1905, Rakovski had argued against these very persons on 

the question of the Marxist attitude to war. As we saw earlier, in the 

winter of 1903-1904, Christian was in Paris when the Russo-Japanese 

War broke out. He recalled in his autobiography that he was asked 

to deliver a speech at a “monster” meeting attended by representa¬ 

tives from all revolutionary parties. His “defeatist” intervention was 

criticized by Plekhanov, who chaired the meeting; he went on: 

I remember that, on the followng day, Plekhanov, who had 

dinner with Jules Guesde and myself, blamed me for be¬ 

ing defeatist. I have not forgotten Guesde’s solemn answer, 

“Social democracy will never be antipatriotic.” Plekhanov 

quoted this phrase to me many times later.18 

Rakovski who was counted among Guesde’s partisans in those 

days, had no qualms about contradicting someone he deeply respected 

and distancing himself from Plekhanov who had enormously helped 

him also in the development of his political thinking.19 When Lenin, 

who knew how close were their personal relations, in 1922, asked 

Rakovski to write an obituary on Jules Guesde, the latter made a 

point of explaining all the implications of the French Marxist’s ideas 

on war.20 “To his way of thinking,” Rakovski wrote, “war in itself 

could not be considered as absolutely evil or absolutely good. All 

depended on the consequences war would have on the working class 

and the part workers could play in the war.” Besides, “the idea of 

war held no terror for Guesde.” He thought, at least before 1914, 

that it should inspire fear only among capitalists. His followers hoped 

that a “new order,” a “future political system,” would come from a 

revolutionary upheaval, and they had to work assiduously to “acceler¬ 

ate the beginning of the end of the most pitiless of political regimes.” 

Guesde even quoted with equanimity these lines: 

Coule, coule, sang de soldat, 

Soldat du tsar ou de la reine, 

Coule en ruisseau, coule en fontaine.21 

He usually added the following: “let international socialism, es¬ 

pecially the 18 March French movement, actively work for the grand, 

final confrontation.” His objective was primarily to prepare the power 

takeover of the Socialist party.22 Yet, it was often remarked that 

Guesde was more revolutionary in word than in deed. Lenin, on the 

contrary, used World War I to usher “the dictatorship of the prole¬ 

tariat” into the old tsarist empire. As for Guesde, he could not accept 

the idea of using the war for his own ends, because he thought that 
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socialism could not be “antipatriotic.” In 1870, he had supported the 

Gouvernement de la défense nationale; in 1914, he joined the Gou¬ 

vernement d’union sacrée as a minister without portfolio, together 

with Marcel Sembat. When Lenin accused him of betraying the So¬ 

cialists, Guesde replied that it showed the Bolshevik leader’s “lack of 

intelligence or his bad faith.” He declared: 

In peacetime, cooperation between classes in politics or gov¬ 

ernment is the worst possible deception, since it means the 

conservation of the capitalist society, whose destruction is 

necessary for the liberation of labor and ordinary people; 

in the case of an attack, and as far as national defense is 

concerned, it is just the opposite: cooperation is a duty 

for Socialists, because it preserves the nation, which is also 

a necessary framework of action for today’s workers and a 

prerequisite for tomorrow’s international rule.23 

These reasons explain why Guesde changed from socialism to 

patriotism, since the transition was essential for a return to social¬ 

ism in the future, or so it seemed to him. This idea clearly appears 

in an article he wrote in September 1914 on the future of Europe. 

He regarded France’s victory as “the creation of a German Repub¬ 

lic, a Bohemian Republic, an Austrian Republic, and a Hungarian 

Republic.” It meant “a world safe from the nightmare of the Hohen- 

zollems and the Hapsburgs . . . the end of European militarism . 

. . peace restored everywhere;” it meant all roads would be open to 

social progress.24 

Lenin found nothing more exasperating than this kind of reason¬ 

ing. So when Shklovsky, a Socialist, tried to use the same arguments 

in front of him, on the grounds that, if Germany won, French democ¬ 

racy would be destroyed, Lenin answered: 

Well, let it be destroyed. France is nothing but a backward 

republic of usurers and people of independent means who 

grow fat on their pile of gold. If Germany, after depriving 

her of her industry beats her, there will be no harm in that. 

To us, revolutionary Marxists, it makes no difference who 

loses or who wins. Our job is to try and turn the imperialist 

war into universal civil war.26 

Lenin’s ideas on the subject of war are more complex than it 

seems at first sight, and he developed them clearly in his brochure 

published in July-August 1915 in Socialism and the War. He recalled 

how “Socialists have always condemned war between nations for being 

barbarous and brutal,” but Marxists regard all wars as being wrong 

on principle. Lenin, on the one hand, was opposed to those he calls 
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“pacifist bourgeois,” and, on the other, equally opposed to anarchists. 

He thought a Marxist has “to study each case separately” before 

passing judgment on a war. Placing himself deliberately at a height 

affording a wide historical perspective, he saw the class struggle as 

“the engine” of the march of history, and could “observe the inevitable 

connection between wars and class struggle within a country.” He 

thought that wars would be abolished only when classes no longer 

existed and socialism was instituted. The logical conclusion of this 

will appear to bourgeois pacifists as unacceptable as his premises: 

civil wars, that is wars waged by the oppressed classes against the 

ruling class, become “legitimate, progressive and necessary.”26 So, 

Lenin fully approved of wars of national liberation, while Rakovski’s 

attitude changed after 1904 from defeatism to temporary acceptance 

of patriotic wars. 

In 1915, however, Rakovski succeeded in sifting through his ideas 

under the influence of his friend, Trotsky. In an article published in 

October 1915, in Nashe slovo, which Trotsky edited in Paris, Chris¬ 

tian reiterated his belief in internationalism and pacifism, but refused 

to distinguish any longer between an offensive and a defensive war, 

in view of recent events 

We have also used this terminology in Romania, defensive 

war and war of aggression; but the events of our recent his¬ 

tory prove this distinction to be purely academic. If, for ex¬ 

ample, Bulgaria were to declare war on Romania to regain 

the province she lost in 1913, would it be on her part aggres¬ 

sion or self-defense? On the other hand, if we call it a war of 

conquest, we have to accept the fact that these annexations, 

which were at the time iniquitous and totally arbitrary, be¬ 

come lawful when they are confirmed by diplomatic treaties. 

In other words, we recognize that international diplomatic 

conferences are really the seal to a nation’s right to exit. 

Does it make sense from the socialist point of view?27 

This article helped Rakovski make up his mind, and he definitely 

rejected the attempts made by Guesdist members, who had been 

aware of his hesitation, to win him over to social patriotism. Their 

tactics were to turn the “strict and sincere neutrality ” he claimed 

to have adopted, into pan-Germanism, on the principle that, “when 

the very fate of mankind is in the balance,” neutrality “can only refer 

itself to the example of Pontius Pilate in history”28 

Thus, on 17 March 1915, Humanité published an interview in 

which Rakovski supported the cause of neutralism “based on socialist 

principles” for the Balkan socialists. On the other hand, he recognized 
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that the responsibility for war was not “shared evenly” because, in 

his opinion, the German people remained “deep down filled with a 

religious respect for force.”29 Rakovski seemed to be trying to deal 

with counterattacks of “being Germanophile” when he wrote to Jules 

Guesde’s chef de cabinet: 

The fact that Germany is a country run in feudal and mili¬ 

tary fashion to the present day and that the wishes of ordi¬ 

nary people do not influence the government of the country 

leads us to assume, a priori, that the German government 

can declare war much more easily than a republican gov¬ 

ernment, or even a parliamentary monarchy. I do not con¬ 

test the fact that the duty German Socialists had, and still 

have, is much heavier than the duty of French Socialists. 

Since Germany officially declared war, German Socialists 

had to set an example of courage by adopting a policy of 

civil resistance.30 

Rakovski was the first to acknoweldge that he had not succeeded 

in 1914—the problem was too complex—in deciding which form so¬ 

cialist opposition should take. But he could not help reminding the 

Guesdists that, in 1912, at the time of the First Balkan War, the 

Balkan Socialists had been true to their socialist duty, insofar as they 

never, for a single moment, ceased to condemn the fight into which 

their governments had entered—even though it was a war of national 

liberation, which was supported in principle by many Marxists, first 

of all Lenin. If Rakovski had denounced this national war at the time, 

it was for the reason he shared with Rosa Luxemburg: “the principle 

of nationalities ” could not be included in a socialist program, since 

its application was “impossible within the framework of today’s na¬ 

tional state.”31 The solution to the problem lay, in his opinion, in 

the creation of a socialist federation of the Balkan countries. He said 

that in the East, in this “Balkan zoo,32 where races are so mixed, 

with borders that do not fit, the principle of nationality only covers 

a policy of territorial conquest.”33 

In 1915, it was difficult for a Socialist who belonged to a “neutral” 

country to preach morality to men who fought for their homelands. 

We know that, when Rakovski had been criticized by the Romanian 

government three years earlier for defeatism, he had supported the 

principle of a patriotic war. Now, with the Guesdists, he chose to steer 

a middle course, reminding them that socialist propaganda had for a 

long time prepared the proletariat to use the following tactics in the 

event of war: “standing against war, but also against sabotage of the 

national defense.” 34 Rakovski believed it to be of paramount impor- 
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tance not to hinder the defense of the motherland, which did not mean 

that they had to accept what Humanité called “a truce in the class 

struggle” and German Socialists called “civil peace.” Rakovski was 

against anything smacking of “officialdom” (ministérialisme), that is 

a coalition between Socialist parties and bourgeois governments that 

would bring about a coalition government. He defended his stance 

with faultless logic in these words to the followers of Guesde: 

Today, as is the case when there is a second ballot, and 

the socialist candidate, having received less votes, will stand 

down in favor of the candidate of the most progressive bour¬ 

geois party, the French Socialist party has stood down in 

favor of French imperialism in its struggle against German 

imperialism. This is the truth of the matter.35 

Yet, unlike Lenin, Rakovski could not accuse his old comrades of 

treachery, even if he condemned their new attitude. Being “against 

sabotage of the national defense,” he recognized that he had not seen, 

in the early days of the war, any “radical breach of the old socialist 

tactics” in the fact that French and German Socialists had agreed by 

a large majority to vote for war credits. He implicitly admitted that 

he would have done the same. This is just what the Romanian govern¬ 

ment had understood, and the reason why, as Rakovski remembered 

later, it showed him “the utmost regard.” This sudden turnabout 

on the part of the authorities stemmed from their fear that a man, 

who had always exerted much influence with Romanian workers and 

peasants, might join the “extreme pacifists” and sway the men, who 

in wartime, would make up the country’s armed forces, toward re¬ 

bellion. So, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs informed him at once 

of the telegram it had received confirming that the German Social 

Democrats had voted for war credits on 4 August 1914.36 

Although Rakovski did not think that the Socialist party should 

undermine national defense, nevertheless he strongly attacked the 

idea of cooperation with the ruling government. Yet, he was willing to 

understand how Socialists in France, Germany, or Great Britain had 

come to adopt their new attitude. In his opinion, it was mainly due 

to the ambiguous resolutions taken by the Second International. He 

could not forget that the International Socialist Congress, meeting 

in Paris in September 1900, had approved a statement, drafted by 

Kautski, permitting Socialists “in exceptional circumstances” to enter 

a bourgeois ministry. As Kautski himself explained four year later, 

at the Amsterdam Congress, by exceptional circumstances he meant 

“the hypothesis of a war following invasion.”37 The only thing was 

that, whether in 1900 or 1904, Guesde and Vaillant had been among 
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the first to refuse the resolution. 

They represented, at the time, what Rakovski called “the rev¬ 

olutionary socialist will” against Jaurès who, “by his personal pres¬ 

tige and the eloquence of his fiery words, made the International lay 

down its arms, without totally convincing it.”38 Besides, as Rakovski 

remarked in a letter to Jules Guesde’s chef de cabinet in May 1915, 

Jaurès, who did not wish participation in the bourgeois government to 

be limited to defense, later humorously emphasized the “nationalistic 

bias” of Kautski’s resolution. 

When I heard Kautski, Jaurès told the Amsterdam Congress, 

repeat that he recognized the need for Socialists to join a 

central government in a national crisis, I wondered whether 

an appetite for ministerial jobs became orthodox, once it 

was mixed with nationalism, and whether it would be le¬ 

gitimate for a proletarian to give up the class struggle, in 

order to contribute to the defense of his country, which is 

governed and, above all, exploited by bourgeois society. I 

wondered whether political freedom, individual freedom, the 

freedom to promote proletarian struggle, was not just as vi¬ 

tal as the motherland. I am convinced that, in some circum¬ 

stances, I could not fully follow the nationalistic ideas of our 

comrade.39 

Rakovski always rejected this nationalistic trend because he re¬ 

fused what he called: the Socialists’ class defeatism. He remained 

faithful to his stance at the Stuttgart and Copenhagen congresses 

when he supported the resolution bidding Socialists involved in the 

war “not to relinquish what was left of their freedom of thought and 

action, while doing their duty as soldiers.”40 In his opinion, it was im¬ 

possible to cooperate, even for a time, with bourgeois society because 

it had, while in power, set in motion “this formidable machine called 

mobilization and war” to safeguard its property. When the question 

of the socialist attitude in time of war had been raised at various con¬ 

gresses between 1900 and 1912, resolutions were unanimously adopted 

and strongly supported by Jaurès, demanding of members not to give 

up the social struggle. “They must not become passive but, on the 

contrary, keep working for socialism now more than ever.” Rakovski 

acted accordingly at the time of the Balkan wars, and advised the 

Socialists whose country was involved in World War I to do the same. 

When Trotsky heard about the open letter sent to Guesde’s fol¬ 

lowers by Rakovski, he was delighted. He found it “courteous in 

its expression, but unequivocal in substance.” Some time later, he 

was glad to acknowledge the part it had played in discussions among 
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French Socialists. One of the fundamental points made by Rakovski 

in the letter had a special appeal for Trotsky; he (Rakovski) had made 

“no difference in principle between the tactics officially used by the 

French Socialist party and the German one.”41 Yet, paradoxically, 

the very thing that was drawing them apart, and made them rush at 

each other in the wake of the opposing armies, brought them together: 

that is to say, the patriotic instinct or, rather, “reflex action.”42 

If Rakovski, in the spring of 1915, had finally moved closer to the 

position summed up in 1914 by Trotsky in the phrase peace without 

war reparations [or] annexation, peace where neither side wins or 

loses,” Lenin had already moved on to the idea of civil war, and he 

was no longer thinking of peace.43 This is what made him blame 

both Trotsky and Rakovski for being satisfied with sterile analyses 

instead of looking forward. It seemed useless, even harmful, to try and 

unravel the reasons that had pushed European Socialists to cooperate 

with their respective governments, since, in any case, it could only 

make the fight between brothers last longer. Lenin thought the time 

had come to use the large-scale involvement of the proletariat in the 

war and incite them to turn against the autocratic and bourgeois 

governments that had sent them to be massacred in the service of 

their own interests. In this way, brother could stop killing brother to 

join in the real class struggle—general civil war. Here undoubtedly, 

Lenin’s imagination raced far ahead of anything Rakovski or Trotsky 

might have conceived; he was discarding the most ingenious analyses 

“to make use of the chain of events as a tool for revolution.”44 At this 

point, we can understand the real meaning of his words to Alexandra 

Kollontai in a letter dated 4 August 1915: 

Roland-Host, just like Rakovski [have you read his brochure 

in French?], and Trotsky are, all of them, it seems to me, 

sinister ‘kautskists’ in the sense that they, one way or the 

other, are in favor of working with opportunists .... They 

all put forward [each in his own way] the possibility of choice 

instead of sticking to revolutionary Marxism.45 

It is worth recalling that Rakovski also, in a letter to Charles 

Dumas, accused the “opportunists” of every sin and declared that “all 

the harm comes from opportunism among Socialists.” Yet, we know 

full well that this term, equivalent to excommunication, is always used 

in political circles to indicate “others,” those who no longer belong (or 

never belonged) to the line followed by the accuser. But unlike Lenin, 

who always gave the names of his enemies of the day, Rakovski only 

sought to trace the origins of the deviation. Thus, trying to explain 

the end of the Second International, which could not prevent war 
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breaking out or the rise of nationalist feelings that he had denounced 

when he was in the Balkans, Rakovski wrote dispassionately: 

The collapse of the International, our party’s moral ruin, is 

not the consequence of temporary aberration, or a mere par¬ 

liamentary incident. It sprang from a profound corruption 

of the European socialist consciousness, because it had been 

poisoned by revisionism and socialist opportunism.46 

This approach, and “explanations,” could hardly appeal to Lenin, 

who, as we know, was already fighting another battle. This is the 

reason why he wrote to Karl Radek, on 4 August 1915, to warn 

him against what he called later the charms of Rakovski’s “French 

rhetorics.” As for him, he could easily ward off the danger by the 

use of his favorite device: blurring the issues. He openly accused 

Rakovski of being a social patriot, with the words: “Rakovski [see his 

brochure] stands for defending the motherland. In my opinion, we 

must keep those people at arm’s length.”47 This is, of course, a typ¬ 

ical example of political simplification, and illustrated Lenin’s words 

to Maxim Gorky: “Who is not for us is against us.”48 Yet, Lenin 

and Rakovski already both felt a deep distrust of Russian chauvin¬ 

ism. Lenin called on his followers to fight sophistry such as this: “In 

Russia, chauvinistic attitudes are concealed in phrases like ‘beautiful 

France, unhappy Belgium, and death to the Kaiser and German mil¬ 

itarism.” He regarded it an “absolute duty” to fight this mentality, 

adding an argument that Engels had partly expounded: 

From the point of view of the interest of the working class, 

there is little doubt that the defeat of tsarism is a catas¬ 

trophe of lesser importance, for tsarism is a thousand times 

more dangerous than German militarism.49 

In a somewhat similar vein, Rakovski published, in January 1915, 

an article in Golos, the social democratic Russian newspaper printed 

in Paris. He attacked primarily the territorial ambitions of the impe¬ 

rial government in these words: 

Our French comrades assure us that the Allies, including 

Russia, are fighting in defense of the principles of nationali¬ 

ties. Those of us who live in Eastern Europe, in the imme¬ 

diate vicinity of the Muscovite Empire, will beg to doubt it 

.... We recognize that Austria has a policy of empire 

building in the Balkans, but who can swear that Russia does 

not equally endanger Romania and Bulgaria, who happen to 

block her way to the Straits?50 

Such a stand gave rise at once to a violent counterattack in Russia 

from all patriotic circles. Ranging from pillars of the establishment, 
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to the liberals, they were all outraged by such accusations (which 

were, nevertheless, not surprising), and called Rakovski “an interna¬ 

tional adventurer.” The famous liberal periodical, Vestnik Evropy 

(European MessengerJ, was the first to suggest and, soon, to assert 

loudly that Rakovski was paid by Germany to write and spread such 

insults against Russia. This accusation, as we shall see, would stick 

to Rakovski all his life, until his trial in Russia in 1938.51 

In one of its issues in the winter of 1915, European Messenger 

declared, without naming Rakovski, but implicating him as editor 

of the periodical Lupta; “Since the war started, Romanian Socialists 

received up to 300,000 marks from a German envoy called Siidekum 

to advocate neutrality in the pages of their periodical, Lupta.”52 

To understand Rakovski’s relations with the German government 

through most of World War I—at first few and far between but, later, 

on a steady basis—we have to stand back and examine the military 

situation in Europe. We know that, after the failure of the Schlieffen 

Plan and the battle of Flanders in November 1914, German military 

leaders realized that they could not win a decisive victory in the first 

stage of the war. As for the Allies, they understood that the war 

would take much longer than anticipated, when, in the West just as 

in the East, it turned into a confrontation along an extensive front 

line. So, the Central Powers, like the Allies, came to the conclusion 

that, in order to win, they had to persuade the countries that had 

not yet declared war to remain neutral or, even better, to join them. 

At that time, Bucharest became a regular “parade ground,” with 

embassies and legations vying with one another to buy up the most 

influential politicians and publications, and incite them to speak up 

for their causes. Trotsky wrote these lines: 

If they stop being neutral, Romanian Socialists will be praised 

by the French, blamed by the Germans, or vice versa, ac¬ 

cording to which side the government seems to favor, and 

the deviation [will be] attacked by “neutral” Socialists.”53 

The climate of the Romanian capital in those days can be seen 

from the coded messages sent by the Russian minister in Bucharest 

to Petrograd. The minister pointed out that all Allied official rep¬ 

resentatives were “compelled to give material help to the Romanian 

newspapers that have remained loyal to the Entente and to encourage, 

with occasional bribes, some agents of the local press who are used to 

tips and cannot work for nothing.”54 In a telegram dated May 1915, 

the same diplomat recorded that, “from the early days of the war,” 

German and Austrian embassies found it necessary “to fight the sym¬ 

pathy shown by Romanian public opinion toward the Entente.” They 
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had decided “not to spare money” and to print “their own papers, 

acquire some of the newspaper already existing, and buy some of the 

most gifted journalists in Bucharest.”55 As a rider to his telegram, 

the Russian minister asked also for a special allowance of some 50,000 

francs,56 to save two newspaper and a number of journalists “from 

the clutches of Germany.”57 He added apologetically that he had al¬ 

ways thought “it impossible and useless to enter into competition in 

this area with the Germans and Austrians, who had really lost a con¬ 

siderable amount of money.”58 Yet, he could only insist on the fact 

that his colleagues of the Entente countries were too far ahead of him 

in this corruption race. He mentioned that his French colleague had 

already spent 100,000 francs to this end, and had asked for further 

funds. He added, “the British ministry had been allowed to spend 

.£500 on the press.” but had been “promised fresh credits if the other 

representatives of the Entente were granted equal funding.” As for 

the Italian government, it had given its Bucharest envoy a sum of 

25,000 to 30,000 francs for the press, and most of it “had already 

been spent” by May 1915.59 

It is clear that Rakovski the Socialist and the German govern¬ 

ment had established the same relations as Take Ionescu the Liberal 

enjoyed with the French government. A large number of outstanding 

Romanian politicians and journalists tried to draw as much advan¬ 

tage as possible from this war blackmail, using it to put forward their 

ideas. The only difference was that funds allocated to Ionescu helped 

the Liberal party to the benefit of democracy, while those given to 

Rakovski were used to support the Socialist party, thereby serving 

the international revolutionary movement. 

It seems that the Central Powers had taken the initiative in this 

since, from late 1914, the Austrian envoy to Bucharest, Conrad von 

Hôtzendorff, had told his government in terms that are familiar to 

us and can only confirm the Russian sources: “In order to influence 

Romanian public opinion, particularly politicians and the most pres¬ 

tigious newspapers, I have started secret negotiations on the lines 

followed by the German government.”60 He added that he had en¬ 

trusted his “men” in Bucharest with large sums of money, observing 

that this action, which could not be “rushed,” was carried out through 

intermediaries “with the utmost caution,” and was progressing “sat¬ 

isfactorily.” He hoped for “tangible results within a short time.”61 

Having established this, we must now examine the extent and 

significance of the relations that some members of the European Left 

undoubtedly kept up with the German government throughout World 

War I. 

As far as we know, the leaders of the socialist movement, such 
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as Lenin, never dealt directly with the Central Powers, at least in 

this respect. But early in the war, when the Austrian foreign min¬ 

ister asked Viktor Adler whether he thought Lenin, as an interna¬ 

tionalist, was “the enemy number one of the Allies,” the leader of 

the Austrian Social Democrats answered: “Even more than yourself, 

your excellency.”62 So, it may not be inaccurate to claim that the 

short-term aims of the Central Powers coincided, up to a point, with 

those made by revolutionary extremists.63 Violent revolutionary ac¬ 

tion could help Germany defeat the Allies, just as German money 

could allow revolutionary forces to spread more effectively through¬ 

out Europe. In this sense, it can rightly be said that Rakovski was, at 

the time, “in the pay of Germany,” as is reported in a secret document 

of the British secret service.64 

Rakovski received German money from the time when, in Jan¬ 

uary 1915, he changed the name of his newspaper Româmia 

muncitoare to Joa Rdzboiul (Down with War) until the autumn of 

1917, when he published the newspaper Vestnik russkoi revoliutsii 

(Messenger of the Russian Revolution) in Stockholm with the help of 

Radek, Vorovski, and Ganetski. He called on the workers to rise, and 

gave a close account of the Petrograd events in the new publication. 

Rakovski’s collaboration with Germany was thus sufficient to justify 

Bratianu in his accusations at the time of the Genoa Conference of 

1922. The Romanian Liberal leader mentioned Rakovski in front of 

Lloyd George as “this gentleman who had undertaken a propaganda 

campaign on behalf of the Germans, to prevent Romania entering the 

war;” he even added, trying to blacken Rakovski further in the opin¬ 

ion of the British prime minister, and describing it as the last misdeed 

of a thoroughly bad character: “After Romania entered the war, he 

continued his propaganda work until we put him in jail.”65 We know 

from the telegram of the German minister in Bucharest, H. Buss- 

che, that early in 1915, the Romanian Socialists and “their leader, 

Rakovski,” decided “to resume their agitation, through the press and 

public meetings, to prevent Romania entering the war against the 

Central Powers.”66 At the time, the resources of the Romanian So¬ 

cial Democrats were at a low ebb. Already, on the eve of the war, in 

April and again in May 1914, Romania muncitoare had appealed for 

help, since subscriptions had failed to some 2,000.67 Fully aware of 

the financial difficulties encountered by the Socialists, Bussche sent 

a telegram) on 13 January 1915, informing his superiors that he was 

“able to pass money on to them discreetely, which Siidkum had found 

it “important,” and asked “permission to spend 100,000 lei to that 

end.”68 On the next day, the vice-minister for foreign affairs sent a 

telegram approving the scheme, and Bussche immediately acted on 
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it. 

So, we know now for sure that Rakovski was receiving subsidies 

straight from Berlin. We also know that the discreet intermediary 

between the German representative and Christian was a friend and 

collaborator of Trotsky, Parvus-Helphand.09 The latter undoubtedly 

used this recommendation to get in touch with Rakovski and made 

the best use of him. So, as early as 14 January of the same year, Buss- 

che could write to Zimmermann (vice-minister for foreign affairs) and 

send him some reports. Among them was one signed by Parvus, in 

which he explained in one sentence the part he played as an informer, 

and how Rakovski helped him. “Apart from Batsarias, I spoke to 

Christo Rakovski, who vigorously stands for peace, as we know. He 

also thinks that Romania will not be long in declaring war on the 

Central Powers.” 70 The money received by Rakovski was used partly 

to cover expenses incurred in the peace propaganda campaign, in ac¬ 

cordance with the terms of his deal with the Germans. In the summer 

of 1915, Bussche proudly announced that a socialist demonstration in 

support of peace had taken place in the Romanian capital on 4 July, 

with Rakovski as main speaker. He made a point of adding in his re¬ 

port that he was, “together with the Austro-Hungarian minister, the 

instigator of this demonstration.”71 Rakovski used the remainder of the 

money, as we saw earlier, to finance his new newspaper, Jos Ràzboiul, 

and also to cover the expenses of an electoral campaign. At this 

point, his reputation as a “German agent,” which spread like wildfire 

throughout Europe (in France and Russia, as well as the Balkans), 

began to do him a lot of harm. When he tried to get elected to the 

Romanian Parliament, in June 1916, he polled only 199 votes, that is, 

less than half the votes he polled in 1911, 1912, and at both elections 

in 1914.72 This two-year period, from August 1914 to August 1916, 

when the Romanian government tried to remain “neutral” and was 

not able to decide which side to choose, since it could not see clearly 

where its best interest lay, proved to be a critical one for the socialist 

movement in Romania—as it was for the European left in general. 

In his autobiography, Rakovski dwelt on these difficulties, but did 

not breathe a word of his “privileged” relations with Germany. On 

the contrary, he used a rather hypocritical euphemism: “Within Ro¬ 

mania, we had to support neutralism against warmongering parties, 

whether pro-Russian or pro-German.” 73 

Polemics that had been raging in the press, “with exceptional 

harshness,” now more frequently spread to meetings and street demon¬ 

strations, which the Romanian govenment repressed with increasing 

brutality. In June 1916, Rakovski reported that “police forces shot 

at workers in Gala^i, and eight people died.”74 He himself was ar- 
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rested, and the authorities conducted a judicial enquiry against him, 

accusing him of attempting to organize a “rebellion.” However, as 

they feared a popular uprising in support of such a personality, on 

the eve of entering the war, the government released him together 

with a number of Socialists who had just been arrested. In this way, 

the general strike that had been announced by the Social Democratic 

party was defused, and the agitation threatening to spread to most 

of the country was avoided. The Romanian government had good 

reasons for distrusting Rakovski because, while Berlin secretly helped 

him, his activities as a pacifist were not limited to Romania. He in¬ 

sisted in his memoirs on the fact that, as a member of the Romanian 

Party’s Central Committee, he did everything in his power “to make 

contact with the parties, groupings, and individuals who remained 

faithful to the precepts of workers’ internationalism.”75 

In January 1915, the German representative in Bucharest re¬ 

ported how Rakovski maintained close relations with Socialists in an¬ 

other country that was still hesitating before committing itself—Italy. 

A few months later, in April 1915, our revolutionary was officially in¬ 

vited by the Italian Socialist party to take part in an international 

meeting against war in Milan. This “pacifist” meeting did not achieve 

anything, since a few days later, on 26 April, the Italian minister for 

foreign affairs signed the secret London Pact with the Allies ignoring 

the less attractive offers made by Austria. Rakovski came back to 

Bucharest very disappointed with the “opportunism” shown by Ital¬ 

ian Socialist leaders, and violently attacked the “radiant days in May” 

when Italy joined the war on the Allied side. Later on, when several 

years had passed, Rakovski could not help showing his resentment 

toward Italian Socialists. 

He had reached the height of his power. He was then president of 

the People’s Commissars of the Ukrainian Socialist Soviet Republic, 

as well as founding member, together with Lenin and Trotsky, of the 

Third International. It was in 1921, at the Third Comintern Congress 

in Moscow that he took advantage of new authority to launch a typ¬ 

ically lengthy Bolshevik diatribe against those who had not listened 

to him in 1915—those Italian Socialists by whom he had been, as it 

were, betrayed. In the political report he presented to the Congress, 

he especially pointed out the danger that the Italian Socialist party’s 

“opportunism” represented for the recently created communist inter¬ 

national. It had “allowed the bourgeois class to enter into an open 

and ferocious struggle against the working class.” Looking back to 

the recent past, he declared that: “Italian reformism poisoned the So¬ 

cialist party during the war,” recalled how he had been “persecuted” 

at that time by the Italian press, which tried to portray him as a 
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German agent. Avanti, the Italian Socialist party’s daily, had refused 

to speak up for him.76 Even now, he said, such “reformists” as Turati 

poison the heart of the Italian proletariat with lies to the effect that 

revolution is “a kind of marriage ceremony that holds no terror or 

hardship.” He concluded with a scornful condemnation of Italian So¬ 

cialists: “Italy can make ministers out of them, but she will not have 

a revolution, thanks to them.” 77 He judged them hardly worthy of the 

accusation of officialdom “ministerialism,” which had been banned by 

the Second International in peacetime but which had lured many of 

its members during the war. Rakovski wanted to put the Italian So¬ 

cialist party of 1921 on a par with the leaders of the same party who, 

in April 1915, had refused to help him. Yet, as we shall see when we 

examine the relations between Trotsky and Rakovski at the time, the 

Italian Socialists were right about the accusations made against him: 

that he was a paid “agent” of both Germany and Austria. 

On 1 May 1915, before leaving Italy, Rakovski sent a telegram 

to Trotsky to celebrate Labor Day, which had great symbolic value 

for him throughout his life. He let his friend know of his imminent 

arrival in Paris. Trotsky was there at the time and was working on the 

editorial board of the pacifist newspaper Nashe slovo.78 The police 

were keeping a close watch on Trotsky, and intercepted the telegram 

and summoned him to explain what his actual relations were with 

Rakovski. The exchange between Trotsky and the police officer was 

written down by him, probably for its slightly unreal character: “Do 

you know Rakovski?” 

“Yes.” 

“He sent a telegram to your address: is it for you?” 

‘Naturally, it is for me.” 

The police officer then proceeded to read the telegram aloud, 

insisting on the last work, “revolutionary.” He continued: 

“This telegram is absolutely meaningless, as far as I can under¬ 

stand it.” 

“Allow me to differ on this point.” 

“I mean it is of no interest to us.” 

“Then why did you ask me to come.?” 

“Excuse me, we just wanted to make sure.” 

“Sure of what?” 

“Sure the telegram was intended for you personally.”79 

This was a dialogue of the deaf. Of course, the French po¬ 

lice had a good idea of the relationship between the two revolu¬ 

tionaries, if only because of the accusations that Russian patriotic 

Socialist were openly throwing at them—for example, by the ex- 

Duman deputy, Gregory Alexinski, who published the newspaper 



78 Rakovski and World War I 

Prizvy (Appeals).80 Alexinski, early in the war, had repeatedly de¬ 

clared that, when Trotsky left Vienna in August 1914, he already 

had his itinerary mapped out,” since he was going “on a mission on 

behalf of his friend Dakovski.” The latter was described as “a Ro¬ 

manian socialist pacifist” (which can hardly surprise us) and, above 

all, “an Austrian agent.”81 The police report we quote gives further 

information of the financial help Rakovski galdly gave to social demo¬ 

cratic publications, among which were those close to his ideas, such 

as Trotsky’s. So, when the latter arrived in Paris in January 1915, he 

had brought “better than his talent and his resources as a revolution¬ 

ary activist and journalist; he was bringing the financial contribution 

of his friend Rakovski, a well-known Romanian Socialist, who had 

already helped him several times in his literary enterprises.82 

Rakovski came to Paris in May to get in touch with a group 

of pacifists and internationalists belonging to the Menshevik faction 

and friends of Trotsky. He also came with fresh money, in very short 

supply at the office of Nashe slovo. This newspaper, which was to 

strengthen Rakovski’s convictions, had first been edited by Martov; 

Trotsky took over as soon as he was in Paris. In his opinion, the 

immediate objective of the publication was “to explain the significance 

of today’s events to those Russians stranded in Paris, and to keep 

the flame of international solidarity burning.”83 His chief target for 

criticism was the “imperialistic” war and all those who, from the 

Socialists downward, only tried to delay the end of the war. 

The fact that Russian émigrés were scattered all over Europe 

made for a really international supply of information, with first-hand 

news on the internationalist movement in many countries. For ex¬ 

ample, Chicherin wrote from London, Kollontai from Sweden, Uritski 

from Denmark, and, soon, Rakovski from the Balkans. From its early 

beginnings, the newspaper won Lenin’s esteem; he declared it to be 

“the best socialist daily in Europe.”84 Yet, the basic problem for the 

newspaper remained a chronic shortage of funds. 

Throughout the first half of 1915, Trotsky and his colleagues 

had to work wonders to keep the publication going, in spite of mili¬ 

tary and civilian censorship, which became stricter as the Germans 

were drawing nearer to Paris. Moreover, as Trotsky remarked later, 

on the eve of publishing the first issue late in January 1915, “the 

cash box on the editorial desk contained exactly thirty francs.” He 

added, with a certain amount of self-satisfaction: “No sensible per¬ 

son would have thought it feasible to publish a daily newspaper with 

so little capital.”85 As Alfred Rosmer pointed out, the publication 

roused feelings of envy among the French Social Democrats, who, 

in the first months of the war, had no way of publishing anything 
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whatsoever.80 True enough, Rosmer went on “Russian Socialists are 

more used than we are to working in siege conditions,” and he added, 

with some naivete for a man who was so involved with the newspaper, 

“they have, surprisingly enough, means far greater than ours in Paris 

to publish a brochure and even a newspaper.87 

Rosmer’s remark is certainly naive, as he was already very close 

to Trotsky; he later had, in fact, mentioned the financial aid he was 

receiving from Rakovski. In an article published on 17 April, Trotsky 

publicly thanked his Romanian comrade “for the financial help” he 

had given to the “cause of proletarian liberation.”88 Trotsky, perhaps 

to forestall a fresh campaign of accusations against Rakovski as an 

“agent of the Central Powers,” was clever enough to give a detailed 

account of the financial contribution Rakovski had made for about 

ten years to the cause of social democracy in Russia. On 25 April 

1915, he published in Nashe slovo an article showing a characteristic 

of Rakovski’s personal involvement: 

In the years before the revolution [1905], Rakovski played 

an active part in the “ligue émigrée” of our motherland, 

contributing articles to Iskra, as well as financial help. . . . 

In 1905, he devoted himself entirely to the revolution . . . 

contributing to a number of social democratic publications, 

acting as paymaster to Golos, Sotsial-Demokrat, Pravda, 

and the workers’ legal press. With the most infuential of 

Romanian Marxists,89 he became the benefactor of Golos 

and Nashe slovo.90 

Trotsky concluded with a reference to a letter sent by Rakovski 

to Golos, before it was banned. This letter figures on the front page 

of the newspaper because Trotsky thought it should be remembered 

“as a valuable proof of international cooperation, in contrast to the 

mad bloodletting of war.”91 

These acknoweledgements show how valuable Trotsky thought 

his friend’s activities were; before 1915, most of the money con¬ 

tributed was Rakovski’s own; later it came from Germany, as well 

as Austria, through Bussche and Parvus, with the help of the Aus¬ 

trian representative in Bucharest. It also seems likely that part of the 

million marks transferred in December 1915 by Parvus from bank 

accounts in Copenhagen, Zurich, and Bucharest reached Nashe slovo 

through Rakovski’s good offices.92 

This financial contribution, quite substantial for the times, made 

it possible for Trotsky’s publications to sustain a propaganda cam¬ 

paign in favor of internationalism and pacifism. This aspect was em¬ 

phasized by the Socialist delegates who gathered in the small Swiss 
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town of Zimmerwald in September 1915, to prepare a conference in¬ 

tended to be one of the first “collective manifestations of an interna¬ 

tional antiwar movement.”93 The French delegates, in their reports, 

stressed the importance of the publications’ existence, since they were 

the only bridge between the various internationalist factions scattered 

all over Europe. As for Rakovski, he pointed out that Nashe slovo 

played a vital role in the growth of an internationalist attitude in 

the midst of the Balkan Social Democratic parties.94 This came out 

strongly when the Balkan Socialist parties met in Bucharest in the 

summer of 1915 to clarify their position. 

The conference seems to be a proof of the dynamism of the so¬ 

cialist movement in the Balkans, since, even before the Zimmerwald 

Conference itself, they managed to get together and pass a “firm res¬ 

olution to launch a program for internationalism based on the class 

struggle.”95 No wonder that Rakovski, who organized the Bucharest 

Conference, became one of the chief spokesmen of the Zimmerwald 

movement (as we shall see from the documents held in the archives 

of the Swiss Socialist party). 

In a letter he wrote in May 1915 to Charles Dumas, Rakovski 

regretted that Socialists of various European countries were unable to 

unite against war. He commented sadly that the fiftieth anniversary 

of the International was “proving to the world that the international 

spirit has not yet become a real force, that it is not more than a word, 

which has yet to be put into practice.”90 He also added, with bitter 

irony and little concern for his comrades’ suceptibilities: 

The socialist and internationalist awareness has proved, in 

some respects, to be even weaker than the Catholic consciousness;97 

seeing that while Catholic cardinals from Germany, France, 

England, and Austria have been able to meet in Rome to 

elect a new pope, our International Socialist Bureau has not 

met once since the war started, in spite of all the interven¬ 

tions and entreaties of Socialists from neutral countries.98 

Delegates of the Romanian, Greek, and Serbian Socialist par¬ 

ties met in Bucharest, and were joined by those Bulgarian Socialists, 

the tesnyaki." The manifesto issued at the end of that conference 

demanded an immediate interruption of the fighting, and suggested 

setting up a federation of all the Balkan Socialist parties present at 

the conference. This was for Rakovski, who was elected general sec¬ 

retary of the new federation—an old dream come true—and the first 

step toward a federation of the Balkan socialist states that he hoped 

would exist one day. 

We can see that Rakovski came to be the undisputed leader of 
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“pacifist” Socialists; his authority was recognized in the whole Balkan 

Peninsula. He was the friend and teacher, whose advice his comrades 

sought in times of trouble. A letter sent to him by the secretary of the 

Serbian Socialist party, Dushan Popovich, in October 1915, reveals 

the depth of respect and affection his “disciples” felt for Rakovski. 

Popovich described how torn he was when, as a militant, he chose 

defeatism and published the newspaper that would declare “death 

to war” in Serbia, the very country where it all had started. “You 

cannot imagine the conditions we have to put up with in our work,” 

he told Rakovski; but he undertook “to fight relentlessly against uni¬ 

versal barbarity,” in the form of “capitalist imperialism,” because his 

convictions and ideals as a Socialist obliged him to do so. Popovich’s 

example shows how European Socialists often agonized in the struggle 

between their political beliefs and their love of country.100 He said: 

In fact, Serbia is fighting for its life and independence, always 

under threat from Austria even before the Sarajevo assas¬ 

sination. If social democracy has a right to vote for war, 

where more so than in Serbia? In our opinion, however, the 

crucial factor is that war between Serbia and Austria is only 

a small part of the picture, nothing but the start of the Eu¬ 

ropean, even world war, which, we firmly believe, can only 

be of imperalistic character. Consequently, as we are part 

of the great social and proletarian International, we thought 

it imperative to declare unequivocably against war. We did 

not want to cause any discord in the attitudes of various sec¬ 

tions of the International, but, nevertheless, our resolution 

brought about precisely that, since, alas! almost all other 

Socialist parties voted for war.101 

Rakovski never forgot the attitude of Serbian internationalists 

and praised them in a short but interesting study he wrote in Petro- 

grad in 1917, which was published under the title The International 

and War. Rakovski contrasted the Austrian Social Democrats who, 

in their newspaper had qualified the day when war credits were voted 

as “one of the great events in the life of the German race,” and “the 

day of the German people” with “the small but heroic Serbian Social 

Democratic party, whose two representatives in Parliament bravely 

stood up for the internationalist point of view and voted against war 

credits, accusing the Serbian government and secret paramilitary or¬ 

ganizations of orchestrating underhand chauvinistic agitation.”102 

One of the most important episodes of Rakovski’s international 

action in 1915 is the part he played at the Zimmerwald Conference, 

above all in its preliminary stage. Early in September 1915, Rakovski 
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went to Switzerland to attend the conference, where all Socialists loyal 

to the principles of pacifism and proletarian internationalism were 

meeting. It should be observed that the conference was organized at 

the demand of the neutral countries’ Socialists—Rakovski foremost 

among them.103 

During his stay in Paris in May, Rakovski and Trotsky examined 

the conditions needed for such a conference. They both agreed that 

Lenin should be approached, and Rakovski left for Switzerland. There 

he met the Bolshevik leader and several leaders of the Swiss Socialist 

party whom he had met previously when he was a student in Geneva. 

He had written to them some weeks beforehand, with the help of 

the Italian Socialists whom he had met at the international meeting 

in Milan. This is why, when the Swiss Socialist party met on 28 

March 1915, one of its members (Greulich) declared: “A conference 

of neutral countries must be called now, otherwise it will be too late. 

Italy and Romania are all in favor . . .”104 

The next day, Robert Platten wrote to the International Socialist 

Bureau in the name of the Committee of the Swiss Socialist party: 

We felt obliged to make new plans for this business [the 

meeting of an international conference on peace—author’s 

note] in view of a letter from Comrade Rakovski and the 

duplicate of a letter from the Social Democratic Workers’ 

party in Bulgaria. Comrade Rakovski expressed his agree¬ 

ment with our decisions and our suggestions; he approved 

the convening of a conference of neutrals, and recommends 

it to take place in Switzerland.106 

Rakovski thought that such a demonstration for peace could have 

a large impact on countries like Italy or Romania, which were still 

neutral but whose governments were visibly on the eve of entering 

the war. At a meeting of the Swiss Socialist party, on 22 May 1915, 

Grimm referred to a declaration made by Rakovski on this point. 

Rakovski had said that, if social democracy carried out its duty as 

defined by the congresses at Stuttgart, Copenhagen, etc., it “could 

largly contribute to an end to the war.” He even added, using an 

example close to him: “The Balkan war ended the moment Socialists 

went on strike in the trenches and proclaimed the start of the class 

struggle.”106 

Three groups soon emerged from among the pacifist Socialists 

gathered for a conference that went on from 5 to 8 September 1915. 

The majority were mainly interested in organizing a general demon¬ 

stration for peace, and opposed to a radical break with the “so¬ 

cial patriots” of the Second International. This group made up the 
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right wing of the conference and included most members of the Ger¬ 

man and the French delegations, a few Italians, Poles, and Rus¬ 

sian Mensheviks.107 A few who stood against those objectives they 

thought too “moderate” demanded all relations with “social patriots” 

to cease; they emphasized the necessity of a permanent class struggle 

in peacetime just as in universal civil war. They were the left wing 

of the conference, around Lenin.108 Between the two groups was a 

small core of five or six people, among whom were Trotsky, Rakovski, 

Balabanov, Grimm, and Roland-Host. 

The theoretical differences dividing the three groups involved 

the working class caught in the war and “bourgeois” society in the 

use of tactics that were incompatible, and seemingly irréconciliable. 

However, three drafts for a common manifesto were submitted to the 

conference secretary, who passed them on to a commission of seven 

members, including Trotsky, Rakovski, Grimm, Ledebur, Merrheim, 

and Modigliani.109 The discussions within the commission concen¬ 

trated, at first, on a problem of great concern to all the socialist 

delegates: the restoration of the International since, of course, it had 

not survived the shock of the European war. 

In the name of the Mensheviks, Martov had long since stated 

that he refused to “accept Lenin’s simplistic explanation of the col¬ 

lapse of the International being caused by the leaders’ betrayal of 

the trust put in them by the masses.110 As soon as he had heard 

about the “betrayal” by the “social patriots,” the Bolshevik leader 

had peremptorily declared, as if to put an end to the debate, “The 

Second International is dead.”111 He then broke with all the par¬ 

tisans of “defense,” as he believed that a new International had to 

be instituted; this one would be under the influence of revolutionary 

activists and Socialists who were uncontaminated by chauvinistic pa¬ 

triotism, a feeling that could only destroy the brotherly bond existing 

in the laboring masses. Martov, on the contrary, regarded any rift 

in the international socialist movement as a catastrophe; this is why 

he suggested the reconstruction of Socialist parties from within, in 

the framework of what was left of the International. In his opinion, 

a breakup could only be the last resort, in the event of the interna¬ 

tionalists being neutralized within the individual Socialist parties.112 

At this point, we must establish what Rakovski’s position was. 

Thirteen years later, when the quarrel between Trotsky’s followers 

and those who adopted the “general line” advocated by Stalin was 

going on in the Soviet Union, Zinoviev had no qualms about accusing 

Rakovski of “voting with Martov” at Zimmerwald.113 He was try¬ 

ing to prove that Rakovski had differed from Lenin on a fundamental 

point. It is clear that Zinoviev, in 1928, presented Rakovski’s position 



84 Rakovski and World War I 

up to January 1915 as the one he adopted in the autumn of that year, 

after his conversations with Trotsky and Lenin had been, to a large 

extent, instrumental in bringing about the internationalist meeting in 

Zimmerwald. In 1928, Zinoviev only recalled the fact that Rakovski, 

in his open letter to Charles Dumas, had “made concessions to the 

notion of defense of the motherland,” and that he had declared in 

favor of the reestablishment of the Second International.” We know 

for sure that it was an assumption made by Lenin himself before 

Rakovski had approached him in May 1915. In fact, Christian was 

much closer to Trotsky’s position at Zimmerwald than to Martov’s. 

Trotsky, while insisting in Nashe slovo on the idea that social revolu¬ 

tion was approaching, even though he wanted a Third International 

to be created, refrained from mentioning it in the final manifesto that 

he drafted together with Grimm on the advice of the commission that 

they sat on with Rakovski.114 

Lenin did not agree with the manifesto, which developed ideas 

put forward by Trotsky early in the year on “peace without repa¬ 

rations or annexations, no victors and no losers.” At a meeting in 

Zurich, Lenin had already called this peace slogan launched by Trot¬ 

sky a “pious platitude.” He said, “if you think of it, it really implies 

civil peace and the rejection of the struggle by the oppressed classes 

in all the countries at war.”115 

Since neither Lenin nor Trotsky wanted to make concessions, and 

neither the German delegation nor the French one shared their point 

of view, it seemed, for a while, that the conference would founder, 

leaving no tangible result. But Rakovski suggested a compromise, in 

the hope that he could obtain an agreement by all the pacifist So¬ 

cialists involved in the campaign against war. The manifesto that 

was finally accepted largely reflected Trotsky’s proposals; it called 

on the European proletariat to fight “for peace with no reparations 

or annexation, on the principle of the peoples’ self-determination.116 

Lenin rejected this compromise, voted against it when it was sub¬ 

mitted to a committee, and again at the final vote. The Bolshevik 

leader decided once more to be isolated rather than compromise on 

a solution that could only be temporary, since it favored the alliance 

of “opportunistic” elements. 

As soon as the conference ended, halfway through September, 

Rakovski went back to Romania. A few months later, in January 

1916, he ran for Parliament. We know that it was his fifth attempt, 

and he was no more successful than the previous times, as he only 

polled 109 votes. Yet, he was not disheartened, and went on being 

the indefatigable advocate of world socialism. 

In the following month, Rakovski went to Switzerland again, to 
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take part in the Executive Committee’s meeting of the Zimmerwald 

group in Berne, from 5 to 9 February 1916. This time, the “Leninist” 

group tried to have its motions endorsed, taking the delegates by 

surprise: they asked for the meeting to become a congress with full 

powers of decision. Their aim was to pass a manifesto to the effect 

that the time was ripe for the masses to start a revolutionary action 

under the lead of a new international. Yet, as Zinoviev was to relate 

later: 

When the contents of the manifesto became known to the 

delegates, it transpired that no one wished for such a mani¬ 

festo . . . except for us. It was obvious that this manifesto 

would be a large step forward for our policy. Martov was the 

leader of those who wanted to sabotage it. His reasons: too 

early, considerations of pure form, and a thousand others. 

Rakovski . . . raised objections in the same vein.117 

As a matter of fact, the relative strength of each group had not 

been altered; neither had the delegates’ ideas since Zimmerwald. Mar¬ 

tov and the centrists like Rakovski, were opposed to Lenin’s manifesto 

because it seemed to them that such a declaration could only be ig¬ 

nored by the masses and criticized by the French and German dele¬ 

gations. 

Once again, Rakovski suggested a compromise that was accept¬ 

able: instead of issuing a manifesto that could not rally the masses, 

since they were too concerned with other problems, they would send 

a circular letter on this matter to the parties and movements that 

were in sympathy with the Zimmerwald group. Rakovski, Serrati, 

Martov, and Zinoviev made up, together with three other delegates, 

a committee whose task was to prepare the circular. The final version 

vigorously attacked the “social patriots” in France and Germany for 

their participation in World War I, and did not spare the International 

Socialist Bureau under Huysmans, blaming it for inefficiency and in¬ 

ertia. Strikes and demonstrations were called for, and the working 

class was exhorted to intervene.118 

As we can see, some of these demands were already included in 

the manifesto issued by the Balkan Socialist parties in the summer 

of 1915. On the other hand, the letter showed a definite narrowing 

of the gap separating the center from Lenin’s objectives on a number 

of crucial points connected with direct intervention by the workers. 

On the whole, a final break with the Second International had been 

avoided, but the latter was regarded merely as a “negative entity,” 

remarkable only by its absence. We should not give Rakovski a dis¬ 

proportionate role, but one can safely assert that his initiative had 
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far-reaching consequences. He can certainly be regarded as one of the 

main protagonists of a movement that culminated in the Zimmerwald 

conference and found its achievement in 1919, in the setting up of the 

Third International in Moscow. 

Much to his sorrow, Rakovski was unable to go to Kienthal in 

April 1916, to attend another conference organized by the Zimmer¬ 

wald group. The theater of the European war had just been enlarged; 

in May 1915, Italy had declared war (as an Ally) followed by Bulgaria 

(with the Central Powers) in October. Since Romania was preparing 

to do likewise (also as an Ally), Rakovski did not obtain an autho¬ 

rization to go abroad.119 Up to may 1917, as will be seen later, he 

remained isolated from his pacifist friends in the international social¬ 

ist movement, because he unwillingly stayed in Romania as a guest 

of the authorities. 

The spring of 1916 was a time of extreme agitation in Romania: 

popular demonstrations following on the proclamation of a general 

mobilization, added to the discontent with the food rationing and 

martial regulations in force in a country at war, soon degenerated 

into serious unrest. Romanian workers felt directly concerned; on 13 

June 1916, they called for a demonstration in GalaÇi that attracted 

large numbers. The authorities ordered the army against the work¬ 

ers, and eight protesters were killed in the scuffles. The Romanian 

government proceeded to stifle all forms of opposition. The social¬ 

ist leaders, with Rakovski foremost among them, were arrested at 

once. Legal proceedings were initiated against them; they were ac¬ 

cused of “organizing a mutiny” against the lawful authorities.120 The 

news of these arrests soon spread throughout Romania, and, when 

they reached other European countries, socialist organizations broad¬ 

cast them far and wide. On 1 July 1916, the International Socialist 

Committee issued a proclamation in protest against the arrest of Karl 

Liebknecht (on the grounds of his taking part in the demonstrations of 

1 May on the Potsdammerplatz in Berlin), and also against Rakovski 

being detained in Romania. The International Socialist Committee 

exhorted the workers: “Let us rise in protest! Let us fight; only 

through fighting can the International be strong and efficient.” 121 

A general strike was announced in Bucharest, and it looked like 

it would spread to the whole country. Because the government was 

afraid of not being able to contain such social unrest on the eve of a 

declaration of war, it was thought prudent to free Rakovski and his 

Socialist comrades. Once again, the socialist call to public opinion on 

the national and European level had achieved its end, and a liberal 

government had been forced to draw back and choose a solution that 

saved it, for a time, from more serious difficulties. On 4 July, Trotsky 
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commented on what had just happened in Nashe slovo: 

The offensive by Russian troops and seizure of Bukovina, 

which was occupied mainly to put pressure on Romania, 

has created a critical situation for Bratianu’s government: 

it was forced to free its hands in case of an emergency. This 

is why Rakovski had to be gagged and the voice of socialist 

workers silenced; this is why the GalaÇi strike was intention¬ 

ally turned into a bloody clash. Rakovski was arrested next. 

The authorities followed up this measure with a ban on all 

street demonstrations. Yet, the government clique was soon 

losing ground. Rakovski was released “under certain condi¬ 

tions” and wisely. From now on, it is easy to guess what use 

the mercentary judges in Bucharest and Gala^i will make of 

these “conditions;” the more the Romanian ruling class is 

involved in the events of the war, the closer Rakovski will 

be to being jailed.122 

Trotsky’s prediction proved accurate; on 27 August, Romania 

declared war on the Central Powers; one month later, Rakovski was 

under lock and key, apparently for a long time. 

We have to observe, first of all, that the Romanian social demo¬ 

cratic movement was so dependent on its leader that, once he was 

arrested, the Socialist party was reduced to almost total impotence. 

Through the end of 1916, until the spring of 1917, the fortune of 

the Romanian left reached its nadir since the creation of the Social¬ 

ist party in 1893. Any kind of concerted action had to be practically 

abandoned; the authorities used a grip of iron to muzzle the Socialists, 

who in the last two years had campaigned against the war. All the 

meeting places where workers used to gather were closed. The party’s 

main mouthpiece, Lupta, was forced to suspend publication; militants 

who were in an age group suitable for the front were inducted into 

the armed forces, while those who were too old were arrested.123 

Yet, only six months after the belated entry of Romania into 

the war, the fall of the Russian monarchy and the establishment of 

a provisional government in Petrograd faced the Romanian authori¬ 

ties with the prospect of a violent change in the government of their 

country. Romania had just undergone a series of painful defeats, and 

two-thirds of the national territory (including Bucharest) were now 

occupied by German and Austro-Hungarian troops. The royal fam¬ 

ily, many politicians, and a large part of the administration had taken 

sanctuary at Ia§i, the capital of Moldavia, only a few miles from the 

Russian border.124 Ironically, Rakovski had to follow in the footsteps 

of the men in power as a “dangerous” political prisoner.125 
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A few years ago, Romanian and Soviet historians became in¬ 

volved in a debate that may seem academic, but is not without sig¬ 

nificance. The problem was whether, in Romania between 1917 and 

1922, there had been times that could be called revolutionary from 

an “objective” point of view, that is to say, when conditions obtained 

in which usually uncontrollable mass movements break out and can 

cause the ruling power to fall.126 Romania, brought into the war at 

a late stage, had just been beaten on every front; concurrently, the 

effects of the insurgency movement that spread everywhere in the old 

tsarist empire were becoming visible among soldiers and also in the 

Romanian countryside, as had already happened between 1915 and 

1917, after the first Russian revolution. 

The crucial point is, of course, that no revolution occurred in 

Romania in 1917 nor, as we shall now see in detail, did it happen in 

1918. Even if the Russian “model” was not imitated, the wretched 

circumstances of the people together with repeated failures on the 

part of various Romanian governments in the field of agricultural 

policy made for a social and political situation extremely unstable. 

No one had really tried to answer the wish of the peasants to own 

the lands they tilled nor to significantly improve the lot of urban 

workers. In the circumstances, the “revolutionary stimuli” in such 

simple slogans as “Peace, Land, and Bread” could only encourage 

Romanian workers and peasants to follow the example of the Russian 

revolution.127 A desire to see the end of the shortages attendant on a 

disastrous war and a wish to secure a less unfair and hopeless future 

had spread to all sections of the population; the government was well 

aware of that. 

It can be easily understood that, in a social climate growing 

worse daily, the events of February 1917 in Petrograd brought renewed 

social democratic agitation in Romania. The small socialist groups 

that had managed to escape from government repression now closely 

followed the development of the Russian revolutionary movement; 

they had endless debates on the consequences these events would have 

in their country.128 Ia§i became their rallying point; they reopened 

the Socialist party club in the town, and resumed publication of a 

newspaper called Social-Democratia. Early in April 1917, as they 

became enthusiastic and full of revolutionary fervor, they decided 

to send a congratulatory telegram to the newly established Odessa 

Soviet. They expressed their confidence in the new era that had just 

opened up for all the oppressed peoples of Europe, especially the 

Romanians.129 

The Romanian government, which was also in Ia§i in exile, lost 

no time in responding to what it considered an unprecedented chal- 
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lenge to its authority and to the war effort that had to be sustained. 

All Socialist leaders still at large were arrested; their meeting places 

and printing works were closed down. These actions reveal growing 

anxiety on the part of the authorities; it is visible from the official 

correspondence of the times. In a secret telegram sent by a member of 

the Romanian government to the Russian ambassador in Ia§i, we can 

read the following: “The Petrograd events give rise to great anxiety 

in court and government circles, as well as in high society. Everyone 

is afraid of the Russian revolutionary movement arousing a feeling of 

sympathy in the Romanian population.”130 

This fear was not unfounded. Instead of dying down, the Roma¬ 

nian activists’ faith in revolution increased as they mixed with the 

Russian troops quartered throughout Moldavia. During the whole of 

August, Russian soldiers had organized meetings and street demon¬ 

strations in the population centers near their encampments.131 They 

invited Romanian soldiers and activists to join them to explain to 

them the events in Russia, and to impress on them the need to over¬ 

throw their government and become vehicles for spreading revolu¬ 

tionary ideas to the population at large.132 Toward the end of April, 

Russian soldiers helped the recently set up Romanian Soviets to pre¬ 

pare a massive demonstration in Ia§i to commemorate Labor Day. On 

1 May at a working-class village ■near Ia^i, some 15,000 Russian and 

Romanian soldiers gathered to listen to the speech by a delegate of 

the Petrograd workers and to declarations by Russian and Romanian 

militants. One of the speaker said in plain language: 

The Romanian people is suffering from the same yoke im¬ 

posed by an oligarchy as the Russian people suffered from 

until recently. The reforms we were promised only resulted 

from the fear the ruling classes felt, but they will not become 

effective unless the people fight for them.133 

He ended his speech, emphasizing the similarities between the 

two peoples, an idea that would be the basis for Rakovski’s future ac¬ 

tion and had always inspired his political beliefs: “Long live free and 

democratic Russia! Long live free and democratic Romania!” After 

listening to these words with enthusiasm, large group of demonstra¬ 

tors joined the population and marched through the town, as had 

been planned. The leaders in front were mostly Revolutionary So¬ 

cialists (SR) and Mensheviks, who supported the war effort made 

by the Russian Provisional Government but who allowed the Bol¬ 

shevik “extremists” to join them, although the latter demanded an 

immediate end to the fighting.134 Before the end of the demonstra¬ 

tion, a group of Romanian Socialists, supported by Russian soldiers, 
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marched on the prisons to liberate their captive comrades, as well 

as their leaders.135 Another mass movement started, and, “in less 

than an hour,” Rakovski was standing on a makeshift platform, “ad¬ 

dressing a crowd of 20,000 people.” 135 In a speech that reflected his 

thoughts in prison, he asked for the abolition of the monarchy and the 

establishment of a republic. The new government would be of social¬ 

ist tendency and would undertake to expropriate industries and large 

landowners for the whole nation. Yet (and on this point he disagreed 

with Lenin), Rakovski refused to believe that an armed insurrection 

started by the Socialist party would be the best way to achieve this 

end.137 

On the same day, Rakovski and several leaders of the Romanian 

Socialist party were taken “by special train to Odessa” to prevent 

them falling into the hands of the police, and to allow them to get in 

touch with their Russian revolutionary comrades.138 After his arrival 

in Odessa, the first thing Rakovski did was to set up, together with 

his fellow countrymen and the local Soviet, “a Romanian Commit¬ 

tee for Social Democratic Action,” which would “bring back to life 

the party’s sections and work groups to prepare a revolution on the 

Russian pattern in their country.139 

A major way of exerting pressure on the Romanian authorities lay 

in the large working-class population that the Romanian government 

had moved to Odessa when Central Power troops had started invading 

the national territory. This is how workers and sailors of the Gala^i 

dockyards, like those of the commercial fleets of the Danube and 

the Black Sea found themselves, together with a large number of 

Romanian railway workers, living in precarious conditions. They were 

unwilling exiles, uprooted and underemployed. Morale was low and 

the future looked uncertain; they blamed the Romanian government 

for all the mistakes that had been made and the reverses the country 

had suffered. Rakovski and his fellow revolutionaries could not have 

found more sympathetic troops for a “spontaneous” rising and for 

exerting pressure on the authorities and the as yet passive mass of 

people. 

A major problem for the “committee” was to keep in touch with 

various socialist groups coming to life again on the other side of the 

border.140 Rakovski was adamant that he was no leader of a revolu¬ 

tionary movement in exile. He staunchly defended this position until 

the years 1918-1919, when Lenin gave him responsibliities with the 

young and still undefined federation of socialist soviet respublics, es¬ 

pecially in the Ukraine. If these tasks were given to Rakovski, it was 

because, at the time, the revolutionary movement was, first and fore¬ 

most, internationalist. Revolutionaries such as Radek, Dzerzhinski, 
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Felix Kohn, or Rakovski had long believed it their duty as Socialist 

activists to help their comrades consolidate Soviet power in a country 

that had taken the first “stride forward” before carrying the offensive 

farther west, to Central Europe and the Balkans.141 

On 15 May 1917, the Petrograd Soviet, dominated by the Men¬ 

sheviks and SRs, issued an “Appeal to Socialists in Every Coun¬ 

try” together with the famous “Peace Conditions from the Russian 

People”—that is, “peace without annexation or contribution on the 

basis of self-determination for the peoples.”142 As we know, it was a 

peace program similar to the one laid out by Trotsky a few months 

earlier, and approved by Rakovski. The latter published a paper in 

defense of this under the title How to Put an End to the War? as 

soon as he arrived in Petrograd.143 

After a fortnight in Odessa, Rakovski decided to make for Pet¬ 

rograd, the center of events. It was his answer to the 15 May appeal 

from the Petrograd Soviet that suggested a conference of Socialist 

parties of all countries in the old tsarist capital. On the other hand, a 

committee of “centrists,” including Danish and Scandinavian Social¬ 

ists, issued a similar appeal and an offer of an international congress 

against war in Stockholm.144 The news coincided with preliminary 

conversations on conditions for an armistice between some Socialist 

leaders from Allied countries and their counterparts from the Central 

Powers.145 In the middle of this proliferation of initiatives against war, 

several members of the Zimmerwald group decided to have a meet¬ 

ing in Petrograd, when all Social Democrats belonging to the group 

would air their views on the point of such a congress in Stockholm.146 

At the preparatory meeting in Petrograd on 28 and 29 May, 

Rakovski, Martynov, Natanson-Bobrov, and Grimm vainly tried to 

convince Trotsky, Zinoviev, Dyazanov, and Balabanova that the Bol¬ 

sheviks and themselves, “left Zimmerwald” members, should go to 

Stockholm. Their main argument was that the Petrograd Soviet had 

just supported the motion. An alternative was finally accepted on 

the advice of Grimm and Angelika Balabanova; they would send in¬ 

vitations for a third conference in Zimmerwald, to take place before 

the International Congress at Stockholm where the “center party” 

would gather.147 As we can see, as late as May 1917, Rakovski did 

not regard as final the schism within the old Socialist international; 

unlike Lenin, he rejected anything that could exacerbate the divisions 

bom of war conditions inside the European socialist movement.148 

During his stay in Petrograd, from May until August 

1917, Rakovski did not pay the least attention to the actions of 

the Kerenski government, while he closely followed any decision or 

resolution from the alternative power that was so much more influ- 
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ential than the former: the Petrograd Soviet. It was pointed out at 

the time that Rakovski’s links with the Russian “extreme left” were 

“a serious embarrassment to the Bratianu cabinet in his relations 

with Kerenski’s Provisional Government.”149 So, it was not long be¬ 

fore Rakovski was presented with a proscription order, in the event 

of his continuing his activities and having regular contacts with the 

Bolsheviks, since the latter were banned. When the Russian demo¬ 

cratic revolution was fighting for survival, being caught between in¬ 

surgent popular masses, either led or restrained by the Bolsheviks 

(as happened in July) and the aborted putsch by General Kornilov 

at the end of August, Rakovski moved much closer to Lenin’s follow¬ 

ers. In the last days of August, for example, a Bolshevik organiza¬ 

tion kept him in hiding in the neighborhood of Petrograd. Yet, as 

he pointed out in his autobiography, he had, so far, refused to be¬ 

come a member of the Party “because he was in disagreement with 

it on some issues.” 150 These were important, since they ranged from 

“lack of morality” among Bolshevik leaders,151 to Lenin’s deviation 

(in Rakovski’s opinion) of the Blanqui type—that is, his intention to 

seize power in the course of an armed fight, if necessary.152 After be¬ 

ing in hiding, Rakovski managed to reach Kronshtat, where he sailed 

for Stockholm. 

Rakovski decided to go to Stockholm in September 1917, in the 

same way as Lenin had gone to Finland early in the summer of 1917 

after being tracked down by the Provisional Government’s police. 

From these safe places, it was possible to keep a close eye on what 

was going on in Petrograd, and to remain in touch with the comrades 

who had remained on the spot. Moreover, Rakovski was keen on 

taking part in the third conference of the Zimmerwald group due to 

take place in the Swedish capital. 

Since the last conference at Kienthal in April 1916, the European 

socialist movement had evolved significantly. The propaganda cam¬ 

paign for immediate peace, waged by the concerted action of workers, 

had been enlarged to the effort of mobilizing European public opinion 

in support of the Russian revolution not only to defend its achieve¬ 

ments but to protect its very existence. A. Balabanova justly said: 

Kerenski’s determination to fight on, clearly demonstrated 

in the July offensive, and the Bolsheviks’ harsh treatment 

after the Petrograd insurrection indicated that a wave of 

repression was about to break against revolutionary forces. 

. . . The fact that Zimmerwald was not only a “peace” 

movement, but that it had precise revolutionary implications 

made the work of its members dangerous inside the countries 

at war.153 
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Rakovski had experienced the truth of these allegations, but dan¬ 

ger had always been part of his life as a revolutionary and had not 

deterred him from his ideas and his “subversive” activities. When 

the Zimmerwald group met in Stockholm, he countered with impec¬ 

cable logic the arguments put forward by Katslerovich and Popovich, 

his Serbian friends. They insisted that the Zimmerwald group was 

not redundant, since most of the Socialist parties had declared them¬ 

selves in favor of peace.154 It seemed to Rakovski, on the contrary, 

that it was vital to keep the Zimmerwald group going to prevent the 

Bolsheviks monopolizing their revolutionary beliefs. 

As we can see, from May to September 1917, Rakovski had moved 

from the center to the left of the Zimmerwald group without quite 

joining Lenin’s followers. In a pamphlet he had just published in 

Petrograd, he had shown his confidence in spontaneous mass risings: 

The ideas expressed at Zimmerwald and Kienthal must pre¬ 

vail; ... it is increasingly obvious to the proletariat and 

the masses that the war started by governments must be 

stopped by the peoples’ revolutionary intervention. An ex¬ 

ample has been set by the Russian proletariat, which must 

now be followed in every country.155 

After the conference ended, Rakovski decided to stay in Stock¬ 

holm to help organize antiwar propaganda and launching of a “paci¬ 

fist” newspaper. The funds for this publication probably came from 

Berlin, maybe through Rakovski.156 One fact is certain: Rakovski 

was still on good terms with the German authorities, as we can see 

from a telegram addressed by the German undersecretary of state for 

foreign affairs (Bussche) to the ministry’s liaison officer to military 

headquarters on 16 November 1917. The undersecretary accepted 

the request made by Rakovski to have his wife, still in Bucharest, be 

“allowed to join him in Stockholm.” This request was “supported by 

the minister to Bulgaria in Bucharest,” which proves that Rakovski 

was doubly involved with his country’s enemies.157 

The newspaper “edited” by Rakovski had as regular contributors 

such “professional” revolutionaries as Radek, Vorovski, and Ganetski, 

showing how close he had moved to Bolshevik ideas in the autumn of 

1917.158 All three made up the Bureau of the Bolshevik Central Com¬ 

mittee Abroad, which had been sent to Stockholm by Lenin. More¬ 

over, it is well known that, if the Bolshevik leader received subsidies 

from Germany at the time, they came through Ganetski, who was in 

touch with Parvus in Copenhagen.159 On the other hand, we know 

that Rakovski and Pavus had negotiated with the German govern¬ 

ment as early as January 1915. From the telegram above, it appears 
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that relations between them were at their best in November 1917; 

they had even taken a rather “intimate” turn, since Rakovski begged 

the German authorities for a personal favor. 

Rakovski and his new Bolshevik comrades had no qualms about 

using the money from Berlin in any way they chose. It seemed to 

them that they were not fighting against their country, since they 

felt no personal bond with the territories of the so-called “mother¬ 

land,” but were fighting agianst a handful of “reactionaries” clutching 

at power. The Bolsheviks accused those of being criminals, sending 

populations to their death on the European battlefields, while the 

revolutionaries were trying to save them and felt responsible for their 

well-being. The question of whether the means employed to that end 

were “morally right” could only be of minor importance. What mat¬ 

tered most was to fight energetically against war, and to bring about 

the revolution that alone could achieve the kind of society run on so¬ 

cialist principles and that would eliminate the primary causes of war. 

A. Balabanova gave the following account of the pacifist intemation- 

ists’ feelings: “Those among us who looked to Russia from Stockholm 

experienced growing enthusiasm and constant worrying . . . the fate 

of revolution and socialism itself seemed to hang from a thread.” 160 

The primary objective of Rakovski and his associates was “to keep 

the socialist press in Western Europe informed of the latest events in 

Petrograd, and the magnitude of the revolutionary movement in the 

old tsarist empire.”161 To start with, they issued a mimeographed 

bulletin twice a week under the title Correspondence from Pravda.162 

This bulletin, which was distributed in German in Stockholm and in 

French in Geneva, was very successful with the European workers’ 

press; later it changed into a more detailed weekly called The Mes¬ 

senger of the Russian Revolution, also published in two languages. 

The main problems facing the editorial board were not necessarily 

financial, as we know, but rather the range and reliability of the news 

coming from Russia. 

Radek and Vorovski both reported in their memoirs that they were 

in the dark as to the events in Moscow, since censorship “did not let 

Bolshevik publications through the borders.” They only got around 

the difficulty when they discovered that the Provisional Government’s 

censorship did not extend to newspapers published in Finland. They 

had two newspapers of Leninist tendency sent from there, Tiomes, 

which “drew a large part of its news from Bolshevik publications,” and 

Volna, the Helsinki Bolshevik mouthpiece, “giving mainly excerpts 

from Pravda.” 163 

However, toward the end of October and in the first “historic” 

November week, communications between Petrograd, Helsinki, and 
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Stockholm grew worse as popular unrisings against the Kerenski gov¬ 

ernment spread widely. The team of the Messenger could not keep up 

with the events occurring ever faster. So, when a telegram informed 

them of the Bolshevik coup, “which they had not expected in the 

least,” they remained “speechless” in their astonishment, rather “like 

in the final scene of Gogol’s Revizor,” as Vorovski related. 

It is true that, at the time, they had no accurate description of the 

actual unfolding of the insurrection, and everything filtered “through 

a haze of uncertainty.”164 On 8 November, the day after the Bolshevik 

revolution, the International Socialist Committee (ISC) met, together 

with Radek, Rakovski, and Tinev (a “narrow” Bulgarian Socialist). 

By a large majority, they decided to send a congratulary telegram 

to the Petrograd Soviet in the name of all the parties affiliated with 

the ISC. The decision was not unanimous, Rakovski proving more 

cautious than many of his colleagues, who did not understand his 

wait-and-see attitude. He made a point of asking the committee “to 

wait until the situation became clearer, until all Russian socialist par¬ 

ties and those in other countries had reacted to the events in Russia.” 

He stressed the need “to ask the Russian socialist parties to unite.”165 

We can see how far Rakovski remained from the stand just taken 

by Lenin. He did not know it at the time, but the policy he sug¬ 

gested was the one advocated by the “conciliatory” Bolsheviks be¬ 

hind Kamenev and Zinoviev: that is, a coalition government of all 

the parties of the left.106 This solution proved impossible because it 

met with fierce opposition on the part of Lenin, on the one hand, and 

the Mensheviks and SRs on the other, as they began to join the fight 

waged by the committees of public safety against revolution. 

On the evening of 8 November, the International Socialist Com¬ 

mittee decided to publish the manifesto of the Third Conference of 

the Zimmerwald group. This manifesto had never been published, to 

avoid reprisals against delegates from the countries at war. It called 

on the peoples of Europe “to declare an international strike on be¬ 

half of Russian workers,” and “a common struggle for peace by the 

working class.” The Committee also decided to issue a special copy 

of the newspaper Politiken, which would concentrate on the Russian 

revolution and express the fellow feeling of most of the Zimmerwald 

members.167 The main articles were to be written by Balabanov, 

Radek, and Rakovski, among others.168 

In less than ten days, Rakovski made up his mind to take a “leap 

forward.” He decided to cast his political and personal future with 

the revolutionaries who had just seized power in Petrograd. He could 

now see that they wanted to realize their socialist principles not only 

in Russia, but in the whole of Europe. Lenin and his colleagues knew 
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that the only chance for the revolution to survive was for it to spread 

to the more advanced industrialized countries of Western Europe. 

The power takeover had really been “a toss of the dice,” which Lenin, 

a gifted tactician, had decided on. Luck could, however, change. 

To retain power, they had to avoid being crushed by Western Eu¬ 

ropean “bourgeois” governments; they had to widen their power base, 

and for this they had to take risks by placing their faith in the po¬ 

litical maturity of the working class in the large industrial countries, 

Germany and France, where it would rise in large numbers. Such 

were Rakovski’s thoughts, when he finally opted for Bolshevism. The 

immediate reasons for his decision were that a revolutionary move¬ 

ment spreading throughout Europe would inevitably end the war that 

had started and continued because of “reactionary” and “bourgeois” 

Western governments. Later, the influence of Bolshevik Russia would 

certainly carry Romania and, in its wake, all the Balkan countries 

into the Socialist camp. 

On 18 November 1917, Rakovski sent from Stockholm a private 

letter to “the comrades of the Executive Central Committee of the 

Soviet delegates from workers and peasants” to congratulate them and 

pledge his support. Here are the exact terms of this vital document, 

which shows where Rakovski was standing at this juncture: 

The profound feeling of exultation filling the heart of the Eu¬ 

ropean proletariat at the news of the successful proletarian 

and peasant revolution in Russia is compounded by a feel¬ 

ing of sorrow for us, Romanian Social Democrats, because, 

in these days crucial to the proletariat as a whole, the Ro¬ 

manian working class cannot extend full cooperation to the 

Russian revolution. . . . Before Romania entered the war, 

in its early days, Romanian workers, at the price of shedding 

their blood on the Galana barricades in June 1916, fought 

bravely for peace and socialism. Now the Romanian com¬ 

rades will do their duty, encouraged by the thought that the 

Russian revolution will support them. However, they put 

their hope above all into the Russian socialist government, 

which all the peoples of the world are now turning to. The 

Romanian people also placed their hopes in the Russian so¬ 

cialist government. With a government such as yours, there 

cannot be any of the fear or distrust that was inspired in 

the populations by imperialist governments. Let revolution 

succeed in Russia: there lies the Romanian people’s best 

interest.109 

This letter can be seen as a symbol of Rakovski’s past and future 
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commitments. It is the logical conclusion of his early career as an 

internationalist revolutionary and socialist theoretician. He had pro¬ 

claimed as early as 1905, to those who accused him of feeling more 

Bulgarian than Romanian: “I acknowledge no country other than the 

common country of the international proletariat.”170 

Yet, in November 1917, his beliefs remained, in some respects, 

totally at variance with Bolshevism and the dictatorship that is an 

integral part of it. In spite of his wish to join the “maximalists” 

who had made the revolution and in spite of the genuine admiration 

he now felt for Lenin and Trotsky, Rakovski remained the heir of 

the egalitarian and democratic traditions of the French Revolution of 

1789. This comes out when one reads the “revolutionary” program he 

outlined on 18 November in the same letter to the Petrograd Soviet 

for Romania. He only demanded from the lawful government “full 

amnesty, the reestablishment of freedom of speech and assembly, and 

the election of a constitutent assembly on the principle of universal 

suffrage.” 171 It is a revolution of the “bourgeois” type or, rather, an 

evolution. The Bolsheviks, on the contrary, under Lenin’s influence, 

were now trying “to force the hand” of history by making “bourgeois” 

and “proletarian” revolution break out at the same time. In spite of 

Rakovski’s efforts to become a “real” Bolshevik, to prove at times 

more Bolshevik than the Bolsheviks themselves (as in the Ukraine 

in 1919), he would always remain an outsider in the Party. Only 

in 1927, after losing a great deal of illusions and being exiled for 

Trotskyism by Stalin, did he understand this crucial element: the 

mainspring of Bolshevism is neither freedom nor legality, but necessity 

and illegality—that is, amorality. 
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Chapter 4 

A Social Democrat Turns Bolshevik (1918) 

Until the nineteenth century, history appears, in Kant s words, as 

“a melancholy hazard” and, according to Goethe, a sad jumble, 

in which violence rules, and which has not meaning. Of course, 

a utopian Socialist, such as Proudhon, could imagine a perpetual 

revolutionary movement, defining it as “a permanent revolution, an 

expression Trotsky would take up later. 

Yet, it was not until the days of Marx and his scientific socialism, 

that man began to feel that he was not just a meaningless cog in the 

unfolding of history, but that, at last, he could understand it. Di¬ 

alectical materialsm seemed to be the secret spring of the historical 

movement. As they thought they knew the principle of this move¬ 

ment, the Marxists, especially the Bolsheviks, regarded themselves as 

the agents of historical necessity, as the masters of a destiny to which 

no one but they had a key. 

It is not surprising that they should, therefore, have been ready 

to use force to realize their political aspirations, since they believed 

that they were helping in the historical progress. It was legitimate to 

use war to achieve victory for the revolution. Thus, while the idea of 

liberty had been central to the French Revolution in 1789, the concept 

of necessity was the moving force behind the Bolshevik revolution. 

According to Hegel, being free meant submitting to necessity because 

one understood it. In the name of Bolshevism, liberty would become 

necessity and necessity would be liberty. 

We should now try to define the relations between Lenin and 

Rakovski before 1918. Before the October revolution, Rakovski had 

been radically opposed to the Bolshevik party’s leader because he 

did not approve of his political theories or his methods from a moral 

point of view. Before 1918, as we have point out, Rakovski respected 

Western European democratic traditions. Politically, he also adhered 

to the strictest Marxist interpretation, and did not accept either the 

means or the ends of what would become the Leninist revolutionary 

theory. 

In his unpublished notes on Rakovski, there is a remarkable de¬ 

scription of the changing political relations between his friend and the 
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Bolshevik leader: 

Rakovski was not influenced by Lenin during these early 

years, when Lenin only presided over “the extreme left wing” 

of the Russian revolutionary movement. Rakovski came to 

Lenin when he was a mature forty-year-old man, battle- 

scarred after his years of international struggle, and when 

Lenin was rising to the rank of international leader.2 

Rakovski had made up his mind to become acquainted with Lenin 

when he first came to St. Petersburg in 1900; but the latter was in 

Pskov. (It was also impossible then because Rakovski left abruptly to 

escape arrest.) This did not prevent him supporting the launching of 

Irska, to which he had indirectly contributed earlier. It was Rakovski 

who had helped Zasulich enter Russia, where she had several inter¬ 

views with Lenin. To avoid attracting police notice, she first came to 

Rakovski in Romania, where she was given a passport in the name 

of Kirova.3 When she reached Pskov to mainly discuss the financial 

problems plaguing the launching of Iskra, she emphasized the need 

to find large sums of money inside Russia. According to Trotsky, 

Rakovski was one of the first to support the revolutionary paper in 

a substantial way. In November 1900, Lenin asked Plekhanov to ar¬ 

range for Rakovski to contribute,4 and the latter published several 

articles “attacking the populist and terrorist tendancies of Russian 

socialism.”5 So, it was under the influence of the founding father of 

Russian Marxism, that Lenin and Rakovski first came into contact. 

Rakovski only met Lenin two years later, in 1902, in Paris. He 

heard the speech delivered by the future leader of the Bolshevik rev¬ 

olution in a Russian restaurant in the rue de Flatters. This meeting 

sparked their first doctrinal debate, which became very heated. More 

than twenty years later, in an article written on the occasion of Lenin’s 

death, Rakovski wrote: 

My first quarrel with Ilich was on the question of insurrection 

... it was a really heated controversy. With his usual vigor 

in polemics, Ilich fought all my arguments, and because of 

his aggressive behavior, I nicknamed him the boxer.6 

This expression was used again by Rakovski a year later, when 

the schism that was to finally divide Russian social democracy broke 

out. The Mensheviks also mentioned Lenin’s “iron hand.”7 

We know from Lunacharski that Lenin never saw controversy as a 

mere debate; in his opinion, it involved “a confrontation between var¬ 

ious human types.” 8 Based on moral principles in sharp contrast with 

Lenin’s, Rakovski’s effectiveness in political discussions was equally 

striking. When he was still in Geneva as a student, and was treated 



100 A Social Democrat Turns Bolshevik 

as “‘the darling” of the Russian émigrés, Vera Zasulich noticed how 

“implacable the young man could be in doctrinal debates, when prin¬ 

ciples were at stake.’9 A fellow student gave the following description 

of Rakovski’s attitude in political arguments (as we saw earlier): 

He was a thin young man, who because of his black beard 

looked very pale, almost sickly; yet his eyes usually soft and 

melancholy, sparked hard in a political debate; he got pas¬ 

sionately involved, first in a restrained manner, but with 

great fire after a while.10 

Though Rakovsky could be fierce in discussions (in his youth 

especially) he stood out from many Bolsheviks in showing politi¬ 

cal and moral integrity. Sometimes Lenin, although prudent, re¬ 

sorted to underhanded devices to obtain, for example, a majority 

in a congress.11 Trotsky, by comparison, wrote the following: “An 

indefatigable fighter whose political daring combined with personal 

courage, to him [Rakovski] any thought of intrigue was completely 

foreign.” 12 

The first doctrinal quarrel between Lenin and Rakovski arose on 

the question of insurrection. Under the influence of the democratic 

and pacifist ideas prevalent at the time, even among the “best revolu¬ 

tionary leaders,” such as Guesde and Liebknecht, Rakovski imagined 

insurrection as “a spontaneous event with no help from outside,” and 

he considered that taking practical steps for bringing it about was 

“nothing but Blanquism.”13 While Lenin saw no contradiction in a 

spontaneous insurrection being encouraged, Rakovski would not ar¬ 

gue with him until the successful insurrection in October 1917. At 

the Stockholm Congress in May 1906, Rakovski sides with Plekhanov, 

who had gone all out against Lenin and his “utopia” of seizing power 

by force. In June 1917, during one of the meetings of the Zimmerwald 

group in Petrograd, Rakovski stood against the need for an insurrec¬ 

tion as advocated by Lenin, which would take place four months later. 

He still thought that “the takeover of power by the Soviets could hap¬ 

pen legally.”14 

While Rakovski disagreed with Lenin on means for the unleash¬ 

ing of a revolution, he also rejected his interpretation of the Marxist 

doctrine. In the beginning, Rakovski sided with Plekhanov, who used 

his thorough knowledge of Marxism to prove that the same principle 

was at work in the historical course taken by Russia and Western 

Europe. Rakovski shared an opinion common to nearly all Marxists 

on the impossibility of creating a Socialist regime in Russia, historical 

conditions allowing nothing more than a bourgeois revolution. Lenin, 

on the contrary, became frantic and chose to accelerate the march 
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of history so that “bourgeois” and “proletarian” revolutions would 

merge. Drawing away from strict Marxist orthodoxy, which the Men¬ 

sheviks unheld, Lenin perferred to be isolated within Marxist society. 

He was then able to create the instrument, strong and disciplined, 

which would allow him to seize power at the earliest opportunity— 

the Bolshevik party. Once again, Lenin preferred to remain isolated 

on the question of insurrection; he intended to start the revolution 

through an armed insurrection. When Rakovski questioned the va¬ 

lidity of this theory, the Bolshevik leader retorted: 

We shall be defeated but we shall try again .... Revolution 

does not mean a single battle, but a succession of individual 

fights, some of which are lost; however, we know that victory 

will finally belong to the working class.16 

When the October (Bolshevik) revolution had vindicated Lenin’s 

theories on the possibility of starting a revolution of the proletariat 

in Russia, Rakovski called on Lenin, adopting an attitude of humble 

gratitude and he acknowledged his superiority, although they were 

about the same age. 

The immense importance and significance of the events 

had demonstrated to Rakovski that Lenin was not the man of 

an “apparat,” as he had thought previously, but a true “realist,” as 

creative as Marx himself.16 Rakovski could now see what Trotsky 

meant by “the national logic in the Bolshevik development.”17 He 

wrote: “I saw how far Vladimir Ilich had traveled on the road of 

understanding the sociophilosophical views that Marx had on the 

world,” and the unsuspected sides of Lenin’s ability as a theoretician 

and statesman became apparent to him.18 On the theoretical level, 

Rakovski was converted to the Bolshevik doctrine, to what Trotsky 

called “its open form.” The Bolshevik past also appeared to him in a 

new light; in Russia, the high road to socialism could only be opened 

by a revolutionary alliance between workers and peasants. Rakovski 

wrote in 1924: 

When one looks at Lenin’s political strategy, it strikes you 

as remarkably simple. Lenin based all his tactics on the 

principle of the class struggle. In his opinion, it was not an 

abstract idea, but a tactical principle to be applied logically 

in real life. The greatest contribution that Lenin made to 

socialism was to understand very early that, while the first 

impetus for revolution had to come from the working class, 

which forms a comparatively small part of the population in 

Russia, the peasantry must necessarily become its natural 

ally.19 
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After 1917, Rakovski praised Lenin for “saving Marxism from 

degeneracy.” He thought that “building on Marx’s work, Lenin laid 

the foundations of Leninism, that is to say, the application of the law 

of class struggle to represent historical circumstances.” 20 It appeared 

to him that Lenin’s genius lay in combining three different elements 

in a revolutionary strategy, applicable to the old tsarist empire: the 

poor peasantry, the working class, and the oppressed nationalities. 

When the successful Petrograd insurrection launched a huge wave 

of revolution throughout the tsarist empire, Rakovski thought that 

repercussions would inevitably be felt in Romania, as in the case of 

the 1905 revolution. On 18 November 1917, as leader of the Romanian 

Socialist party and secretary of the Federation of the Balkan Socialist 

parties, Rakovski pledged an oath of allegiance to “the comrades of 

the Executive Central Committee of the Council of Petrograd Work¬ 

ers and Peasants.” Because he believed firmly in internationalism, 

and thought that the revolution unleashed by the Bolsheviks would 

abolish the old notions of country, nationality, and enemy peoples, 

Rakovski gave up the idea of an independent Romania. It seemed to 

him not only that socialism had no frontiers but also that it pulled 

them down. 

We can understand why it seemed natural to him to Sovietize 

the Ukraine in 1919. A few years after the successful insurrection of 

1917, Lenin reflecting on the future of the Bolshevik party, wondered: 

“How many of us know what Europe is, what the world working class 

movement is? As long as we remain alone with our revolution, the 

international experience of our party leaders is invaluable.”21 Lenin 

implied that the revolutionary experience of people such as Radek and 

Rakovski was infinitely superior to that of “provincials” (as Trotsky 

called them) such as Molotov, Voroshilov, or Stalin. Trotsky added: 

“Among the handful of leading Bolsheviks, no one [but Rakovski] 

knew so well the prewar workers’ movement and its leaders, above 

all in Slavic-and Romance-speaking countries.”22 This explains the 

delight of Russian revolutionary leaders, when they saw the famous 

Romanian Social Democrat, “the famous inemationalist, our com¬ 

rade Rakovski,” join the Bolshevik party. They marveled at such a 

remarkable figure of the European socialist movement becoming one 

of them. In December 1918, in an official message sent to the workers 

and leaders of the German Socialist Republic, Chicherin described 

Rakovski as: 

One of the most deserving and faithful soldiers of the Inter¬ 

national of socialist workers who, for decades, devoted his 

exceptional energy to the international socialist movement, 

and [he] is well known among socialist workers of all coun- 
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tries, one of the most able leaders of their movement.23 

Let us now see the practical steps Rakovski took in 1918 to be¬ 

come a Bolshevik. We know that he opposed the Leninist theory of 

armed insurrection, up to October 1917, always keeping the concept 

of revolution apart from violent action in practice. 

This is why the bloody police repression of the demonstration or¬ 

ganized by him at Galana, in June 1916, with Romanian workers and 

fellow Socialists had made a painful impression in his mind. Up to a 

point, Rakovski was a “democrat” who refused violence as a means 

of achieving political ends. On the other hand, as an admirer of the 

French Revolution, he accepted the principle of an armed struggle in 

defending or extending the achievements gained by the revolutionar¬ 

ies. He wrote in 1905: 

Revolutions and wars going on for almost twenty-five years, 

from 1789 to 1815, had the most unexpected and opposite 

consequences, because of their very nature. In Europe, they 

acted as a powerful thrust which brought to life all the moral 

and physical energy that had lain dormant in every nation. 

It was a time of noble struggles and intense activity when 

populations and the intelligentsia, as well as kings, had to 

make use of all their resources of intellect and willpower.24 

Rakovski, in 1917, understood that Leninism alone could bring 

about the victory of the revolutionary principle throughout Europe. 

The notion of class struggle could not remain an abstraction, it had to 

become “battle tactics” to be applied in real life. After the October 

revolution, he felt that he was, more than ever, a world citizen. 

In January 1918, Rakovski took part in the Third All-Russian 

Congress of the Soviets and gave it a goodwill message from the Ro¬ 

manian Social Democratic party,25 since he was still a member of it.26 

In the three months before the German occupation of the Ukraine 

(early January to mid-March 1918, when Odessa was captured), he 

was made chairman of the so-called “Romanian Revolutionary Coun¬ 

cil Against Counterrevolution in Romania.”27 

Encouraged by Lenin’s example and the easy way the Bolshevik 

takeover occurred in Petrograd, soon spreading to the whole country, 

Rakovski decided to launch the same movement in Romania. We 

know that he and the Romanian Socialists had reasons to think their 

country offered “objective” revolutionary conditions as a consequence 

of disastrous war and chronic unrest in the countryside. There was 

also the possibility of the Romanian workers and sailors, who had 

been moved to the south of the old tsarist empire, tilting the scales 

together with their fellow workers in the Danube delta. 
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Such was the situation when Rakovski arrived in Sebastopol, 

where he spent the whole of January 1918, organizing a party of Rus¬ 

sian and Romanian sailors before the intended invasion of Romania.28 

On 8 February, he sent a proclamation to “the Romanian population,” 

linking its fate with that of revolutionary Russia; it was published im¬ 

mediately in Izvestiya under his name. It reproduced the declaration 

made on 3 January in the Romanian social democratic committee 

newspaper, Lupta, published in Odessa: 

We think it is our duty as revolutionaries to declare that 

we fight against the Romanian government, but not against 

Romanian workers, peasants, and soldiers, whom we regard 

as our brothers and whom we want to help to fight for the 

revolution, to sweep away the government together with the 

bourgeois and landowners. We give notice to all revolution¬ 

ary armies fighting against counter revolutionary Romanian 

generals, that from five o’clock on February 16, a military 

offensive will start in support of the Russian revolution.29 

As early as January 1918, the first Romanian revolutionary bat¬ 

talion had been made up of Romanian soldiers and sailors, who num¬ 

bered 2,000 in Odessa alone.30 The revolutionary council un¬ 

der Rakovski set out to raise money, and held Romanian senators, 

deputies, and generals as hostages. They were charged with counter¬ 

revolutionary activity and arrested, to be released only after being 

parted from as much money as possible.31 In the last fortnight of 

February, well-equipped revolutionary troops defeated a Romanian 

division, then crossed the river Dniestr, and near Rybnitsa routed 

the Romanian troops sent to stop them. Within three weeks, the 

revolutionary armies had advanced so far that, on 5 March, General 

Avarescu, the Romanian prime minister and foreign minister, signed 

an agreement with Rakovski. He accepted the demand made a month 

earlier by the latter in his address to the Romanian population that 

Bessarabia be free of Romanian troops for two months so that a ref¬ 

erendum could take place there.32 

A few days after the treaty had been signed, however, the Ger¬ 

mans seized Odessa, and Rakovski had to flee to the Crimea. Bessara¬ 

bia was occupied by Romanian government troops again, and the 

problem would cloud Soviet-Romanian relations through the 1920s.33 

When Rakovski came back to Moscow in April 1918, he imme¬ 

diately took charge of Romanian affairs within the People’s Commis¬ 

sion for Foreign Affairs. His “Romanian Revolutionary Council” was 

merged into the Narkomindel.34 Within a few months, Rakovski had 

demonstrated to Lenin that he was able to set up a revolutionary 
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movement and recruit and organize an army; he had proved to be a 

political leader, as well as a soldier and diplomat. 

Now, Lenin decided to use Rakovski’s talents to further the cause 

of the Bolshevik revolution. At first, because of his thorough knowl¬ 

edge of Eastern Europe, he thought of sending him to Turkey to 

negotiate a preliminary agreement.35 Lenin, at the time, was intent 

on securing support or friendly neutrality from neighboring countries 

to safeguard the Russian revolutionary movement. Time was of the 

essence if the revolutionary principle were to grow and expand while 

the Allies and the Central Powers were engaged in tearing one an¬ 

other to pieces. In the period from the end of World War I to the 

beginning of civil war in Russia, political power was anything but 

stable, and frontiers all around were ill-defined. Trotsky wrote later: 

“It was impossible to guess whether we would remain in power or 

whether we would be kicked out. . . . Others will come, and having 

learned from us, they will take different measures.” 36 

In an article Rakovski wrote for Izvestiya in August 1918, he de¬ 

scribed the uncertainty of Bolshevik relations with the outside world: 

We have to wait for the struggle of the united international 

proletariat against international capitalism. The Russian 

Soviet Republic, by its very existence, will play a historic 

role. We must hold out, until the international revolution 

breaks out. The people who, with criminal levity, try to 

engage us in a war that would expose the Soviet Republic 

to fresh attacks, do not help international revolution. In¬ 

stead they prevent the revolutionary movement spreading 

throughout the European working class. The fall of Soviet 

power would be a blow not only for the Russian working 

class, but for the whole international proletariat. On the 

contrary, each month that is granted to the Soviet Republic 

helps to bring world revolution nearer.37 

Rakovski delivered this address as head of the Soviet delega¬ 

tion to the negotiations that took place, in the summer of 1918, with 

representatives of Ukrainian Hetman Skoropadsky.38 He had been ap¬ 

pointed to the job on 18 April 1918, by a Sovnarkom decree signed by 

Lenin. In the conversations they had in Kursk, and later in Kiev, So¬ 

viet diplomats, Rakovski especially, had to avoid provoking Germany 

while her armies were occupying the Ukraine, according to the condi¬ 

tions of the Brest-Litovsk Treaty (3 March 1918). Up to the defeat of 

the Central Powers and the German revolution, the Bolsheviks lived 

in fear of an offensive against the young Soviet Republic provoked 

by a defiant gesture on their part. After November 1918, they felt 
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the same about the Allied countries.39 Analyzing the international 

situation some time later, Rakovski remarked: 

The German revolution was an immense help to the Russian 

revolution; at the same time, it meant for us a beginning of a 

new struggle. The end of the war meant that we now had to 

face the Allies. While the war was on, and the two sides were 

bent on destroying each other, we had a breathing space.40 

In August 1918, Rakovski branded as “mad criminals” those who 

tried to involve Soviet Russia in a war against Germany. He did 

not have in mind Bolsheviks like Bukharin, who had advocated a 

revolutionary war at the time of Brest-Litovsk, but the left SRs who 

had proved to be strong “patriots” at the Fifth All-Russian Soviet 

Congress, which had just taken place in Moscow. The assassination of 

Eichbom, the commander of German forces in the Ukraine, as well as 

that of Ambassador Mirbach, had been their unsuccessful attempt to 

wreck German-Soviet relations.41 When Lenin put Rakovski in charge 

of negotiations with the Ukrainian Rada, later with the government 

of Hetman Skoropadsky, and later still with the Germans themselves 

in the Ukraine and in Berlin (June-October 1918), he advised him to 

take his time. These conversations were intended to achieve a modus 

vivendi between a strong Soviet power and the various governments in 

power in the Ukraine.42 In reality, as Rakovski wrote: “Ilich contented 

himself with a few directives, as he thought all these negotiations 

for a temporary treaty were immaterial, useful only in providing a 

breathing space.”43 

Throughout the summer of 1918, with the Soviet delegation in 

Kiev, the conversations proved useful for another reason, more prac¬ 

tical; they provided a cover for the Bolshevik leaders who wanted to 

stay in the Ukrainian capital. They conducted a vigorous propaganda 

campaign, before being expelled forcibly in October.44 Rakovski was 

to declare a few years later: “The Soviet delegation in Kiev became 

the center of political life in the Ukraine. Various Ukrainian groups 

got in touch with our delegation and I regularly kept Ilich informed 

of their attitude toward us.”45 

These were Rakovski’s first contacts with the Ukrainian revolu¬ 

tionary and Bolshevik circles. As for his diplomatic technique, he 

had described it in December 1917, when talking about negotiations 

between Imperial Germany and Soviet Russia: “We must not forget 

that we have reached a stage in negotiations when more bluff and 

double dealing are needed as tools of diplomacy.”46 

During these conferences with the Ukrainians and the German 

General Staff, Lenin appreciated Rakovski’s qualities as diplomat, 



Christian Rakovski (1873-1941) 107 

revolutionary, and a man of action. On 2 October, at a meeting 

of the Central Committee of the Russian Communist party (RCP 

[b] ) when the international situation was discussed, Lenin suggested 

sending Rakovski as ambassador to Vienna.47 

A fortnight later, the Bolshevik leader raised the matter again in 

front of Chicherin, and he must have stressed the urgency of sending 

Rakovski to Austria, since the revolutionary movement was gaining 

ground there.48 Christian did not take up the post, however, though 

his nomination had been accepted by Viktor Adler. On 1 December 

1918, the German minister for foreign affairs refused to let him pass 

through Germany in spite of Chicherin’s loud protests.49 

Before the end of the month, Lenin appointed Rakovski as head 

of the Ukrainian Soviet government, to replace Pyatakov (January 

1919). In this country, the Bolshevik regime had collapsed once be¬ 

fore. 
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Chapter 5 

Christian Rakovski, the Bolsheviks, and the Ukraine (1919) 

In January 1919, Lenin put Rakovski in charge of the Provisional 

Ukrainian Government. After his appointment as chairman of the 

People’s Commissars Council (Predsovarkom) and people’s commis¬ 

sar of foreign affairs toward the end of 1919, he remained in office for 

nearly five years, until his dismissal by Stalin in July 1923. 

Rakovski’s role and power were then much greater than is com¬ 

monly recognized. In his unpublished notes, Trotsky emphasizes this: 

As a chairman of the Council of the People’s Commissars 

and member of the Ukrainian Politburo, he dealt with ev¬ 

ery aspect of life in the Ukraine. He had the last word 

in every public decision. Obviously, since the Ukraine was 

completely independent, the Party line represented an es¬ 

sential link with Soviet Russia. As a member of the Central 

Committee, it goes without saying that Rakovski applied its 

resolutions. Yet, we must not forget that in the early years 

there was no question of the Party exercising its authority 

on every aspect of the work of the soviets, or rather the so¬ 

viets being replaced by the Party. It is also true that lack 

of experience meant lack of routine. The soviets had many 

functions, and improvisation played a major part. Rakovski, 

in those days, was the soul and real master of the Soviet 

Ukrainian Republic.1 

For the greater part of the civil war, Rakovski was in control 

of the three main instruments of Soviet power in the Ukraine, the 

Communist party, the army, and the government. In 1919, when the 

civil war had taken a dangerous turn, he was appointed chairman 

of the Ukrainian Defense Council, and, until 1923, he displayed his 

talents as revolutionary activist, diplomat, politician, doctor, even 

agronomist. From the political point of view, as Trotsky pointed out, 

Rakovski had been placed by Lenin at the very top of the Russian 

and Ukrainian hierarchy. From 1918, he was a member of the Central 

Executive Committee (CEC), first of the RSFSR, later of the Soviet 

Union, as well as member of its Presidium until 1925. Up to 1924, 

he was also a member of the Ukrainian CEC. From 1919, he became 
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a member of the Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist 

Party and of its Politburo.2 

Let us now examine Rakovski’s conception, in January 1919, of 

the sovietization of the Ukraine and the role the country should play 

in the world revolution that he was anxious to bring about. 

We know that, between 1917 and 1921, the main problem for the 

Bolsheviks was to spread the revolution rather than increase the ter¬ 

ritory under their control.3 In July 1920, the manifesto of the Second 

Congress of the Communist International proclaimed: “In the three 

years since the Soviet Republic started, its borders have changed con¬ 

stantly. After shrinking under the assaults of world imperialism, they 

widened again when pressure became less great.”4 

In his first seven months of power (January to August 1919), 

Rakovski saw the Ukraine as mainly a source of help for the revolu¬ 

tionary forces. Angelika Balabanova was at the time in the Ukraine, 

to help Rakovski run what would become the Commissariat for For¬ 

eign Affairs. She jotted down Lenin’s words to her: “It will be easier 

to keep in touch with Central Europe from the Ukraine, in spite of 

the uncertain international and military situation.”5 

In fact, this uncertainty was the basis of Bolshevik hopes, since, 

in Western Europe, the ruling classes felt “they were sitting on a 

powderkeg, liable to be sparked off any day.”6 

In January 1919, Lenin had given Rakovski three objectives: or¬ 

ganizing the struggle against inside and outside counterrevolutionary 

forces; turning the Ukraine into a Bolshevik state; and feeding the 

“starving North.” Lenin thought the last point was crucial in cold 

winter conditions made worse by constant wars and hunger. The Bol¬ 

sheviks thought of the feeding of Soviet Russia, especially the workers 

in Petrograd and Moscow, as keeping the flame of revolution alight. 

We must not forget it, when we come across evidence of “cynicism” 

in Rakovski’s approach to the Ukraine early in 1919. The Russian 

revolutionaries did not regard the country as having an existence 

on its own; it was a springboard to Western Europe and an inex¬ 

haustible supply of grain. In December 1919, during the Eighth RCP 

(b) Conference, at which the question of sovietization in the Ukraine 

was examined, Rakovski gave an unambiguous summary of his first 

months in power. “We went into the Ukraine at a time when Soviet 

Russia went through a very serious production crisis: our aim was to 

exploit it to the utmost to relieve the crisis.”7 

Thus Rakovski admitted the Ukraine had been exploited, al¬ 

though he blamed Clemenceau for uttering the same words, a few 

years later.8 There was nothing new in the idea of making the most 

of the Ukraine; as early as October 1918, Rakovski declared in front 



HO Rakovski, the Bolsheviks, and the Ukraine 

of the Second Congress of the Ukrainian Communist party, in exile 

in Moscow: 

When there is a Soviet government in the Ukraine, we shall 

avail ourselves of huge human resources for our Red Army 

... as well as equipment and artillery supplies; we shall 

also possess an impregnable line of defense on the Black Sea 

coast.9 

As soon as he arrived in the Ukraine, early in January 1919, 

Rakovski gave a detailed account of his government’s intentions at 

a general meeting of the Karkov Soviet. The whole speech hinged 

on one sentence, which explains the Bolshevik attitude, when they 

set about conquering the Ukraine: “We came to further the cause of 

revolution in the Ukraine, up to its complete victory.” He proceeded 

to describe the part the country would play in the growth of the 

European revolutionary movement: 

The Soviet Ukraine represents the strategic center of social¬ 

ism. Setting up a revolutionary and Soviet government in 

the Ukraine means the start of the revolution in the Balkan 

Peninsula. It also makes it possible for the German pro¬ 

letariat not to succumb to death, starvation, and German 

imperialism.10 

It is clear that the Ukraine for Rakovski was nothing but a use¬ 

ful military base, which had no other significance than to be an asset 

to the Bolshevik cause. While the country remained outside Soviet 

control, and was partly occupied by White soldiers and Allied armies, 

it became the stage for warring international forces, “the laboratory 

for internationalism.”11 The Bolsheviks saw a positive element in the 

battles taking place in the Ukraine; they hoped that workers and peas¬ 

ants sent by Western European governments would become conscious 

of belonging to the proletariat as they came into contact with the Red 

Army. Skrypnyk said: “Yesterday, these soldiers were defending the 

bourgeoisie; today, life will force them to hear and to see; tomorrow, 

they will join our ranks to free the proletariat.” The Ukraine was seen 

by the Bolsheviks as “the living link between East and West, . . . the 

bridge leading from proletarian Russia to bourgeois Europe.” 12 The 

Ukrainian delegate, V. Zatonsky, expressed the same idea in front of 

the Eighth Conference of the Russian Communist party in December 

1919.13 

The Ukraine is on the highway of international imperalism, 

a region where our interests clash with theirs. In the fu¬ 

ture, the Ukraine will be a major bridgehead for the social¬ 

ist revolution in its fight against world reaction. It is al- 
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ready a bridgehead and has to be occupied. It can be either 

Denikin’s base, or the Soviet base, and it can only become 

so with the help of the Reds in the north.14 

Before going into Bolshevik tactics and objectives in the Ukraine, 

let us examine the background of communist activities in the country. 

The first Soviet government was officially set up in December 1917, in 

Kharkov, but its leaders had to flee to Moscow in the spring of 1918. 

The second Soviet Republic of the Ukraine was created in Moscow 

in November of that year, and Rakovski presided over its installation 

in January 1919, with the Red Army’s military intervention. By 

August 1919, Rakovski’s government was in full rout and went back 

to Moscow. Only through fresh intervention by Russian Soviet troops 

could Rakovski establish a new Ukrainian Soviet Republic—the third 

one. This one succeeded in retaining power through the use of two 

power political instruments, the Red Army and the Communist party, 

but also because of change in the tactics used by the Bolsheviks vis- 

à-vis Ukrainian nationalist feeling and the peasantry. 

The first Soviet government had been inaugurated in Kharkov in 

December 1917, through the efforts of G. L. Pyatakov and Evgenya 

Bosch, who had founded the Ukrainian Communist party.15 After 

the February 1917 revolution, the Bolsheviks had been much more 

in evidence in the Ukraine, although they were still in a minority 

inside workers’ committees and soviets; SRs and Mensheviks were in a 

majority.16 As early as July 1917, the Party in Kiev, under Pyatakov, 

had tried to establish an all-Ukrainian Bolshevik organization. The 

young and ebullient leader had made it clear, from the start, that 

there was no question of having a “separatist” Ukrainian movement.17 

Yet, to start with, the Kiev committee had little influence on the other 

Ukrainian Bolshevik organizations: 67 percent of Bolsheviks were in 

the regions of the Donbas and Krivoi Rog in 1917, and the Kharkov, 

Odessa, Ekaterinoslav, and Lugansk organizations were strong enough 

to insist on their independence and enforce it.18 

In September, October, and November 1917, the Bolshevik in¬ 

fluence increased tremendously in the workers’ soviets. However, nei¬ 

ther the Kievan group (with Bosch and Pyatakov), nor the powerful 

Ekaterinoslav group (with E. Kviring and Ya. Epstein-Yakovlev) be¬ 

lieved in the possibility of a proletarian revolution in the Ukraine. 

After the successful October revolution in Petrograd and the Bol¬ 

shevik takeover, the first all-Ukrainian Soviet Congress took place 

in Kharkov. On 25 December, the first Soviet government was es¬ 

tablished there. The government, under Pyatakov, moved to Kiev 

on 12 February, only to be expelled a fortnight later by Hetman 

Petlyura’s troops and German armies.19 The government then broke 
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up, and on 7 March, Skrypynk proclaimed all independent republics 

on Ukrainian territory liquidated. The Bolsheviks were gradually 

pushed back toward Ekaterinsolav (where the Second All-Russian 

Soviet Congress was held) and toward Taganrog, the capital of the 

“Soviet Republic of the Don.” The Ukrainian Communist party was 

officially instituted in that town, and under Skrypnyk’s leadership, 

declared its independence from the Russian Bolshevik party (19-20 

April 1918). 

In the meantime, a German army, 200,000 men strong, occu¬ 

pied the whole of the Ukraine, and the Ukrainian Communist party 

(UCP[bj) had to run for its life to Moscow. However, illegal Bol¬ 

shevik organizations sprang up; in Karkov province, there were over 

1,000 party members, 400 in Lugansk, 200 in Nikolaev, and 800 in 

Odessa.20 In May 1918, representatives of these illegal organizations 

met to exchange information.21 One month later, they secretly got 

in touch with Rakovski, who had just been put in charge of “nego¬ 

tiations” between the Bolshevik government in Moscow and that of 

Hetman Skoropadsky. As Rakovski wrote: “The Russian delegation 

used its visit to the Ukraine to intensify the fight led by the Ukrainian 

workers and peasants.”22 As mentioned earlier, the Soviet delegation 

in Kiev, soon became the “center of Ukrainian political life,” and 

Rakovski had first-hand experience of Bolshevik lack of efficiency 

and coordination. He regularly reported his findings to Lenin, and 

when the German defeat and the progress of the Red Army allowed 

the Bolsheviks to come back in force in the Ukraine, Rakovski was 

appointed head of the new government.23 As can be expected, one of 

the first directives he received from Lenin was to “restore the ranks 

of the Ukrainian Bolshevik Communist party.”24 

During his stay in Kiev in the summer of 1918, Rakovski realized 

that the Ukrainian Bolshevik movement was weak, primarily because 

of the small number of Ukrainian workers. Most of the country had 

a mainly peasant population (80 percent), and the industrial areas 

employed mostly Russian workers (Kharkov, the Donbas, and the 

Krivoi Rog region). The consequence was doubly unfortunate for 

the Ukrainian Bolshevik movement: it was a foreign phenomenon for 

the population and could only gain a foothold in cities. Up to 1923, 

the Ukrainian Communist party was described as a party consisting 

mainly of “Russians and Jews.”25 

We need not concern ourselves with the question of the inde¬ 

pendence or otherwise of the Ukrainian party vis-à-vis the Russian 

Communists, as it has been done many times.26 Let us merely point 

out that Lenin preferred Rakovski to Pyatakov to run the Ukraine, 

because the latter was plainly opposed to two fundamental Lenin- 
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ist principles: self-determination for nationalities and obedience to 

the Russian Communist party. Rakovski was probably much more 

flexible on these two points, but he was also an experienced and 

able politician. Here is an example of his diplomatic approach to 

politics: incorporating the borot’bisty into the Ukrainian Communist 

party early in 1920. 

The borot’bisty were the only left-wing party with a popular basis 

in the Ukraine. They were on the extreme left of the Ukrainian SR 

party, and they split after the Fourth Party Congress, which met 

illegally in Kiev in May 1918.27 

Politically, the borot’bisty leaned toward the Bolsheviks, but they 

were in marked opposition on the question of Ukrainian national as¬ 

pirations. The Bolsheviks had to admit the impact of the borot’bisty 

organization in the countryside, but in cities it was comparatively 

small. So the formers’ influence was proportionately inverse to the 

latters’. 

In 1919, during the first Rakovski government in the Ukraine, 

the borot’bisty were taken into account for their nuisance value only. 

Their nationalism gave them the appearance of counterrevolutionaries 

whose leanings to the left could only deceive and divide the masses. 

So, on 11 December 1919, after the second Bolshevik defeat in the 

Ukraine, Trotsky and Rakovski were asked by Lenin and the Central 

Committee “to prepare a more concise version” of the decree starting 

with the following: 

The borot’bisty must be considered as a party that has vi¬ 

olated the basic principles of communism, in their propa¬ 

ganda for the separation of the armed forces, and in the 

help they gave to banditism; these acts pave the way for the 

White forces and international imperialism. . . . Our overall 

policy must aim at the complete eradication of borot’bisty.28 

It could not be clearer; they had to be wiped out just as the 

SRs in Russia. Yet Lenin, in December 1919, had another solution in 

mind, politically more advantageous. He told the Eighth Conference 

of the RCP(b), on December 3: 

Manuilsky makes the same serious mistake as comrades Drob- 

nis and Bubnov when he claims that I advised joining forces 

with the borot’bisty. I wanted to stress the need for us to 

join forces with the peasantry in the Ukraine; to apply this 

policy we have to adopt different tactics in our quarrel with 

the borot’bisty. . . .29 

Lenin was visibly balancing between either disbanding the whole 

party whose influence could rival the Bolshevik efforts to regain its 
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hold on the country or trying to assimilate them politically and use 

their influence in the countryside “to push roots” to villages. The 

Bolshevik leader chose the second solution early in 1920, and Rakovski 

was asked to put it into effect. Three months later, Lenin apologized 

for having hesitated at first, congratulating Rakovski warmly on his 

efficiency. He said in a speech to the Ninth Congress of the Russian 

Communist party, on 30 March 1920: 

When we told the Central Committee that we had to make 

many concessions to the borot’bisty, they laughed at us and 

said we were not following a straight line. But you cannot 

fight along a straight line if the enemy’s line is not straight. 

When the enemy zigzags, we have to follow him and catch 

him at every turn. We promised as many concessions as 

possible to the borot’bisty, on the condition that they would 

follow a communist policy. . . . Instead of the expected 

borot’bisty revolt, and thanks to the policy correctly adopted 

by the Central Committee, and splendidly executed by Com¬ 

rade Rakovski, we have now the best elements among the 

borot’bisty in our party, under our supervision and in agree¬ 

ment with us, while everything else has disappeared from 

the political scene.30 

So the Bolsheviks, under Lenin’s influence, found it more prof¬ 

itable to assimilate the Ukrainian nationalist elements nearest to them 

politically, since they had a large impact on the population. We shall 

also see how Rakovski, in 1922, tried to ally himself with and use 

some Ukrainian nationalist groups in exile, especially the Ukrainian 

“National Committee,” whose headquarters was in Paris. The Bol¬ 

sheviks were all the more implacably opposed to the other Ukrainian 

political movements, which seemed to them antogonistic. 

The tactics used toward the other left-wing parties, besides the 

borot’bisty, involved two distinct operations: first, an attempt at as¬ 

similation; later, straightforward elimination. Early in his first gov¬ 

ernment, Rakovski led a fierce battle against Mensheviks and SRs to 

dismantle the organizations that had played such an important part 

in the workers’ soviets before October 1917. On 5 February 1919, he 

said: 

Banning the Mensheviks from the soviets and outlawing the 

SRs was the consequence of their opposition to Soviet rule. 

If they gave up their antagonism and were willing to co¬ 

operate with the leaders of workers’ and peasants’ soviets, 

they would remove the measure preventing us from admit¬ 

ting them in the soviets.31 
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In the fight conducted by the Bolsheviks against Petlyura through¬ 

out 1919, some left-wing political movements joined the anti-Soviet 

forces, but changed their minds toward the end of the year. Such 

was the case of the independent Ukrainian social democratic group 

(ukapisty) which organized an insurrection against “Rakovski’s occu¬ 

pation government,” in June 1919, in the Kiev province. The aim 

of this “directorate” was to free the whole of the Ukraine from Rus¬ 

sian and Bolshevik occupation forces and to defend the independence 

and sovereignty of the Ukrainian Republic.32 On 25 June, Hetman 

I. Mazurenko, the leader of the operation, sent an ultimatum to 

Rakovski: 

In the name of the rebellious Ukrainian workers, I declare 

that Ukrainian workers and peasants have risen against you 

as representing the rule of the Russian conquerors. Un¬ 

der cover of slogans that are sacred to us: (l) power be¬ 

longs to workers’ and peasants’ soviets, (2) a nation’s self- 

determination can go as far as secession, and (3) let us fight 

against imperialism, the conquerors and despoilers of the la¬ 

boring classes, you are not only distorting these sacred mot¬ 

toes, and destroying the real power of independent workers 

and peasants in a neighboring country, but also you exploit 

them, and want to create a state that is not socialist.33 

Mazurenko concluded with an offer of twenty-four hours 

for Rakovski to relinquish power in favor of the insurgent revolu¬ 

tionary committees and to withdraw all Russian Soviet forces from 

the Ukraine. This ultimatum can be considered as an example of 

the pressure put on the Bolshevik by Hetmans Zelenyi, Sokolovsky, 

Anhel, or Tyutyunik in the summer of 1919. 

Constant peasant riots and the advance of Denikin’s troops forced 

Rakovski and his government to leave Kiev and the Ukraine in Au¬ 

gust, only to return late in 1919. At that time, envoys from the 

ukapisty—M. S. Tkachenko (ex-minister of Central Rada) and Het¬ 

man Hazurenko—asked the Ukrainian Soviet rulers to grant them 

an amnesty and legal recognition.34 This group later called itself the 

Ukrainian Communist party, and, after admitting its errors, was al¬ 

lowed to work in the open. Still, the situation of the ukapisty left much 

to be desired, as, between 1920 and 1922, measures were taken to stifle 

old dissidents, left-wing movements, and the ‘nationalist’ movements 

that had not yet capitulated. Thus, in March 1920, Ukrainian Men¬ 

sheviks were accused of anti-Soviet activities: they were tried in Kiev 

and sentenced for collaboration with Denikin’s counterrevolutionary 

forces.36 
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We know how important it was for the Bolsheviks to have a 

revolutionary army. The July 1920 manifesto of the Second Congress 

of the Communist International contained the following lines on the 

subject: 

The ability to raise an army has, in the past, always been 

considered as a criterion of economic and political activity. 

The strength or weakness of its army is the yardstick to 

measure the economic strength or weakness of the state . . 
36 

As soon as he arrived in the Ukraine in January 1919, Rakovski 

decided to take the most drastic measures “to create a well-disciplined 

Ukrainian Red Army.”37 He regarded this army as the vanguard and 

“consciousness” of the proletariat in its struggle for freedom on the 

internal, as well as external, revolutionary front. “As for a regular 

army,” Rakovski admitted later, “we did not have any, and Lenin 

was the first to recognize the difficulties involved in organizing such 

an army in the Ukraine. He declared a few months later: 

As regards organization, the Ukraine is far less advanced 

than we were [in Russia] after the October revolution. We 

inherited an industrial production structure from Kerenski; 

there is no such thing in the Ukraine .... The Council 

of People’s Commissars invited Comrade Rakovski several 

times to discuss the question, and also sent comrades be¬ 

longing to military command to the Ukraine.39 

To set up a Red Army, the first problem was to recruit officers. 

Like Trotsky in Russia, Rakovski was obliged “to use the more reli¬ 

able and less compromised elements of the old tsarist army” in the 

Ukraine.40 Most of these officers displayed unconcealed dislike for 

the Bolsheviks. However, they often had one thing in common: a 

keen interest in the theories of the famous German strategist, von 

Clausewitz. All through their military training, tsarist officers had 

been subjected to the writings of Jomini, Haushofen, and, above all, 

Clausewitz. The comments sent by Engels to Marx in 1857 on Clause- 

witz’s main work “On War” are well known.41 Lenin had also studied 

the books of the German strategist with great care, concentrating 

more on the philosophy of war than on its conduct.42 Referring to 

Clausewitz’s famous comments on the relations between war and pol¬ 

itics, the Bolshevik leader wrote: “Marxists have always regarded this 

rule as crucial in every war.”43 

But, before starting wars, it was imperative to recruit soldiers. In 

February 1919, Rakovski started to execute the plan he had outlined 

to the Kharkov Soviet on January 26: “Mobilization of all Ukrainian 
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workers and peasants to train them in the use of firearms,” and 

also “enlisting in the regular army the greatest possible number of 

partisans.”44 This decision was in keeping with the directives given 

by Lenin to Rakovski: eliminate partisans, by either fighting them or 

enlisting them in the Red Army.45 As was usual with him, Christian 

preferred to apply the second solution; of course, he said, “enlist¬ 

ing partisans is a risky business, but one has to improvise and rely 

to a certain extent on spontaneous uprisings as our armies approach 

territories we do not yet occupy.”46 

The Red Army grew rapidly; but to become a revolutionary 

army, its soldiers had to get used to military discipline, and their 

minds had to be influenced. So, Rakovski made every effort to set up 

in the Ukraine the political instrument that had made the Red Army 

strong in Russia, The Republic’s Political Administration (Politich- 

eskoe upravlenie respubliki, or PUR). The main purpose fo this in¬ 

stitution was to give cohesion to the Bolshevik troops by providing 

political education for workers and peasants. 

In his article entitled “The Soul of Victory,” Rakovski described 

this huge organization that would grow into a full commissariat. Be¬ 

cause its functions were mainly political, the PUR came under the 

War Commissariat, but it was also controlled by the Central Com¬ 

mittee of the Communist party. Its head was usually a member of the 

Central Executive Committee of the Ukrainian Soviets, who also had 

to be a member of the Republic’s Revolutionary Military Council. 

In the Ukraine, Rakovski was closely concerned with the orga¬ 

nization of PUR, both as chairman of the Revolutionary Military 

Council and member of the Central Executive Committee and the 

Central Committee of the Russian and Ukrainian Communist par¬ 

ties. It seemed to him that this organization would turn the Red 

Army into a “great revolutionary school,” which “would help bring 

together urban and rural masses.” He wrote that “millions and mil¬ 

lions of peasants, whom we would have been forced to seek out in 

their faraway provinces, were exposed to our communist propaganda 

in barracks, camps, trenches, hospitals, etc.”47 

Early in 1920, the PUR counted 600 men in Moscow and about 

16,000 in the various sectors of the army and in military institutions. 

The PUR was set up in a hierarchical way, similar to the military. 

The republic’s revolutionary military council had the upper hand on 

revolutionary councils attached to various fronts. Those controlled 

army revolutionary councils, which in turn ran divisional councils, 

etc. Likewise, the PUR controlled the army administration at ev¬ 

ery echelon.48 Behind the front, the political structure was the same: 

it rested on regional political sections, which were under the direct 
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control of the PUR. In turn, these sections controlled government sec¬ 

tions that kept a firm hand on local political sections. The latter were 

abolished everywhere in 1920, except in the Ukraine where Rakovski 

kept them.49 

In Moscow, the Central Committee decided to allocate large 

sums of money to the PUR, to increase communist propaganda, ei¬ 

ther among the Red Army soldiers, or among civilians. Thus, from 

June to December 1919, the PUR received 217,000 million rubles. 

This sum was in three parts: (l) 215,000,000 rubles were intended 

for the political sections of various fronts—106,000,000 went to mil¬ 

itary regions; (2) 47,000,000 rubles were allocated to the upkeep of 

schools to teach the greatest number of soldiers and civilians how to 

read and write, and 33,000,000 rubles went to schools already exist¬ 

ing, with 14,000,000 for new schools; (3) the third part of the original 

amount was for providing mobile propaganda libraries with newspa¬ 

pers, books, and posters. 

The republic’s Political Administration had to open up schools 

and universities for the Red Army, clubs, theaters, cinemas, libraries, 

and reading rooms for peasants. The number of schools went from 

674, on 1 May 1919, to 3,800 on 1 October; theaters from 642 to 1,415; 

cinemas from 133 to 250; drama circles from 12 to 161; libraries from 

1,614 to 2,492. Moreover, there were three Red Army universities on 

1 October, 8 courses of studies, and 400 reading rooms in villages.50 

As early as 1919, the PUR had at its disposal several propaganda 

trains: at each important rail junction, political instructors of the Red 

Army set up agitation centers (agitpunkty), which supplied soldiers 

and civilians with written propaganda.51 Rakovski thought highly 

of this political agitation, seeing it as the best means “to bind the 

masses to Soviet rule.” It seemed to him essential to have every 

soldier in the Red Army understand that Soviet power gave him a 

major role in building the new society. It was also necessary to show 

the peasants what communism could do for them. Rakovski said 

that peasants and workers must be convinced that, in joining the 

Communists, they chose to fight in defense of their interests against 

bourgeois, landlords, and capitalists. To achieve this, one had to talk, 

discuss, and convince. He wrote: 

The Red Army is the only army in which a man never ceases 

to be a citizen; the reason for this is that the Soviet state is 

the only one where army objectives are not in contradiction 

with the interests of the laboring classes. In the Red Army, 

military discipline is based on the evergrowing awareness of 

human rights; in bourgeois and capitalist armies, discipline 

is based on blind subjection to superior orders. The bour- 
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geois and capitalist army is strong insofar as its ranks of 

workers and peasants obey the slogan: “No argument.” On 

the contrary, in the Red Army, the more a worker or a peas¬ 

ant “argues” on the subjct of his interests, the better will he 

understand the need to be an honest and efficient soldier.52 

After a few months of political activity in the Ukraine, political 

commissars were asked to send a report. Early in May 1919, for 

example, the political commissar of the Second Ukrainian Division 

wrote in his report that he tried to “discipline and form the various 

elements of the division to mold it into a whole, through constant 

political agitation and propaganda, also by expelling dubious elements 

that had been pointed out by militants.”53 The commissar added 

that the best method for infiltration had been “appointing political 

commissars who firmly intended to see the high ideals of communism 

triumph in real life.”54 The report gives full details of political action 

among the civilian population, and the efforts made to create schools 

and sections that would devote some time to holding dramas and 

concerts. 

On 14 May 1919, the military section of the Ukrainian Com¬ 

munist party Central Committee passed a motion asking for more 

political propaganda in the army: “they would choose good speak¬ 

ers, make them into groups to visit the front, provide them with 

subjects for their talks and suitable material.”55 Again in June, the 

Ukrainian Politburo chaired by Rakovski, stressed the need to inten¬ 

sify the action of political sections, especially on the Southern Front. 

Then they decided to abolish the Party school, which was not flexi¬ 

ble enough, and “to intensify political work in Bubnov’s Fourteenth 

Army, Pyatakov’s Thirteenth Army, Zatonski’s Twelfth Army, and 

Aussem’s Eighth Army. To achieve it, the Ukrainian Politburo de¬ 

cided “to mobilize and borrow from the Party and Soviet institutions 

50 percent of the communist members" to send them to the armies 

and “back up spoken and written agitation with extra brochures and 

publications.”56 

As we can see, the leaders of the Ukrainian Communist party, 

and Rakovski foremost among them, considered the Red Army as the 

“soul of victory.” The republic’s Politburo played the same part on 

the internal front with the agitation, propaganda, and organization as 

was played by the Cominten on the revolution’s external front: prin¬ 

ciples, methods, and final objectives were the same. On both fronts, 

Rakovski saw in the Red Army the crest of the immense revolution¬ 

ary wave. He thought the army of workers and peasants must be the 

bonding agent to unite the proletariat all over the world. Sending the 

army into Romania, Hungary, or Poland, and later Western Europe, 
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meant the same as sending it to conquer the Ukraine. The final man¬ 

ifesto of the Second Comintern Congress in August 1920 declared: 

“The international proletariat will not lay down its weapons before 

Soviet Russia becomes a link in the chain of a world federation of 

soviet republics.”57 

In 1919, Rakovski agreed in a way with Tukhachevski’s idea 

that the Red Army must be the “spearhead” of the Communist 

International.58 Let us now see how Rakovski set about realizing this 

aim. 
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Chapter 6 

A Revolutionary Strategy: Cominern, Diplomacy, 

and the Red Army (1919-1920) 

In 1919 and 1920, Rakovski employed a three-pronged strategy for 

revolutionary conquest: the Comintern, Soviet diplomacy, and the 

Red Army. The revolutionary movement had to be helped to spread 

as fast and as far as possible into Western European industrialized 

countries and the Balkans. We have seen how Rakovski became a 

Soviet diplomat in the summer of 1918, and we know of his strong 

interest in the Red Army—to such an extent that Trotsky referred 

to him as “one of the founders of the Red Army.”1 We also know 

of his close relations with the Second International. It was obvious 

that Lenin should wish to use Rakovski’s experience when he formed 

the Third International. From 1915, Christian had tried to give a 

new meaning to the word, in the Balkans as well as Western Europe, 

through the Zimmerwald group. As early as 1916, he had welcomed 

the revival of international solidarity in the working class and among 

Socialists in his book Das Wiedererwachen der Internationale.2 Later 

he asserted at a public meeting in Berne: “The Third International 

already exists, its aim will be to avenge the war through a fight for 

world revolution.”3 

Such was Rakovski’s aim and, in 1919, it seemed that its real¬ 

ization was not far off.4 In Europe, the more clear-sighted among 

statesmen could sense a dangerous climate of unrest. Lloyd George 

said: 

The whole of Europe is filled with revolutionary aspirations. 

There is a deep feeling among workers not only of dissatisfac¬ 

tion, but also anger and resentment for pre-war conditions. 

The whole established order, in its political, social and eco¬ 

nomic aspects, is being contested by the popular masses, 

from one end of Europe to another.5 

In March 1919, Lenin chose “our comrade Rakovski, the famous 

internationalist” as one of the founding members of the Communist 

International at the Moscow Congress.6 At the first sitting, Lenin read 

aloud the list of participants: he told the assembly that Rakovski had 

just left the Ukraine and would arrive the next day. “As far as Lenin 
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was concerned,” Trotsky added, “there was no doubt that Rakovski 

would be one of the main participants.” 7 

Here one can gauge the importance Lenin and Trotsky attached 

to Rakovski in political life, from the official picture made by Leonid 

Pasternak. Among the people on the official platform, Rakovski is 

seated on the right of Lenin, with Trotsky on his left. To include 

another country on the list of founders of the Third International, 

Rakovski represented Bulgaria (which had not been the case with the 

Second International), and he was also a delegate of the Federation 

of the Balkan Socialist parties.8 In reality, it was as chairman of the 

People’s Commissars of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic, founder of 

the Red Army, the tireless partisan of workers’ internationalism that 

Rakovski gave his report to the congress.9 

In a letter Rakovski wrote in November 1917, applying for mem¬ 

bership to the Bolshevik party, he had committed the people and 

Socialist party of Romania to the cause: 

Our hopes now lie with the Russian socialist government, 

which all the peoples in the world turn to. The Romanian 

people also entrusts its fate to the Russian socialist govern¬ 

ment. There can be no question of the kind of fear or distrust 

people might feel toward imperialist governments.10 

If we remember Rakovski’s expedition in Romania in 1918, it can 

be assumed that, when he came to power in the Ukraine the follow¬ 

ing year, he sought to bring about a socialist takeover in Romania, if 

necessary manu militari. Thus, at the First Congress of the Commu¬ 

nist International, a cool and confident Rakovski suggested in a few 

sentences that armed forces of the first proletarian state should in¬ 

vade Romania. “In Romania,” he said, “circumstances are favorable 

to the revolution; much depends on an offensive by the Red Army 

in the near future; its impact would, no doubt, add impetus to the 

revolutionary movement that is already strong.”11 

On 21 March 1919 (only two weeks after the end of the congress), 

when a Soviet Republic was proclaimed in Hungary, the Bolsheviks 

could believe in a wave of revolutionary successes throughout Europe, 

and Rakovski saw in it an ideal opportunity to realize his plans with¬ 

out waiting for Moscow’s orders. On 9 April, after Soviet troops had 

marched into Odessa, he sent a telegram to Antonov-Ovseyenko: 

New prospects are opening up to the Odessa victors; the 

workers and peasants who are rising in Bessarabia, in Bukov- 

ina, and Galicia are calling for help.12 The Red Army in 

the Hungarian Socialist Republic is holding out its hand to 

them, across the Carpathian Mountains. Ukrainian work- 
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ers and peasants are convinced that the Red Army, their 

revolutionary vanguard, will live up to its motto: Forward, 

forward, still forward . . . ,13 

On 13 April, Antonov ordered his troops “to establish contact 

with Soviet Hungary by marching through Bukovina and Hungary.”14 

Only five days later did Lenin send a telegram to Rakovski, Podvoyski 

(war commissar in the Ukraine), and Antonov: “We regard it as 

necessary to concentrate the bulk of the Ukrainian army’s forces in 

the area of the Donets and round Chernigov ... [in Bukovina] we 

are trying to relieve Hungary.15 

The commander-in-chief of the Ukrainian troops, Vatsetis, then 

asked for precise instructions as to the depth of the Red Army’s pen¬ 

etration into Hungary: “Which border do we stop at? How and with 

whom do we make contact in Soviet Hungary?” On 22 April, Lenin 

sent a telegram: “We must advance into Galicia and Bukovina to 

make contact with Soviet Hungary. This task must be carried out 

with more speed and determination.”16 Yet, as the Bolshevik leader 

pointed out in his telegram, the internal front, above all the Don¬ 

bas, was exposed to the Denikin’s advancing troops; it seemed to him 

that the internal front was more important to the revolution than 

the external one. “We are in the greatest danger,” Lenin wrote, “the 

Ukraine must regard the Donbas as its most urgent front.”17 

On the same day, he sent a telegram to Vatsetis to urge him “to 

exert himself to help us crush the Cossacks as soon as possible, and 

to take Rostov, even at the price of weakening the western Ukraine 

for a time, for the situation is catastrophic.” 18 

However, the leaders of the Ukrainian Red Army under Rakovski 

refused to alter the plans they had made for an invasion of Romania 

and helping Soviet Hungary. On 24 April, the commander of the 

Third Army, Chudyakov, issued an order to his troops: 

To liberate Bessarabia and make urgent preparations for an 

offensive in Romania with the River Seret as an objective, we 

aim at establishing proletarian power in Romania, with the 

help of the rebels in northwest Dobrudja who are friendly 

toward us.19 

At the time, Antonov-Ovseyenko felt sure that the revolution¬ 

ary movement was ready to spread to Bulgaria. On 24 April, he 

even advised Lenin to make the Ukrainian Front independent of the 

Russian Southern Front, for flexibility. Lenin sent a withering reply 

the next day; he blamed Antonov for “his independent posturing,” 

adding sternly: “It is imperative to throw the Ukrainian armies to¬ 

ward Taganrog immediately.”20 The strongly worded telegram did 
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not make much impression on Rakovski, who was determined to pro¬ 

voke a conflict between the Ukraine and Romania, in the hope that 

Romanian workers would throw in their lot with the Red Army to 

overthrow the Romanian oligarchy. On 1 May, a date which had sym¬ 

bolic value for him,21 Rakovski sent an ultimatum to the Romanian 

government, demanding Bessarabia be evacuated.22 The next day he 

sent another ultimatum to Romania, which he signed as chairman of 

the People’s Commissars Council of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic: 

Bukovina, which could have hope for freedom from class 

subjugation and national oppression, has fallen prey to the 

Romanian military and civilian oligarchical power. . . . 

The workers’ and peasants’ Ukrainian government is fully 

determined to protect at all cost the right of the Bukovinian 

workers and peasants to national self-determination. The 

Ukrainian working class cannot allow Bukovina to remain 

enslaved, in view of its position between Soviet Hungary 

and Ukraine.23 

Rakovski granted the Romanian governments forty-eight hours 

to evacuate its troops from Bukovina. After the two ultimata, he 

thought the Romanian bourgeois leaders would send their soldiers 

to fight him, and that the soldiers would defect and turn against 

the establishment. To that end, his Romanian socialist comrades had 

prepared the ground; throughout 1919, they had tried to sow the seeds 

of rebellion in the army. The manifesto distributed by communist 

soldiers to their fellow soldiers in the batalions in December 1919 is 

significant: 

Soldiers, you were promised demobilization by your leaders 

and commanding officers three months ago; demand it now. 

. . . Soviet Russia does not wish to gain one inch of Roma¬ 

nian territory; it only wants factories to belong to the people 

who work in them, and land to belong to poor peasants, just 

as in Russia nowadays. Soviet Russia cannot be the enemy 

of the Romanian people since it is a republic of poor workers 

and peasants; it desires heartily to see the Romanian people 

free and happy. ... 24 

However, these declarations were not sufficient to carry the day, 

and Rakovski was well informed as to the strength and whereabouts 

of the Romanian army.25 The start of the offensive was only a few 

days away. On the Hungarian side, Ukrainian troops had started to 

march through Galicia. On 25 April, the commander of the Third 

Ukrainian Army had helped to set up Soviets in several cities, and 

he sent a report from the front ending with these words: “The day is 
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near when Ukrainian Red armies reach Red Hungary and, with the 

help of Galician workers and peasants, will fraternize with her.”26 

Two weeks later, Rakovski was certain that a revolution would erupt 

in Central Europe, carrying everything with it. On 19 May, he sent a 

telegram to Béla Kun, confirming a general offensive of the Ukrainian 

armies:27 

We congratulate Soviet Hungary for the Red Army’s victo¬ 

ries, and we ask the Ukrainian people’s Commissar’s Coun¬ 

cil and military command to give full support to our sister 

country in her bloody struggle. At the moment, helping 

the Hungarian proletariat means helping the German pro¬ 

letariat, which is threatened with complete subjugation by 

international imperialism. . . The Ukrainian people’s Com¬ 

missars’ Council proclaims its firm commitment to the policy 

of a joint revolutionary front with Red Hungary, helping her 

with ultimata to Romania and our offensive.28 

We can see how Rakovski “forced Moscow’s hand” as he was 

to do “a good many times,” in Trotsky’s words.29 In fact, it seems 

that the ultimata to Romania and the help offered to Hungary only 

brought the fall of the Hungarian Soviet Republic nearer. When Béla 

Kun counted on Ukrainian support, he was let down. 

In July 1919, the Hungarian Red Army launched the offensive 

against the Romanian troops scattered along the border drawn be¬ 

tween the two countries by the Allies. As the Hungarian plans were 

known to the Romanian general staff, and also many Hungarian of¬ 

ficers deserted, the offensive soon turned into a disastrous rout all 

along the front.30 On 30 July, the Romanian armies started marching 

on Budapest; two days later, on 1 August 1919, the Soviet regime in 

Hungary collapsed. No help could come from the Ukraine because 

Rakovski’s government was in full rout after Denikin’s successful of¬ 

fensive. 

When one examines the relations between Lenin and Rakovski 

from May to August 1919, they seem to have taken a sharp turn for 

the worse. Until late April, Lenin relied on Rakovski fully, whether 

in military matters or in economic, political, or social problems. On 

28 April, for example, Lenin sent the following telegram to L. B. 

Kamenev, who was in the Ukraine. “ Joffe is useless in the Crimea, but 

he would be valuable in the Ukrainian government where Rakovski 

could find a post for him to fight independent tendencies.”31 But, 

early in May, Lenin started to worry about the way Rakovski kept 

emphasizing the external front at the expense of the internal one. On 

4 May, Lenin sent a telegram to Rakovskik Podvoyski, and Antonov: 
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So far you have not given us accurate information as to which 

units, how many rifles, swords [or] field guns are being sent 

to the Donbas and what railway stations the first echelons 

have arrived at. The fall of Lugansk proves the truth of 

the accusations against you, that you are aiming at a march 

against Romania. Do not forget that you will be held re¬ 

sponsible for the catastrophe if you delay proper assistance 

to the Don Basin.32 

Thirteen days later, Rakovski sent a telegraph to Béla Kun, nev¬ 

ertheless, announcing an offensive by the Ukrainian troops toward 

Central Europe. At the same time, the Bolsheviks had to retreat 

in the Ukraine, until on 26, 28 and 29 May, Lenin violently accused 

Party and army leaders in the Ukraine of failing to carry out their 

duty: only two of the regiments promised for the Southern Front had 

arrived, and they were in “no state to fight;” mobilization had been 

decided for 20,000 workers but had not been put into effect. Makhno 

“was on his way west, leaving the flank of the 13th Army exposed. 

“In conclusion,” Lenin said, “Antonov and Podvoyski are criminally 

guilty for each additional minute we have to wait.”33 On 20 May, 

Lenin exploded: “Not one promise has been carried out; no help came 

to the Don Basin; the pace of mobilization is painfully slow. You will 

be personally held responsible for the impending catastrophe.” 34 

Three months later, the Bolsheviks were expelled from the whole 

territory of the Ukraine. On 13 August 1919, Lenin sent a telegram 

to Rakovski, Trotsky, and Kossior with these fateful words: 

I demand instantly that all commissariats be closed, with 

the exception of those dealing with military, communica¬ 

tions, transport, and supply matters. We have to call up 

every single man ... to hold out if only for a few weeks 

after merging the People’s Commissars Council with the De¬ 

fense Council, the Central Executive Committee, and the 

Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist Party into 

one single body . . . ,35 

Seeing the complete failure of the policy he had advocated, Rakovski 

could now understand the problems the Soviet federation as a state 

would face in the future. 

The most drastic solution to end the state of isolation of the 

first socialist state was to start a European revolution through an 

armed insurrection. We know how unsuccessful Rakovski was in his 

attempt in Hungary and Romania in 1919. The beginning of the 

Soviet-Polish war in April 1920 and the march of Soviet troops toward 

Warsaw clearly show the Bolshevik approach to their relations with 
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the outside world: diplomacy, Comintern, and the Red Army. 

In February 1920, as the the Red Army resumed its offensive on 

the internal revolutionary front (Odessa had just been captured by 

the Reds again), Rakovski started a “diplomatic offensive” aimed at 

Poland. On 19 February, he sent a proclamation offering peace to 

“all the peoples and governments, every single one” in the name of 

the Ukrainian Soviet government that he had just established. The 

Whites and “international imperialists,” by then, had been pushed 

out of most of the Ukrainian territory: 

The Ukrainian Soviet government declares its strong deter¬ 

mination to uphold the independent and sovereign Ukrainian 

Soviet Socialist Republic, and also its wish to live peace¬ 

fully with the people and government of every country, and 

thereby invites them to open economic and diplomatic rela¬ 

tions with the Ukraine.36 

In the same note, a poisoned dart was sent “to the chauvin¬ 

istic circles of the Polish Republic,” people “whom enemies of the 

Ukrainian workers and peasants turn to for help in their counterrev¬ 

olutionary plans, at this moment, and who try to bring the Polish 

people into a war against the Ukrainian people.”37 

Rakovski ended with an appeal in which he stressed the need 

to sign a peace treaty between the two independent republics of the 

Ukraine and Poland. Three days later, he sent another note to the 

Polish government again invoking “the extreme importance, in the 

interest of both peoples, to conclude a peace treaty.”38 These renewed 

appeals seem interesting when one remembers that, at the time, he 

started secret negotiations with the German Foreign Ministry. In this 

connection, let us examine a fact mentioned by Trotsky in his notes 

on Rakovski: 

As Ukrainian foreign minister, Rakovski used to send protests 

and issue solemn declarations for purposes of propaganda. 

. . . Yet,much more important was the diplomatic work 

he did behind the scene, which helped him force Moscow’s 

hand on several occasions. When documents so far kept 

in archives are published, they will reveal many interesting 

things in this respect.39 

On 7 February 1920, “a political figure from the Soviet Ukraine” 

[unidentified because of the need for secrecy] called on a German 

diplomat in Berlin, and praised the Red Army for its strength, adding 

a warning on its aims in the next offensive: 

The army will soon start operations, not only in Russia, but 

also abroad, and the next objective is Poland . . . the main 
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campaign will start from Minsk. . . . The visitor was in 

no doubt, [the German report adds] as to the wisdom of the 

operation, since the Poles are no match for the Russians in 

manpower, arms, and army command. Moreover, agitation 

work has been going on in Poland for a month to rouse hos¬ 

tility to the present government. This operation is meeting 

with great success.40 

Toward the end of the visit, which was reported to Ago von 

Malzan, head of the Eastern European Department at the German 

Foreign Ministry, the Ukrainian diplomat asserted that “the fate of 

Poland [was] definitely sealed.” He also described the grand future 

Germany would have if she decided to throw in her lot with Russia. 

It would put an end to the treaty of Versailles, and the old German 

eastern frontier would be restored. Finally, the visitor encouraged the 

German government to send a delegate to Moscow and the Ukraine 

immediately, to establish contact with the Red Army about to enter 

Poland. The German report concluded: “The Ukrainian assured me 

again that a Russian attack could be depended on, and also that it 

would be successful.” 41 

The only comment made by Malzan was short but meaningful 

“Ja.” So, a successful advance by Soviet troops in Poland could have 

resulted in the country being partitioned between Germany and the 

first socialist country. It is obvious that Lenin, no less than Rakovski, 

thought that, when the Red Army came near the German border af¬ 

ter going through Poland, popular uprisings would bring about a 

revolution in Germany that would be given a “helping hand” by So¬ 

viet troops. Let us remember the first words uttered by Rakovski 

in January 1919, after he was appointed as head of the Ukrainian 

Provisional Government: 

The Soviet Ukraine is the strategic center of socialism. The 

creation of a revolutionary Ukraine means the start of a 

revolution in the Balkans, and it will allow the German pro¬ 

letariat to survive in spite of the risk of hunger and death it 

suffers at the hands of German imperialism.42 

Thus, Rakovski was carrying out his plan, one item after the 

other. To make it easier for Soviet troops to enter Poland, he used 

the only means he could, the Comintern. Toward the end of Octo¬ 

ber 1919, at a meeting of the Ukrainian Communist Party Central 

Committee’s Orgburo, chaired by Rakovski, it was decided to set up 

an organization bureau of ten Bolsheviks for the Communist party 

of Western Galicia and Bukovina. This is from the shorthand notes 

taken at the meeting: 
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The main task for the Orgburo [of Western Galicia and 

Bukovina] is to create a communist organization that could 

control and direct the revolutionary movement growing in 

those areas. The Orgburo is answerable for its actions to 

the Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist party 

as represented by the Western Front Bureau, which will send 

political and organizational directives to it. Since there are a 

number of Communists of Galician extraction in Tashkhent 

and some Siberian towns, an envoy from comrade Levcheko 

will be sent to Tashkhent to organize the return of our Gali¬ 

cian comrades to their native country. Moreover, letters 

must be sent to Party Committees, which will move all Gali¬ 

cian Communists to the Orgburo of the Ukrainian Commu¬ 

nist Party’s Central Committee, where they will be directed 

to their new posts. A sum of money of a hundred rubles will 

be paid to the Orgburo of Western Galicia and Bukovina.43 

The ground was well prepared for the invasion of Poland by So¬ 

viet troops.44 According to the Ukrainian diplomat mentioned above, 

the agitation work carried out on Polish territory was very satisfac¬ 

tory by February 1920. A few days later, a communist leader of 

Polish extraction, Joseph Unshlikht, received a top secret telegram 

from Moscow giving the same instructions: 

We know the Poles are going to attack. We are doing all 

we can to strengthen our defensive positions: we have to 

increase agitation in Poland as much as possible. We shall 

help you, if necesary, with men, money, and newsprint.45 

Throughout the spring months of 1920, Trotsky was, among Bol¬ 

shevik leaders, the one who put most emphasis on the urgent need for 

conducting an intense political campaign in Poland; he was the one 

who suggested “general mobilization among Polish Communists.”46 

The Polish Communist party was used by Moscow as the van¬ 

guard of the Red Army. A Central Committee of the revolutionary 

army was set up, specializing in political work among the soldiers of 

the Polish army, the way the TsK KP (b)U had asked the Orgburo 

to “work” on Polish peasants.47 The Comintern also sent a party 

of revolutionary agents to the front to infiltrate Polish lines. Their 

task was to “lower the Polish army’s morale through propaganda,” to 

publish a revolutionary newspaper (Dawn), and to cooperate with the 

Polish Communist party to organize strikes and sabotage actions and 

anything that could make a quick advance by Soviet troops easier.48 

The Russian leaders, foremost among them Lenin, were genuinely 

deceived into thinking that the communist propaganda was influenc- 
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ing Polish peasants and workers. Besides, they believed that Polish 

Communists were docile and would obey directives from Moscow. It 

is true that the First Congress of the Polish Communist party (cre¬ 

ated in the last days of 1918) had rejected the idea of an independent 

Polish state. “The Polish proletariat rejects such slogans as autonomy 

and self-determination.”49 Judging that a direct military intervention 

by the Red Army was imminent, in March 1920, the Polish Party had 

leaflets distributed, asserting that the support given by the Russian 

proletariat to the coming Polish revolution “would not be regarded 

as an invasion.”60 

However, the Bolsheviks were not the only ones to prepare for 

war, or to try and “forestall” it by a rapid and decisive offensive. The 

Polish government under Pilsudski dreamt of military conquests and 

territorial gains at the expense of the Ukraine. In the end, the Polish 

general was the first to attack, taking the Bolsheviks by surprise, so 

they could not resist even the first Polish offensive. On 28 April 1920, 

four days after the beginning of military operations, Rakovski had to 

recognize at an extraordinary meeting of the Kharkov Soviet that: 

Since we did not have enough resources to drive back the 

armies of Polish White Guards straight away, our troops 

had to abandon a number of important positions. . . . 

At the moment we are not in such danger as last year. We 

can revise our strategy and our military objectives. We still 

have the capacity to strike the final blow to drive the Polish 

White Guards armies back to the walls of Warsaw.61 

In July, the Soviet troops successfully resisted Pilsudski’s attack, 

but he had penetrated deep into Ukrainian territory and Polish troops 

had taken Kiev, on 7 May, only two months after the war began. The 

Russian troops went on the offensive, and drove the Poles back all 

along the front, after which they entered Poland. The impetus of the 

Red Army now seemed impossible to resist. Rakovski, who had been 

sent to Smilga as political commissar with Tukhachevski’s troops, 

wrote:52 

It is now almost three years since the era of revolutionary 

ward started. ... It is difficult to say when it will end. 

It will depend first of all on the revolutionary movement 

abroad. We can state, however, that so far the Soviet Fed¬ 

eration has succeeded, and the Red Army is our guarantee 

that we can, in the future, act as conquerors in a war that 

was imposed on us.53 

Thus, the Second Congress of the Communist international met 

in July 1920 under the auspicies of revolutionary armies marching 
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irresistibly through Europe. Zinoviev recalled later (at the Tenth 

Congress of the Russian Communist party in March 1921) that the 

delegates sitting opposite a huge map in the Palace of Congress “came 

to realize that the fate of the international proletarian revolution 

depended on each step forward taken by the Red Army.” 

Through Paul Levi, the Second Congress of the Communist In¬ 

ternational sent its best wishes to the German workers, encouraging 

them to come into the streets to carry out their revolution. The 

march through Poland seemed to be over by now, and the country 

had become a jumping board toward Germany.54 Paul Levi explained 

how, after bourgeois Poland had fallen, the real danger lay in the fact 

that the Allies could “make peace” with the German generals and 

capitalists; they could help them start an armed fight against the 

German propletariat and turn Germany into a base to attack Soviet 

Russia. So, time was ripe for German workers to put into practice 

the promises made a thousand times in mass demonstrations: go over 

to their Russian brothers and with them, fight for liberation.55 

In his speech to the all-Russian conference of the Polish Com¬ 

munist party (PCP [b]),56 in September 1920, Lenin declared: “The 

whole of Germany came near to boiling point when our forces were 

within reach of Warsaw.”57. The question was whether the leaders 

of the German Communist party would be capable of rousing the 

German proletariat and lead it into an assault against their masters. 

As for Rakovski, he was skeptical; this is why he violently attacked 

the “parliamentarian” independent German Social Democratic party 

at the Second International Congress on 30 July 1920. Christian be¬ 

lieved this attitude of the Social Democratic party was responsible 

for a full-scale proletarian revolution failing to occur in Germany in 

the past three years. In his speech, he wanted to prove that the Ger¬ 

mans had always refused to recognize their fundamental error in 1918, 

when an alliance between Bolshevik Germany and Russia would have 

ensured the final victory of revolutionary forces in Europe. 

In 1918, it was obvious to every revolutionary that Ger¬ 

many who had just rid herself of the yoke of William II, 

who had just lived through a proletarian revolution, this 

new Germany would join forces with Soviet Russian against 

the Allies. This is precisely what the Independents have re¬ 

fused to see so far, although they say that Germany was in 

a very critical situation at the time, besieged by death and 

famine. They say they had to join the government to save 

their country. Yet, they knew full well that the Socialists 

in a majority government would be the lackeys of bourgeois 

Germany and capitalist Allies. . . . Sometimes, the bour- 
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geois itself happens to be in a tight comer, so they turn to 

the working class and say “Let us share power.” It seems to 

me that, in this case, it is time for the revolutionary class 

and party to pin them with their backs to the wall and break 

them instead of cooperating with them.58 

In July 1920, the leaders of the independent Social Democratic 

party made the same mistake as in November 1918, remaining within 

the German government, so that Poland could not be crushed between 

the Russian and German forces; there was no rebellion in Germany, 

and the impetus of the Red Army broke against the walls of Warsaw, 

never to spread to Western Europe. The “walnut shell” could not be 

broken, because of the Polish people’s resistance. 

In his speech of 22 September 1920 to the Ninth Congress of 

the RCP (b), Lenin gave as one of the main factors in the Bolshevik 

defeat the fact that “we were unable to influence the working-class 

Polish proletariat, further than the Vistula and Warsaw.”59 Until 

early in August, the Bolsheviks had counted on the Polish proletariat 

going over to them. It did not happen, and Lenin admitted, in a 

conversation with Clara Zetkin in the winter of 1920, that they had 

not been able to turn the war between nationalities into a class war, 

a European civil war: 

The Polish peasants and petty bourgeois saw in the Red 

Army soldiers not brothers come to liberate them, but en¬ 

emies. . . . The Polish revolution we hoped for did not 

take place. Peasants and workers deceived by Pilsudski and 

Dashinski’s followers fought in defense of their class ene¬ 

mies, letting our brave Red Army soldiers starve, and laid 

ambushes to kill them.60 

If we try to understand the reasons why the Poles in the Ukraine, 

like the Bolsheviks in Poland, only managed to stay in control for a 

few weeks, we soon realize that neither the Poles nor the Ukrainians 

got any help from the popular masses of the country they had just 

invaded. The strength of patriotic feelings had not been taken into 

account. 

Their recent history and the traditional antagonism between 

Ukrainians and Poles made it impossible for either invader to pass 

as “brother and liberator.” They had both chosen to use armed force 

to prove their goodwill, and their methods, if not their aims, were too 

similar. On 23 April 1920 (five days before the Polish attack), Pil¬ 

sudski had signed an alliance with Petlyura, who became the ruler of 

a non-Soviet Ukraine under Polish influence.61 This alliance was no 

more successful in drawing popular support in the Ukraine than ne- 
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gotiations between Russian Bolsheviks and Polish Communists were 

in attracting the sympathy of the Polish people. 

As early as July 31, the Bolshevik leaders had set up a “Polish 

Provisional Revolutionary Government” in Moscow. As in the case 

of the Ukraine, they failed to take into account the bad impression a 

government imported from Russia would make on the Polish nation. 

On 11 August, Litvinov sent from Copenhagen the following message 

to Kamenev, who was in London at the time: 

I regard it as essential to sign a peace treaty, or at least 

an agreement with the present Polish government on pre¬ 

liminary conditions, before we occupy Warsaw and sovietize 

Poland. Setting up a Soviet government in Warsaw before 

our troops enter the city would be the ideal solution.62 

Felix Dzerzhinski (who was the head of the Soviet Cheka), Julian 

Marchlewski, Felix Kohn , and Josef Unschlikht had been appointed 

members of the Polish Soviet government by Lenin, and they set up 

soviets in Poland along the lines of the Red Army’s advance into the 

country. As Felix Kohn was to explain later to Louis Fischer, their 

greatest success had taken place in Byalistok, one of the major in¬ 

dustrial centers in Poland. Workers had mingled with Soviet troops, 

government services had begun to operate, a daily newspaper and nu¬ 

merous declarations were distributed, plans for expansion had been 

drawn.63 But, between Byalistok and Warsaw, the Red Army did not 

come across another industrial center, and the machine of the politi¬ 

cal administration had nothing to grind. By contrast, the Bolsheviks 

could only antogonize the rural population because of food requisi¬ 

tions for Soviet divisions separated from their bases by their rapid 

advance. They had no way of gaining the peasant’s goodwill, and 

they only offended Polish patriotism all around.64 

In this context, the circumstances of the invasion of Poland by 

Soviet troops could be compared to those in the Ukraine. There, 

the Bolsheviks had encountered the dual antagonism of the peasants’ 

attitude of independence and Ukrainian patriotism. Nevertheless, 

they did not lose the support of Russian workers in Kharkov and the 

main industrial centers. Let us now examine the relations between 

Soviet rulers and the Ukrainian rural population. 
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Chapter 7 

Christian Rakovski and the Sovietization of the 

Ukrainian Campaign (1919-1920) 

At the Eighth Conference of the RCP (b), in Moscow in December 

1919, Lenin accused Rakovski of having rushed through the program 

of sovietization of the Ukraine and of making the same mistake after 

his reinstatement, thereby losing peasant support. “As for the speech 

by Comrade Rakovski,” the Soviet leader said, “I must say that his 

assertion of soviet farms being the base on which to build communism 

is wrong. In no way can we approach the problem so. We must realize 

that only a very small amount of land can be distributed to soviet 

farms, otherwise the peasant masses will not support us, we need 

them.”1 

Rakovski admitted later that the Eighth Conference had been 

crucial in finally giving up the “erroneous” policy followed by his first 

government, and “arriving at the right formulation of a solution to 

the peasant problem.” This became a vital element for Bolshevik 

power, and gradual control of the countryside followed.2 

In December 1919, Rakovski was singled out as being the main 

culprit in the Bolshevik failure not only on the external front in try¬ 

ing to help the Hungarian revolutionary movement, but also in the 

Ukraine itself. The Ukrainian delegate, Yakovlev,3 blamed Christian 

for imposing “an arch-communist legislation, trying to be more com¬ 

munist than the communists, made worse by being applied in the 

wrong way so that the peasants, who had always been uncooperative, 

came to hate the Bolsheviks.”4 

Rakovski answered these harsh criticisms of his agricultural pol¬ 

icy with an argument of no small importance, if we want to under¬ 

stand this era: the mistakes made in the Ukraine arose not so much 

from the methods used, as from the spirit in which the country had 

been conquered. It meant “utter subjugation” and “complete ex¬ 

ploitation” to the benefit of the Russian revolutionary movement un¬ 

der the Bolsheviks. Christian declared in front of the delegates at the 

conference: “We went into the Ukraine at a time when Russia was 

going through a severe production crisis, and we sought to exploit the 

Ukraine as much as possible to relieve the crisis.” Such an approach 
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had made the Bolsheviks overlook the economic, political, and social 

features that gave the country its cohesion. We saw earlier how Lenin 

had appealed to Rakovski, before he left for the Ukraine, to do his 

utmost “to feed the starving North.” Enough wheat and sugar had 

to be sent to prevent workers in Petrograd and Moscow from dying 

of starvation, as they were the driving force behind the revolution 

and its most reliable instruments. To achieve this aim quickly, in 

conditions of civil war, trouble, and insecurity, Rakovski decided, in 

January 1919, to use methods of “war communism.” Factories and 

manpower were mobilized, the means of production and land were 

nationalized on the soviet lines. On January 25, he explained his 

plan to the Kharkov Soviet, as chairman of the Ukrainian Provisional 

Government: 

Part of the government’s plan is to mobilize and give arms 

to the Ukrainian worker and peasant population. ... As 

for agriculture, the government policy is to take over the 

main sectors of the economy and to give the laborers land 

belonging to absentee landlords.5 

Rakovski reckoned that sovietization in the Ukrainian country¬ 

side would be along three main lines: (l) a propaganda campaign to 

support the communes, and effective collectivization of agriculture; 

(2) setting up model soviet farms (sovkhozesJ, and (3) large land con¬ 

cessions for sugar factories. 

The application of these principles demanded support from the 

rural population, so far deeply hostile to the Bolsheviks. So the var¬ 

ious strata of the Ukrainian peasantry had to be set one against the 

other, to achieve conditions of class struggle between rich farmers 

(kulaks) and poor peasants (bednyaks). The official aim was to use 

bednyaks as revolutionary agents, militiamen, and grain collectors. 

To give them a sense of urgency and keep them under control, Soviet 

leaders set up Committees of Poor Peasants (komitety nezamozhnykh 

selyan). 

Trotsky wrote later that Rakovski had been the instigator of 

these committees.6 In fact, Lenin had thought of them as early as 

1918, but Rakovski was the first to have them on a large scale.7 It 

took over a year to make the system operational, and the statute of 

these committees was recognized officially after a declaration of the 

Ukrainian Provisional Government on 17 January 1919, followed by a 

decree approved by the CEC of the Ukrainian Communist party, on 

14 May. The committees were made up exclusively of poor peasants 

with no more than five desyatins of land, who did not employ paid 

labor and who had not been deprived of their voting rights by the 
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Soviet constitution. Their role was “to speed up the politicization of 

peasants, and systematically promote the socialist and revolutionary 

rule of peasants and workers all over the Ukraine.”8 

These committees were firmly established in 1920; they became 

veritable revolutionary militias and were to play a part in the Bol¬ 

shevik penetration of the Ukrainian countryside, in the setting-up of 

soviet farms and in the fight against kulaks and gangs of armed peas¬ 

ants. Rakovski wrote in 1921: “Committees of poor peasants made 

up platoons whose task was not only to prevent roving gangs entering 

villages, but also to chase them away and destroy them entirely,”9 

In the first four months in 1919, the Ukrainian countryside came 

under increased pressure; each peasant who owned more than ten 

desyatins was treated as a kulak, and his property was confiscated in 

the same way as that of large landowners.10 Moscow’s instructions 

were crystal clear: an administrative system had to be created in the 

Ukraine to guarantee “fifty million puds of grain before 1 June and as 

much coal as possible.”11 Lenin had no doubt that, without coal and 

grain from the Ukraine, the revolution would founder. “Lack of coal 

brings railways and factories to a standstill, lack of bread is exposing 

workers in cities and small towns with no agriculture to widespread 

famine.”12 

On 1 February 1919, Pravda printed an editorial under the head¬ 

line “Coal and Bread.” 

Soviet Russia is in the throes of famine, but the troops of the 

Ukrainian Soviet have occupied the whole of the left bank of 

the Ukraine, where a faithful supporter of the international 

proletariat is in charge and acts in the best interest of Soviet 

Russia. . . . Now they [the Ukrainians] give us wheat, sugar, 

and raw materials. Since every piece of bread, every lump of 

sugar is priceless, we must urgently find transport for what 

our Ukrainian brothers give us.13 

If one takes into account the resistance to more requisitions, 

after the levies made by the Germans and Skoropadsky’s govern¬ 

ment throughout 1918, Rakovski scored an impressive success. What 

levies amounted to 800,000 puds only (instead of the 50 million de¬ 

manded,) but the global exports to Moscow from January to June 

1919 amounted to 1,766,505 puds. This sum includes 109,373 puds of 

meat; 48,417 puds of pork fat; 97,498 puds of meat-based foodstuffs; 

11,517 puds of fish; 7,599 puds of butter; and 29,739 eggs.14 However, 

resentment among peasants rose less from requisitions than from the 

collectivization of agriculture; the former were unpopular with kulaks 

but the latter antoganized srednyaks smallholders. Let us now see the 
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results of the collectivization drive. 

Rakovski’s administration had to deal with setting up communes 

and sovkhozes on land that had been confiscated. This policy had 

been outlined at the Third Congress of the Ukrainian Communist 

party in March 1919, when the Red Army was occupying most of the 

Ukrainian territory. 

The main effort to enact our agricultural policy must be the 

transition between individual farming and collective farm¬ 

ing. Soviet farms, communes, and collectives are the surest 

ways to achieve socialism in agriculture. So individual farm¬ 

ing must be regarded as a temporary phenomenon, on the 

way out. Land that was confiscated must be used for so¬ 

cialist, collective farming mainly, and if there is anything to 

spare it can be given to private farmers.15 

Between the spring and the summer of 1919, over a million desy- 

atins of land was turned into sovkhozes: nearly 800,000 desyatins, 

producing sugar beets in the past, were nationalized by the People’s 

Commissariat for the economy. However, these decrees were not ap¬ 

plied because of growing opposition to Soviet power among Ukrainian 

peasants. 

In 1919, the Ukrainian kulaks got the better of Soviet rule in 

rural areas; redistribution of land was impossible, and Rakovski drew 

the following conclusion from the experience: “We have to destroy 

the dictatorship of armed kulaks.” He went on: 

In the Ukraine, we have been unable to liquidate landowners 

whose land was seized to give it to peasants with only a small 

plot or nothing at all. We gave some of that land to peasants, 

but only in theory. A comrade reported that, in the Poltava 

region, he even saw a landowner strutting about his village 

holding a red umbrella. . . . The peasants never got near 

the land that had been given to them, they were too afraid. 

In one village, I once met an old peasant who explained this 

with much commmon sense: “Why should I take this land? 

Let me tell you what happened to me: last year I took some 

cattle from the nearby estate of a general; I duly paid for it, 

then the haydamiki arrived. . . . they took the cattle from 

me, and, of course, did not return the money. . . .”16 

By December, Rakovski was convinced that an agricultural pol¬ 

icy of land redistribution could not work without a really powerful 

Soviet government, which would split the rural population into classes 

by gaining support among the underprivileged. It turned out that, 

in 1919, general insecurity and unfavorable circumstances made it 
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impossible to set up sovkhozes, so poor peasants soon felt deeply dis¬ 

appointed. One of them complained to Yakolev: 

In the past, I had no land, but I had a small house; now, 

under Soviet rule, I have no land either. . . . Nearby, 

there is a large estate, but it is occupied by one of their 

committees, which stays there like a dog in its kennel; they 

don’t eat, but they don’t produce food either. There is no 

control, no authority. ... So, such sovkhozes, they can 

keep them. ... 17 

On 19 November, Sergo Ordzhonikidze, who was in the Ukraine 

at the time, wrote to Lenin and emphasized how important it was to 

improve relations between Soviet leaders and Ukrainian peasants if 

the revolution was to survive: 

I am utterly convinced that our policy of using force to bring 

peasants together into communes does not make sense and 

leads to disaster. This time, we must all, at all cost, find a 

common language with the Ukrainian peasant.18 

This letter is an example of the renewed interest of the Bolshe¬ 

viks in the Ukrainian peasantry and its specific character after their 

military defeat in the summer of 1919. As Manuilski pointed out, 

while the Ukrainian muzhik had fought with the Bolsheviks in 1918, 

he turned against them in 1919. “We were not beaten on the military 

or strategic level; we were beaten because the entire muzhik front rose 

against us during the summer.”19 

The Bolsheviks came to consider the Ukrainian peasant as to¬ 

tally different from the Russian muzhik. In two years of civil war, a 

large number had been uprooted from their villages and turned into 

a floating population ready to join militiamen, haydamaki, and other 

bands of armed peasants who were roaming the countryside in those 

days. Rakovski wrote later that “in large sections of the population, 

this state halfway between a militia and a gang of highwaymen had 

become the only means of survival.”20 Conditions of permanent chaos 

and lawlessness had been grafted onto Cossack traditions.21 Yakovlev 

wrote in 1919: 

Individualistic tendancies and an inclination to anarchy have 

suddenly taken the upper hand in Ukrainian peasant society. 

. . . They live on their own ground, in their villages, in 

complete autarchy and can easily do without the cities for 

all practical purposes. Yet, although they do not need them, 

cities can be a lot of trouble. Dozens of separate rulers 

have descended on peasants, each with new requirements, 

each stealing wheat from them. So it is hardly surprising 
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that anarchism should appeal to the population, whether 

the Makhno variety or the kind held by other anti-Soviet 

gang leaders. . . ,22 

A sharp turnout occurred at the Eighth Conference of the RCP 

(b) as to the way of dealing with Ukrainian peasants; since they had 

not been subjugated, they had to be cajoled into cooperation. A few 

years later, this change of policy was described thus in official Party 

circles: 

After paying too little attention to the psychological atti¬ 

tudes of the large Ukrainian peasant population, the Soviet 

rulers learnt from their mistakes. Through their new agricul¬ 

tural policy and specific measures intended to benefit poor 

peasants . . . they fostered good realtions between urban 

laboring classes and rural ones.23 

The first to draw his conclusions from the failure was Lenin, and 

he forced the Party to vote a new agricultural law for the Ukraine. 

He wanted to accommodate smallholders (srednyaks), who made up 

a social stratum different from the kulaks. By 1919, any peasant who 

owned over ten desyatins of land had been called a kulak, and his 

land had been taken from him. This had to come to an end; also, 

the number of sovkhozes and communes had to be reduced. Exces¬ 

sive sovietization had to be avoided as a basis for agricultural policy 

in the Ukraine. Rakovski accepted this “strategic withdrawal” and, 

like Manuilsky, undertook to prepare a new law for agriculture “un¬ 

der immediate supervision from Ilich” in Moscow.24 When they had 

both completed their plans, Lenin chose Rakovski’s. The substance 

was the same in both projects but they were different in their form. 

Rakovski presented his as a law, while the other was a mere declara¬ 

tion. Lenin thought it wrong to issue decrees rather than laws; from 

the psychological point of view, the latter had a much greater impact 

on peasants, according to him. 

The law was sanctioned by the All-Ukrainian Revolutionary Com¬ 

mittee on 5 February 1920. All the land previously belonging to large 

landowners, or the crown, or monasteries went to landless or small 

peasants; those were also given all unoccupied land. While the law 

was very generous to bednyaks and srednyaks, it was extremely harsh 

on the kulaks, as “all landlords not exploiting their land themselves, 

and those who rent it out” were going to be expropriated immedi¬ 

ately. The redistribution of land and agricultural equipment would 

become effective within a month.25 

As a result of the new law, small peasants and poor peasants 

received 15.5 million desyatins, 1.5 desyatins of which came from 
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sovkhozes. Smallholders were further protected by an additional law 

issued at the same time: “Soviet authorities will not adhere always 

to a strict application of the principle of distribution of land; some 

exceptions will be made to avoid harming the middle peasantry.” 

By 1920, the number of sovkhozes fell by half and the acreage by 

about a quarter. They remained as experiments or model forms, but 

nevertheless, as Skrypnyk wrote in 1920, “In spite of adverse politi¬ 

cal circumstances, collectivization was carried out at a greater pace 

in the Ukraine than in Russia.”27 He added that, in the twenty-five 

Russian provinces, there were only 500 communes in 1920, while in 

the nine Ukrainian provinces, over six months, 497 communes and 

agricultural cooperatives (artels) had been set up. Skrypnyk sup¬ 

ported Rakovski in this policy of rural sovietization; but, even if the 

Ukraine in 1920 was ahead of Russian in this respect, statistics show 

how much damage the new law inflicted on the program.28 

Up to the end of 1920, the Bolsheviks were generally accused of 

failing to assert their power anywhere but “in cities and along railway 

lines.” Rakovski contested this in 1921: “Soviet power has put down 

strong roots in Ukrainian villages.”29 He used as a proof the fact that, 

even in right-bank territories, where hetmans and haydamaki were 

still strong, on and off, 80 to 90 percent of the taxes had been collected 

in 1921. “Without support from the local peasants,” Rakovski said, 

“we would never have achieved such a result.”30 

Yet, in the first half of 1921, there were still hundreds of gangs of 

armed peasants present in several provinces; in the areas of Kiev and 

Podolsk on the right bank, and in the provinces of Poltava, Alexan- 

drovsk, and the Donets on the left bank. According to Rakovski, some 

of these gangs were acting under the authority of Petlyura’s émigré 

staff; some others were anarchists supporting Makhno and his follow¬ 

ers; finally a third group was made up of uprooted peasants. Only 

in 1921 were these gangs wiped out, when scores of atamans closely 

connected with Petlyura, Grigoriev, and Tyutyunik, surrendered to 

the Bolsheviks with their men and weapons. Later, Makhno himself, 

with only sixty to seventy men, escaped to Romania. 

Rakovski gave several factors as an explanation for the end of 

bandit rule in the Ukraine: first there was a general yearning for 

peace after long years of war and insecurity. It also seemed to small¬ 

holders and poor peasants that Soviet rule was the lesser evil after 

the application of the 5 February land reform. Peteyura, one of the 

leaders who might have won power in the Ukraine, was under Pol¬ 

ish influence, which was an abomination; Denikin and Wrangel were 

on the side of large landowners and of “Russia one and indivisible;” 

last, the rule by hetmans and anarchists could only be short-lived 
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and meant constant internecine struggle. The Bolshevik government 

was the only one to show some kind of stability, and militarily it 

had proved strongest. In 1921, the Soviet high command had been 

relieved from pressure on two main fronts: in the south and in the 

Crimea where it faced Wrangel; and in the west on the Polish front. 

Military leaders succeeded in attracting a number of followers and in 

defeating the others by using their tactics: guerilla warfare. Finally, 

the Soviet government committed all its administrative and judiciary 

services, as well as the apparatus of the Communist party, to the 

repression of lawlessness. 

In September 1920, a “decree issued by the chairman of 

the Ukrainian People’s Commissars, a member of the Revolutionary 

Military Council for the Southwest Front, Comrade Rakovski,” was 

published in the official newspaper, Kommunist.31 

It declared the following: 

1. Any gang leader or member of a gang are outlawed. Any outlaw 

taken prisoner will be shot on the spot as an enemy of the worker 

and peasant government. 

2. The outlaw’s close relatives will be taken hostages and sent to 

concentration camps. The property of the outlaw and his close 

relatives will be confiscated and given to local poor peasants. 

3. Villages supporting bandits by supplying them, either with ve¬ 

hicles, horses, or volunteers, will be isolated by military means 

and punished. Sentences will be the following: 

a. levies in kind; 

b. levies in cash; 

c. the land of rich peasants confiscated; 

d. villages shelled and razed to the ground. 

Note a.The brunt of reprisals will be bora by rich peasants. 

Note b.It will not be accepted as an excuse that villages were 

forced to contribute volunteers or foodstuff.32 

The law sounded worse than it actually was, and Rakovski took 

care to combine repression and lenience. However, the decree was 

altered somewhat to allow more room to impress the population. In¬ 

stead of shooting “bandits” on the spot, they were to be tried pub¬ 

licly before execution. So, in August 1922, several trials took place 

and caused quite a stir. Forty-eight people belonging to the “right- 

bank Rada” were arrested and accused of counterrevolutionary action, 

along with the Polish army and Petlyura’s general staff. The Rada 

had operated in Podolia, Volhynia, and Odessa provinces.33 Its mem¬ 

bers were all sentenced to death and executed immediately. Almost 

at the same time, eighty-eight people who belonged to another or¬ 

ganization known as “District of the Eighth insurrection” were tried 
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in Kiev by the revolutionary tribunal and condemned to death. Like 

the right-bank Cossack Rada, this group was supposed to have close 

connections with the Polish army, with Petlyura, and a splinter of 

Tyutyunik’s movement. It was also accused of conducting counter¬ 

revolutionary agitation in the Red Army and in the population and 

preparing insurrection against the Bolshevik government. Finally, a 

mass trial took place in Elizavetgrad in the summer of 1922; seventy- 

five people were also accused of plotting with Petlyura and conspiring 

against the Soviets. They were mercilessly punished.34 

Public, economic, and social order was gradually restored, either 

by political moves or by force. The Bolsheviks used the same tactics 

with regard to the other obstacle blocking their way into the Ukraine, 

and preventing the establishment of a Soviet regime and patriotism. 
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Chapter 8 

The Bolsheviks and the Ukrainian National Question 
(1919) 

In an open letter Lenin sent to Boris Suvarin in the latter half of 1916, 

he explained his views on wars of national liberation.1 

I am not in the least opposed to wars waged for the de¬ 

fense of democracy or against national oppression, and I am 

not afraid of words such as “defense of the motherland,” 

when used about this kind of war or insurrection. ... It 

would be equally nonsensical to deny the legitimacy of wars 

conducted by oppressed nations against their masters, wars 

which could break out at present, the Irish revolt against 

England, for example, Morocco against France, the Ukraine 

against Russia, etc. . . .2 

Although Lenin had always been aware of the right of peoples 

to national self-determination or, as we can see, the right of peo¬ 

ples to wage an armed struggle for independence, many Bolsheviks 

were scornful of these “outmoded” principles. So at the Seventh 

All-Russian Conference, from 24 to 29 April (2 to 12 May) 1917, 

in Petrograd, a motion was proposed by seven votes against two. It 

proclaimed that the question of nationalities could only be solved 

by means of a socialist revolution, “Down with Frontiers” being the 

motto. The solution of “breaking up large groupings of states into 

small national states” was rejected, and the motion ended with an 

assertion of the right to national self-determination being “only a 

sentence devoid of precise content.”3 

Rosa Luxemburg shared this point of view, going so far as to 

describe the Ukrainian national movement, in the autumn of 1918, 

as “a ridiculous farce set up by a few university professors and stu¬ 

dents,” which had been “artifically inflated into a political factor” 

by “Lenin and company” because of their doctrinaire agitation for 

self-determination.4 In Russia, G. L. Pyatakov represented the same 

“leftist” tendencies, and when he became, for a short while in 1918, 

the head of Soviet Ukraine, self-determination was ruled out as “coun¬ 

terrevolutionary.” Defending the proletariat as opposed to the nation, 

Pyatakov called on all workers’ movements in every Russian nation 
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to come under the central control of the Communist Internationale. 

However, as we know, one of the main consequences of the 1917 

revolutions was to strengthen the national aspirations of the border 

countries, above all Finland, Poland, and the Ukraine. In Decem¬ 

ber 1917, Trotsky declared: “The Ukrainian masses must know that 

Soviet rule would not be opposed to Ukrainian soviets in their strug¬ 

gle against bourgeois politics.”6 Trotsky saw the question of self- 

determination as one of minor importance. “While we recognize the 

right to national self-determination, we take care to explain to the 

masses its limited meaning, and we never attach more importance to 

it than to the interest of proletarian revolution.” 7 

Lenin’s position contrasted sharply with that of Trotsky: he 

thought national movements to be vitally important, because they 

could often be used as levers in a revolution. The problem was how 

to control them, and make use of “the best elements among national¬ 

ists.” We saw earlier how Lenin had decided to merge the borot’bist 

party with the Ukrainian Communist party early in 1920. A few 

months before that, in December 1919, Lenin had written in a “Let¬ 

ter to Ukrainian Workers and Peasants” that: 

It goes without saying, that we fully recognize that the 

Ukrainian workers and peasants alone, in their own All- 

Ukrainian Soviet Congress, can decide whether or not the 

Ukraine must unite with Russia or remain as a separate inde¬ 

pendent republic, and, if so, decide what kind of federation 

must exist between that republic and Russia.8 

In the Soviet Union as he imagined it, Lenin wanted “to promote 

fully real trust between the laboring masses of various countries and 

various nations.”9 This generous concept would come to the fore at 

the time of the Georgian affair in 1922, or rather when Lenin took a 

fresh look at the problem after falling ill and after Stalin had started 

to take over.10 On the other hand, Lenin had always emphasized the 

strength of capitalist society and its remarkable organization. Under 

such circumstances, only “an international alliance of workers, an 

international brotherhood” could break it. They had to unite the 

proletariat in all countries into a voluntary union—“A union that 

cannot allow any coercion by one nation over another, a union based 

on absolute trust, on the full acknowledgement of brotherly unity, on 

a completely voluntary agreement.” 11 

In 1918, Rakovski was closer even to Trotsky’s position than to 

Lenin’s; his personal experience of national questions in the Balkans, 

had shown to him how many ills can result from narrow and fanatic 

nationalism. As a Socialist, he was strongly in favor of the principle of 
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a federation of the Balkan countries, a principle he had always upheld 

in his publications.12 If he had become a member of the Bolshevik 

party in November 1917, and had been made welcome in it, it was 

mainly because these revolutionaries saw his internationalist spirit 

and universal ambitions as the mainspring of socialism. However, 

since the Bolshevik party at the head of the revolutionary movement 

was essentially Russian, Rakovski had to bear in mind the words W. 

Liebknecht wrote to him in 1896, “You must at all cost avoid this 

danger: acting in the interest of socialism, try not to work in the 

interest of Russia alone.”13 

In principle, Rakovski regarded internationalism as an essential 

part of the proletarian state, just as nationalism was part of the bour¬ 

geois state and of all previous states. In 1920, he wrote these words 

in an article: 

The general characteristic of all previous forms of govern¬ 

ment was isolation and lack of openness, whether in aris¬ 

tocratic or democratic governments, absolute monarchies or 

constitutional ones, republics, etc. . . . Nationalism is the 

ideology of the bourgeois state.14 

He further showed how nationalism was part and parcel of the 

bourgeois state, because of the economic basis of the capitalist sys¬ 

tem. The bourgeois state rested on the principle of private property 

in land and production means each proprietor aiming at increasing 

his share. Since competition opposes owners and capitalists, eco¬ 

nomic and territorial rivalries turn bourgeois states into “competing 

organizations.” He concluded from these premises that “we can then 

witness the absorption of the weaker states, or at best their total sub¬ 

jugation to the stronger states. Bourgeois étatism is most visible in 

these isolated, national states fighting one another.” 15 

In contrast, the proletarian system, in refusing private property 

in the means of production, refuses also private property on the ter¬ 

ritory of the state itself. Thus, the major principle of the socialist 

state is the interest of the working class as a whole, not of private 

individuals. It follows that “the borders between socialist states are 

no longer political, but become ordinary administrative limits.” By 

its very nature, the socialist state requires production to be “orga¬ 

nized and nationalized, keeping to an overall plan that encompasses 

the whole state, and on an international as well as a national scale.”16 

Rakovski, at this point, stressed that bourgeois governments were 

bound to close ranks in the face of common danger. In fact, when 

Lenin seized power in October 1917, the principles of the Bolshe¬ 

vik revolution were seen as a challenge to the bourgeois governments 
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of Western Europe, a challenge of the “Roman heritage,”17 to the 

West,”18 and to “the sacred rights of democracy.” Against this “bour¬ 

geois internationalism,” it became imperative to form a common front 

of all the forces in favor of revolution, if only for security.19 Rakovski 

wrote in an article entitled “Soviet Russia and Soviet Ukraine”: 

The trend of the socialist revolution is toward political and 

economic centralization, under the temporary guise of an in¬ 

ternational federation. Of course, this federation cannot be 

made at the stroke of a pen, but it will result from a process 

of uncertain duration that will abolish particularism, provin¬ 

cialism, and bourgeois prejudices, as well as democratic and 

national ones.20 

When he was appointed as head of the Provisional Ukrainian 

Government in January 1919, Rakovski asked Lenin a far-reaching 

question: Whether the fact that he was not Ukrainian in origin would 

make his task more difficult? The answer came humorously: “Could 

he not unearth a Ukrainian grandmother among his ancestors to es¬ 

tablish his legitimacy?”21 Christian also wrote later that “ethnic dif¬ 

ferences between Russians and Ukrainians are in themselves immate¬ 

rial, ... it is more relevant to observe that Ukrainian peasants do 

not have what is usually termed national consciousness.” 22 

It seemed to him that, in the Ukraine, any feeling of nationality 

had emerged late in comparison to Poland or Finland.23 So, he came 

to the conclusion that the Ukrainian national movement was “an in¬ 

vention of the authors of the Third Universal,” and nothing more 

than a ploy for the Ukrainian intelligentsia to seize power. He went 

even further in his disbelief, since he did not recognize the Ukraine 

as a nation. It was only the area encompassed by the borders of nine 

provinces.24 

As we can see, in 1919, the Ukrainian national movement was a 

useful device, in his opinion, for reactionary elements: this feeling was 

“forced on the masses” by the intelligentsia and became all the more 

dangerous to the revolution because, “at the moment, the national 

consciousness of the Ukrainian masses stands in the way of their so¬ 

cial or class consciousness. In the Ukraine, as throughout Russia and 

most European countries, the struggle has changed from one between 

nations to class struggle.”25 Let us point out that Rakovski’s posi¬ 

tion on the subject of self-determination for national minorities was 

very close to Stalin’s. The latter stated that bourgeois governments 

were only trying to “dress up in national costume the struggle of the 

laboring classes against their rulers.”26 He concluded: “It all goes to 

show that the principle of self-determination does not apply to the 
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bourgeois class but to labor. It must be a weapon in the fight for 

socialism and used to serve its interest.”27 

In 1919, Rakovski saw a close connection between the national 

liberation movement in the Ukraine and foreign intervention. He 

thought the nationalists would not have a chance to win without out¬ 

side support from powers who would benefit from a split between the 

Ukraine and Russia, since it would weaken the latter as a great Euro¬ 

pean power and stop the revolutionary movement from spreading. As 

a matter of fact, the Ukrainian nationalists had to appeal, in turn, 

to the Austrians and the Germans in 1918, to the French in 1919, 

and finally the Poles in 1920. When French troops were landing in 

Odessa, in January 1919, Rakovski declares: 

The Allies are, in reality, only carrying out a policy that 

aims at splitting and balkanizing Russia; they support the 

creation of several states that would be based on the princi¬ 

ple of national self-determination, and would lead to endless 

international wars.28 

A month later, he showed how full autonomy could only be found 

in sovietization, “the principle of Soviet policy is workers’ and peas¬ 

ants’ self-determination.” that is to say, the need to join the revolu¬ 

tionary movement. On 3 February 1919, Christian ended a speech in 

Kharkov with these words: “We recognize the right of every nation¬ 

ality and territorial unit to form its own government, but essentially, 

Soviet power is international.”29 

Rakovski, at the time, aimed at world revolution, and complete 

sovietization in the Ukraine in the near future. Peasant resistance had 

been one of the main factors in the Bolshevik failure in the country, 

and the policy change that took place in December 1919 was necessary 

to avoid antagonizing the whole Ukrainian population. 

Just as Rakovski had to slow down the sovietization of 

the Ukrainian countryside after the military defeat suffered by 

the Bolsheviks in the summer of 1919, so now was he compelled to 

look more closely into the characteristics of the Ukrainian national 

movement. The problem was not to repeat the mistake of an open 

conflict with such a considerable force and to try to reduce it forcibly. 

He told the Eighth Conference of the RCP (b): 

We must be more careful in the press when we refer to 

the Ukraine. Last year, when it was reported to VTsIK 

Izvestiya that Comrade Petrovski, the appointed chairman 

of the Ukrainian TsIK, had just arrived in Kiev, this did 

not help to create favorable conditions for dealing with the 

Ukraine. Likewise, when we state in newspapers to the front 
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and in other newspapers that the Ukraine is ours, Kiev is 

ours, etc. That, comrades, prevents us from building up the 

right conditions for a constructive approach. Kiev is a So¬ 

viet city, yes, but we must try at all cost to avoid anything 

that sounds imperialistic. . . . 

It is imperative to take the national factor into account, 

to do so until it dies down by itself, until we have completed 

the process of splitting the various rural classes, and until 

the growth of production has brought about new conditions, 

and who can tell how long this will take.30 

Lenin was quick to emphasize that, in building the first prole¬ 

tarian federation on the ruins of the tsarist empire, a serious danger 

had to be avoided—Russian chauvinism. Thanks to a combination of 

historical circumstances, Russia had become “the guide and guardian 

of the international proletariat in its struggle against international 

imperialism.”31 This predominance would be a constant threat to 

the true principles of socialism. 

In his analysis of national movements inside the Soviet Republic, 

Zatonski declared to the Tenth Congress of the RCR (b), in March 

1921: 

The fact that Russia was the first country to follow the road 

of proletarian revolution, after being a mere colony of West¬ 

ern Europe, she became the center of a movement for world 

liberation, this fact fills with pride the hearts of all those who 

are committed to the Russian revolution and is the source 

of this extraordinary Russian Red patriotism.32 

In the interval between the Russian revolution and the defeat of 

Germany in the following year, the relations of Soviet Russia with the 

border countries had not been settled; at a time when the threat of 

foreign invasion had receded, cooperation between peoples was still 

vague and without rules.33 However, the Bolsheviks were soon guilty 

of Russian nationalism; most of them cared less for a real Soviet 

federation than a federation that would be “one and indivisible.”34 

As we saw earlier, in the beginning, the first socialist state had to do 

its utmost to keep together all the revolutionary forces. 

The constitution of the Ukrainian Socialist Soviet Republic was 

adopted at the Third Congress of Ukrainian Soviets (March 1919). 

For the first time, a close economic and military alliance between 

Russia and Soviet Ukraine was officially established. The new re¬ 

public declared itself “in full solidarity with the other existing Soviet 

republics: it decided to form the closest political union with them 

to continue the fight until the victory of world communism, and to 
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cooperate fully on all questions of communist organization, which is 

only possible on an international scale.”35 

Yet, maybe because of ambitions of his own, which were visible 

when he tried to help Soviet Hungary by attacking Romania, Rakovski 

started showing signs of independence at the end of March 1919.30 

The Bolsheviks had regained most of the Ukraine, and Rakovski de¬ 

clared that “until the Ukraine has an army of her own, she has to 

rely on the support and experience of the Russian comrades.”37 

A few months later, the Bolsheviks were forced to leave the 

Ukraine, and these gestures of independence came to nothing; in 

June 1919, the RCP (b) Central Committee decided to merge the 

commissariats for war and for labor of the ex-Ukrainian Republic. 

Rakovski’s government was, at the time, following in the footsteps of 

the Red Army, and only when the latter regained possession of the 

Ukraine, late in 1919, was it possible to reorganize the administration 

of the republic. 

Relations between the Ukraine and Russia became clearer in 

December 1920, when an important Military and Economic Union 

Treaty was signed for the RSFSR by Lenin and Chicherin and for 

the Ukrainian SSR by Rakovski. The purpose of this agreement was 

to ensure that, in the future, the actions of both republics would 

be “conditioned by the common interest of workers and peasants.”38 

The emphasis put on the basic identity of the Russian and Ukrainian 

peoples’ revolutionary interest did not leave much room for indepen¬ 

dence. Yet, Lenin could not help adding a sentence on the principle 

of self-determination for the Soviet Ukraine, to disculpate himself of 

any accusation of Russian imperialism. “The fact that its territory 

was in the past part of the Russian Empire is in no way binding for 

the Ukrainian Soviet Republic.”39 

According to the treaty, both governments agreed on joining their 

commissariats for Military and Naval Affairs, External Trade, Fi¬ 

nance, Communications, and Post and Telegraph.40 Lenin made the 

operation look like the result of proletarian solidarity, but one must 

point out that he allowed the Ukraine to have her own Commissariat 

for Foreign Affairs. Rather, the commissariat, created by a decree of 

the Ukrainian Central Committee on 16 March 1920, was not amal¬ 

gamated with its Russian equivalent by the Union Treaty signed in 

December. We shall have to find out the reasons for it, and, above 

all, the consequences it had for relations between the Ukrainian Soviet 

Republic and the outside world. 
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Chapter 9 

The Foreign Policy of the Soviet Ukraine (1919—1923) 

and Its Domestic Implications 

The myth of Ukrainian diplomacy concerns the years 1919-1920, and 

can be explained with a few examples, showing the “defensive” and 

“offensive” reasons behind the Russian Soviet government’s choice. 

Later, it will appear that the “myth” became “reality,” mostly at the 

hands of Rakovski. 

In a study of the legal aspects of an independent foreign policy 

by the two governments the Ukrainian historian, M. Reichel remarked 

in 1925: 

The RSFSR and the Ukrainian Soviet Republic were never 

one state as regards international relations. Their foreign 

affairs commissariats were wholly apart as organizations; 

they only consulted each other and coordinated their ac¬ 

tions. Their diplomatic representatives abroad, if they had 

any, were also distinct and each acted on behalf of his re¬ 

public. In the more sensitive places, such as Genoa and 

Lausanne, joint delegations were formally set up; yet, from 

the legal point of view, special agreements between the two 

republics were made, before a joint action was taken. The 

delegates’ mandates were also issued separately.1 

Although Ukrainian diplomacy seems to have enjoyed a measure 

of independence, the reasons for this remain unexplained here. 

One motive that Lenin must have had in allowing the Ukrainian 

government some independence in foreign policy was “defensive.” For 

the Kharkov government to be officially recognized, the Ukraine had 

to appear reasonably independent on the international stage. The 

Ukrainian SSR was presented as a legal international body in oppo¬ 

sition to the Ukrainian govemments-in-exile, which were recognized 

internationally at the time, and had even some hope of returning to 

the Ukraine. Here are two examples of how the concept of an inde¬ 

pendent Ukraine was put to good use. At the time of the civil war, 

Rakovski sent a large number of protest notes to the various Allied 

governments. In March 1919, he accused the French foreign minister 

of not answering him directly, which showed aggressive dispositions: 
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M. Pichon gives no direct answer to the Ukrainian govern¬ 

ment and makes no proposal. If his ignoring the Soviet 

Ukrainian government is intentional, we can only explain it 

in this way: the French government acknowledges the right 

of the Russian Soviet government to represent all the So¬ 

viet Republics, regardless of their nationality. ... If 

this intentional action means that France only recognizes 

the Directory government, which was left with hardly any 

territory, and survived only by fleeing, then the French gov¬ 

ernment will prevent peaceful relations between the Ukraine 

and France being reestablished, without lessening the au¬ 

thority of the Ukrainian Soviets in the slightest.2 

One month earlier, Rakovski had already used the “bourgeois” 

concept of national self-determination to prove that the invasion of 

the Ukraine by French troops was “patently in contradiction with the 

principles advocated by President Wilson on the right of peoples to 

decide a future for themselves.” On 26 February, he sent another note 

to the French foreign minister, expressing the Soviet Ukrainian wish 

“to conclude a peace treaty with all governments, but on condition 

that the French government stops regarding the Ukraine as a future 

colony for French capital, as another Madagascar, another Morocco, 

another Indochina.” His message ended with these words, expressing 

both the Bolshevik meaning of self-determination and the purpose 

of Ukrainian diplomacy at the time: “Any agreement that would 

not take into account the full independence of the Ukrainian Soviet 

Republic is doomed to failure.”3 Rakovski here used the concept of 

freedom in relations between the Ukraine and bourgeois governments; 

but, when it came to relations between the Ukraine and Soviet Russia, 

he referred to the rule of necessity. 

The Bolsheviks also knew how to make use of the independence 

of Ukrainian diplomacy in an “aggressive” way; a typical example is 

the ending of the Soviet-Polish war in the summer of 1920. In mid- 

August, when the first peace negotiations between Russians and Poles 

were taking place in Minsk, the Russian Delegation asked the Polish 

government to give full powers to their representatives to allow them 

to negotiate with Soviet Ukraine as well. To gain a few more days, 

when Soviet troops were still advancing toward Warsaw, on 16 Au¬ 

gust, Chicherin sent a telegram to the head of the Soviet delegation, 

Danishevski. He remarked that the Ukrainian representatiaves were 

the “delegation of the independent Ukrainian Soviet Republic, which 

is not part of the Russian Republic.”4 Before entering talks with the 

Russian and Ukrainian delegations, the Polish delegates had to show 

a special mandate signed by their government. This was a diplo- 
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matic success in itself, since the Poles were driven to acknowledge 

an independent Soviet Ukraine, officially distancing themselves from 

their erstwhile ally, Simon Petlyura. Finally, the two representatives 

of the Ukrainian Soviet government, E. Kviring and Y. Kotsyubyn- 

sky, signed the Treaty of Riga on 18 March 1921, together with the 

Russian representatiave, A. A. Joffe. 

Within a year, Rakovski tried to assert the independence of his 

government’s diplomacy and to promote the Soviet Ukrainian Repub¬ 

lic as an international influence. 

From 1920 to 1923, the Ukrainian Republic signed several official 

treaties with Germany, Austria, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Italy, and 

Lithuania. Yet, these only reflected relations between Soviet Russia 

and Western Europe, as well as the beginning of political, diplomatic, 

and economic confrontation between the two blocs. The history of 

these official treaties has been written about at length; they are the 

external evidence of a profound hidden change.5 

The official line of Ukrainian diplomacy was accurately described 

by V. I. Yakovlev, Deputy Commissar for Foreign Affairs of the 

Ukrainian Republic, in an interview in Izvestiya in August 1922: 

As regards foreign policy, the Ukrain must have the same 

concerns as Russia, since it is, like the Ukraine, a proletarian 

state. Russia’s heroic struggle agains the imperalists, car¬ 

ried out with the Ukraine’s full cooperation on every front, 

internal or external, is now changing into a diplomatic front, 

in the same close alliance. The Ukraine has an independent 

foreign policy, where her specific interests are concerned. 

But in matters of political and economic interests, common 

to all other republics, the Russian and Ukrainian commis¬ 

sariats for foreign affairs work as a joint federal body.6 

It is remarkable that, two years earlier, the same Yakovlev had 

said, in a private conversation, that the Russian Ministry for Foreign 

Affairs was not in the least independent, it was merely “a department 

of the Central Committee.”7 It follows that the Ukrainian commis¬ 

sariat was even less independent. Yet, the two commissariats were run 

by two very different persons, and contrary to Chicherin, Rakovski 

fought to assert and even add to his prerogatives. 

Although both men had joined the Bolshevik party only after its 

victory in Russia in October 1917, the political influence they grad¬ 

ually acquired in the administration of the first socialist state is not 

comparable. The best evidence of this is their position in the hierar¬ 

chy of the Russian Communist party; while Christian was a member 

of the Central Committee, the Central Executive Committee, and its 



Christian Rakovski (1878-1941) 158 

Presidium, as well as the leader of the Ukrainian Communist party (a 

member of its Politburo, CC, and CEC), Chicherin was never made 

a member of the RCP (b) Central Committee, and did not have any 

political responsibility. This was, in fact, the only sector of any im¬ 

portance in the Soviet Union, as even nowadays the government is 

kept under the strict control of the Party and is seen as a department 

of it. In any case, Chicherin had never been “political,” as Trotsky 

pointed out in his notes on the “official head” of the Russian Soviet 

diplomacy. Before 1917, when he was secretary to the Russian Marx¬ 

ist organizations in exile in Western Europe, “Chicherin kept silent 

whenever we came to political discussions; he would only give factual 

information from time to time.”8 

Lenin’s opinion of the new head of the Commissariat of Foreign 

Affairs who replaced Trotsky was one of a “hardworking, extremely 

consciencious, intelligent, and a scholar.” He added a significant com¬ 

ment: “Even if his weakness is lack of authority [komandirstvoj this 

is not a major defect. There are so many people on earth who suffer 

from the opposite.” 

Chicherin’s disposition and unconditional acceptance of Lenin’s 

directives are illustrated in an article he wrote in 1924, when the 

Bolshevik leader died; his repeated use of the words “carrying out,” 

“subordinates,” “precise,” “accurate,” is characteristic: 

Working with Vladimir Ilich meant carrying out precisely 

the instructions he gave, which were always a response to 

actual facts, and were well thought out and accurate. . . . 

Vladimir Ilich, more than anyone else, valued those among 

his subordinates who had an overall grasp of a situation, 

who knew what to do in an emergency, and could apply a 

directive to the smallest detail, whatever the difficulty. . 

. . The exact application of a plan was the result of a 

careful study of the facts, and could be seen in matters of 

importance but also in lesser ones. This is what we have 

to learn from Lenin: giving the utmost care even to humble 

details, and displaying the greatest good will, combined with 

accuracy in the execution of a task.10 

The sharp contrast between Chicherin’s and Rakovski’s charac¬ 

ters, courage, and political gifts is shown in Chicherin’s article enti¬ 

tled “To Lenin,” which treated “what the young have to learn from 

Lenin,” and was published in the same issue of Molodaya Gvardiya 

for which Rakovski wrote his highly theoretical “Lenin and Marx.” 

He studied all the political differences that had separated him from 

Lenin up to 1917.11 Although Rakovski greatly valued Chicherin’s 
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diplomatic gifts, he could not help feeling somewhat scornful of his 

lack of political courage. He wrote: “Every time G. Vasilevich pulls 

his handkerchief out of his pocket, he has to send a report to the 

Politburo.”12 In 1921, Rakovski was determined to act independently 

in the Ukraine. 

Toward the end of 1921, Rakovski expressed his deep-seated con¬ 

viction of the need for the Ukraine to be granted real autonomy, and 

for practical solutions to be found. In a report to the Sixth Confer¬ 

ence of the Ukrainian Communist party on 10 October 1921, (on the 

anniversary of the Russian revolution), he declared that “we must 

give more independence to Ukrainian organizations, especially those 

that are already united, for the simple reason that the other orga¬ 

nizations are [already] independent.”13 Lenin understood clearly the 

meaning of Rakovski’s words and the new direction he was going to 

impart to relations between Kharkov and Moscow. The Bolshevik 

leader admitted a few months later, with a smile: 

The Ukraine is an independent republic, we all agree on that. 

But . . . sometimes ... let me see, how could I phrase it? 

Sometimes she tries to get around us, and we shall have to 

put this right. Over there, the people in charge are cunning, 

and, I would not go so far as to say their Central Committee 

deceives us, but somehow it keeps itself at a distance.14 

The occasion of this outburst was a recent decision of the 

Ukrainian government in the field of external trade. It will appear 

below that it was also a direct consequence of Rakovski’s desire to 

have Ukrainian diplomatic representatives abroad. 

Early in January 1922, the Ukrainian Economic Council, under 

Rakovski’s influence, voted a motion by which “trade agreements en¬ 

tered into by the RSFSR are not valid in the Ukraine.” 15 Two months 

later, the head of a British trade delegation to the Ukraine, Major 

Dunlop, reported to the Foreign Office that “the Ukrainian govern¬ 

ment seems set on gaining full control over its Commissariats, as in 

the case with the Commissariat for External Trade, which is no longer 

a branch of the Moscow one.”16 

In his report to the Sixth Conference of the Ukrainian Com¬ 

munist party, Rakovski stressed the fact that the Ukrainian Com¬ 

missariat for External Trade had just received two large subsidies: 

one amounting to 15 percent (about 50 million gold rubles), and the 

other to 20 percent (about 20 million) of the federal reserves.17 He 

also announced that, from then on, he would insist, in Moscow, on 

keeping Russian and Ukrainian spheres of influence really separate: 

Poland, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Turkey, and Austria would be un- 
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der Ukrainian influence, while everything else would go to Russia. 

After an agreement signed early in 1922 by Rakovski and Krasin, the 

Russian commisssar for external trade, the preferential zone for the 

Ukraine was Poland, Czechoslovakia, Turkey, Romania, Bulgaria, and 

Greece. Thus, the representive for Ukrainian external trade in Turkey 

was appointed as chairman of the Joint Ukraine-RSFSR Mission. 

There is little doubt that, between early 1922 and July 1923, when 

the constitution of the Soviet Union came into effect and Rakovski 

was dismissed as head of the Ukrainian Republic, the Kharkov govern¬ 

ment tried to assume ever-increasing responsibilities. It is therefore 

easy to understand the sense of relief that can be detected in L. B. 

Krasin’s letter to his wife, dated 6 July 1923: he explains his satis¬ 

faction that Russia will again have the upper hand as a result of the 

new constitution: 

I have just attended a sitting of the Central Executive Com¬ 

mittee, and the new constitution of the Federal Republics’ 

Union has been approved. The Union Commissariat has 

just been elected, and I am now Union commissar instead 

of Russian commissar. In the independent republics, I shall 

no longer deal with commissars, but with assistants.18 

The year 1923 marked the end of an era of independence for 

the Ukraine, after three years of Rakovski’s rule. Relations with the 

representives of the American Relief Organization, established toward 

the end of 1921, show the degree of autonomy that had been achieved 

in particularly difficult circumstances. 

In 1921, as we know, famine hit the whole of southern Russia, 

along the Volga Valley. The Ukraine was affected south of a line 

running from Razdelnaya (eighty kilometers northwest of Odessa) 

to Vosnesensk, Dolinska, Chigrin, Kobelyaki, Konstantinograd, and 

Kopiansk.19 Of course, because of war conditions, troop movements 

with resulting local food levies, and lasting instability in a country 

that had been a battlefield for over three years, Ukrainian peasants 

had found it increasingly difficult to till the land and supply cities. 

Before World War I, the Ukraine had been the “granary” of 

Russia, since nine-tenths of all the cereals exported by Russia came 

from the Ukraine, which sent out also 230,000 head of cattle per year. 

Sugar production, amounting to 1,000,000 metric tons before the war, 

had dropped to 38,000 metric tons in 1921.20 During the civil war, the 

various armies had requisitioned horses and oxen to pull their artillery 

and move their camps. They had also killed a large proportion of the 

cattle, either for food or as reprisals against rebellious villages and 

peasants. Between 1916 and 1921, the number of horses had dropped 
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by 47 percent in the Ukraine; cows and oxen by 43.25 percent; sheep 

by 46.25 percent and pigs by 18.25 percent. 

If the agricultural yield had fallen sharply, it was due both to 

scarcity of animals for ploughing and to antiquated equipment and 

land implements, since they had not been maintained and no spare 

parts were available. The Ukrainian village, as seen above, lived in 

autarchy, many of the factories had been closed, and the blockade 

proved effective. So, while 50 percent of Ukrainian farms had used 

poughs before 1914, by 1921 only 25 percent did so; likewise, when 

75 percent were equipped with harrows before the war, only 50 per¬ 

cent used them in 1921.21 Since wheat could not be transported to 

the towns, Ukrainian peasants, afraid of having it confiscated, began 

to cultivate a smaller area of land. While, in 1916, nearly half the 

acreage was under cultivation, (19,000,000 desyatms) the figure fell 

by 15 percent in 1921 (16,000,000 desyatins).22 

Now it so happened that a catastrophic drought devastated the 

Volga Valley in the summer of 1921, as well as the provinces of Odessa, 

Ekaterinoslav, Nikolaev, and the Zaporoshe region. Two-thirds of the 

wheat crop were destroyed, and, in the far south of the Ukraine, not 

enough grain was produced to allow sowing in the next year. In such 

circumstances, severe famine, together with mass epidemics, raged in 

the countryside. In the above mentioned regions, 20 percent of the 

inhabitants were in the grip of famine by January; the figure climbed 

to 31 percent in February, 34 percent in March, and 38 percent in 

April. Between May and April, the figure rose to 40 percent, that is 

to say 4 to 5 million people.23 One of the most painful feataures of this 

phenomenon was the number of children who suffered. The numerous 

pogroms of Jews that had taken place in the Ukraine during the civil 

war, the shooting of workers and poor peasants who had supported 

the Bolsheviks and vice versa, and rich bourgeois and kulaks killed 

by the Bolsheviks for their support of the Whites had left thousands 

of children unprovided for. From statistics given to the Société des 

nations by the head of the Red Cross, the Ukrainian government, in 

the spring of 1922, had undertaken to feed up to 1,383,000 people, 

783,000 of whom were adults and the rest children without families 

for the most part.24 

Toward the end of 1921, governments in several West European 

countries and the United States had become concerned about the 

situation and they had decided to offer aid to the starving popula¬ 

tions. One year later, late in 1922, half of the hungry people could 

be fed; 523,824 by the Ukrainian government, and 1,298,658 by var¬ 

ious foreign organizations. Among those, the commission set up by 

Dr. Nansen, the famous Norwegian explorer and naturalist, helped 
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more than 100,000 people in 1922.25 Other bodies were run by U. S. 

and Dutch Mennonites who rescued, respectively, 45,000 and 21,000 

Ukrainians, a substantial volume of aid came from the Czechoslovak 

mission, the Jewish Social Committee, and the German Red Cross. 

Some isolated examples were very moving; thus, the American Immi¬ 

grant Union of Workers collected $25,000 among its members, allow¬ 

ing thirty wagons of wheat, ten wagons of flour, and thirty wagons of 

medicines to be sent to the Ukraine.26 

The largest volume of aid came from the American Relief Ad¬ 

ministration (ARA), run by the to-be president of the United States, 

Herbert Hoover. Alone, this organization fed 1,132,660 people in 

1922, that is, twice as many as the Ukrainian government. Yet, in 

spite of the grim circumstances, Rakovski showed his determination to 

defend his principles, especially that of national independence. Late 

in 1921, the representatives of the American Relief Administration 

came to Karkov. They had just signed an agreement in Riga with the 

Russian Soviet government and wanted it endorsed by the Ukrainian 

government. First Skrypnyk, then Rakovski categorically refused to 

do so on the ground that the Russian government’s deeds and treaties 

were not binding on the Ukraine. In spite of the Americans’ insis¬ 

tence that “they came to the Ukraine, not for politics, but to feed the 

starving,” Rakovski refused to budge: 

After magnanimously explaining the understandable igno¬ 

rance of the ARA representatives about the Ukrainian status 

of sovereignty, seeing they came from a distant country . . . 

he asked them to make another draft, including the points 

of the Riga agreement and adding a few minor changes. To 

fulfull their promises, the ARA representatives added the 

following sentence: “We recognize that the Ukrainian So¬ 

viet Republic is not concerned with the Treaty of Riga and 

its conditions are not binding on it. . . .”27 

No further explanation is needed to demonstrate how much 

Rakovski insisted on Ukrainian independence in internal and external 

affairs. Moscow felt unable to protest, and foreign reluctance was 

overcome by Rakovski’s inflexibility.28 Rakovski would show the same 

inflexibility when it came to the question of Ukrainian embassies and 

legations abroad: they always had to be separate from the Russian 

ones. 

In April 1920, Rakovski appointed his first diplomatic represen¬ 

tative abroad, M. Levitsky, who was sent to Prague. Although the 

Czechoslovak Republic had recognized neither Soviet Russia nor the 

Ukraine, Levitsky established himself in Prague and was officially ac- 
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knowledged only two years later, when the two countries signed a 

temporary treaty.29 Early in 1921, Vladimir Khristianovich Aussem 

was appointed Ukrainian envoy in Berlin. He proved very active and 

requested an equal status with Krestinski, the Russian representa¬ 

tive there. He signed the first agreement with Greece on behalf of 

the Ukrainian SSR, for example.30 His brother, Otto Kristianovich 

Aussem was appointed as representative of the Ukrainian Commis¬ 

sariat for National Education, first in Berlin in January 1922, then 

Prague.31 Last, in the autumn of 1921, a third Ukrainian diplomat, 

A. Shumsky, was sent as permanent representative to Poland.32 

The Ukrainian diplomats were very active, whether they were on 

the permanent staff or emissaries sent to negotiate. The first treaties 

signed by the Soviet Ukrainian Republic independently, were with 

Lithuania on 14 February 1921, with Latvia on 3 August 1921, and 

with Estonia on 25 November of the same year. Separate negotiations 

were conducted with Poland, Czechoslovakia, Turkey, and also Italy, 

France, Germany and Great Britain. Before analyzing these relations, 

it may be useful to examine how Rakovski’s government dealt with 

the Ukrainian émigré groups. It will be the background to Rakovski’s 

relations with Western powers, especially Germany and France. 

In the interview Yakovlev gave to Izvestiya on 13 August 1922, he 

declared that one of the most pressing problems the Ukrainain Com¬ 

missariat for Foreign Affairs had to solve, was the émigré Ukrainian 

one. The question was to reduce the influence that nationalist groups, 

which called themselves the “Ukrainian National Government,” still 

exerted in the Ukraine herself and in several European countries: 

These improvised Ukrainian national republics which, for 

the last two years, have not controlled a single square me¬ 

ter of Ukrainian territory, were until recently represented 

in many European countries. To put an end to the claims 

of these adventurers was no mean task, but because both 

sides, especially the Western European countries, had to 

reestablish economic relations with the Ukrainian Soviet Re¬ 

public, they concluded treaties with us. This is how Pet- 

lyura’s illegal government and his representatives ceased to 

be recognized.34 

Of course, the Soviet government, whether Russian or Ukrainian, 

was very concerned with “White Guards” agitation. However, ac¬ 

cording to the British SIS (Secret Intelligence Service) reports, these 

groups were in a sorry state by 1922 because of their financial diffi¬ 

culties, which were a useful weapon for Rakovski.35 

In a report dated 13 July 1922, the SIS agent in Vienna (who 
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got his information from a Ukrainian closely connected with one of 

the main émigré groups) divided the Ukrainian nationalist into four 

categories: First, the group of Archduke William, with an Austrian 

archduke as a leader; this group was on its last legs; the last subsidy 

received from Germany had been paid on 1 April 1922. Moreover, the 

archduke seemed personally skeptical of the success of an insurrec¬ 

tion. “He only kept in touch with his sympathizers from afar, willing 

to take an initiative if conditions dramatically improved.”30 Second 

was Petlyura’s group, which was “near financial collapse” by 1922. 

Among Petlyura’s ministers, Nikovsky and Hieronimus had accepted 

positions in the Ukrainian Soviet administration, and Christopher 

Baranovsky had been appointed as a member of the Ukrainian trade 

delegation in Berlin. Petlyura’s headquarters in Poland had been 

dissolved, for lack of funds, and his base in Bucharest had just been 

taken over by Skoropadsky. This next group—Skoropadsky’s—was, 

in fact, the only one with any military value by 1922. It was in the 

position Petlyura used to have in the Ukraine, and was supposed to 

have a “military agency” in Chemovitsy. In Poland, Skoropadsky’s 

representative was General Zelinsky, who was said to be “in touch” 

with the French Military Mission in Warsaw. In 1922, many thought 

that Skoropadsky would “try to cooperate with General Wrangel, to 

retain in the area of Budapest all the Ukrainians, who under these 

circumstances cannot enter Russia.”37 

The two Vienna groups that, until 1922, had been separate looked 

now “as if they would merge,” as the fourth group under the lead¬ 

ership of Yu. Kotsyubysky, head of the Ukrainian Soviet Mission in 

Vienna. 

Trying to weaken the influence of these émigré Ukrainian groups, 

Rakovski decided to come to terms with them and gain their support. 

He selected the two groups with the most influence. The first was 

the Vienna group, the second was run from Paris by Markotun, the 

chairman of the “Ukrainian National Committee.” In July 1922, a 

Ukrainian informer working for the British SIS reported: “The Soviet 

agents in Austria are nowadays engaged in active propaganda among 

the émigré and encourage them to return (to the Ukrainian Soviet 

Republic); Agapyev has recently received 1.5 million crowns to set 

up an office in Vienna for this work.”38 Rakovski’s greatest success 

with the nationalist groups was undoubtedly in his relations with 

Markotun. It will be described later, since Christian made use of 

Markotun’s group to get in touch with Poincaré. 

The aims of some members of the French government and general 

staff were clearly outlined in a confidential conversation General Wey- 

gand had with the British ambassador, Lord d’Abemon, in Berlin, on 
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1 October 1922. Weygand wished “to divide [the old tsarist empire] 

into several independent units. . . .39 Western European countries 

would first enter the Ukraine, which is the most fertile region, and 

later would endeavor to civilize the other regions. The basis of West¬ 

ern trade must be the Black Sea and Odessa.”40 

Thus, in 1922, France had not forgotten her 1919 plans for a 

“protectorate” in the Ukraine. These ambitions rested largely on eco¬ 

nomic reasons; as we know, before the Bolshevik revolution, French 

industrialists had invested large amounts of money in the Ukrainian 

mining and metallurgy industry, mostly in the areas of the Donets 

and Krivoi Rog. In January 1919, when the Directorate was still in 

power in the Ukraine, General d’Anselme, commanding the French 

occupation forces, had tried to safeguard French interests in the coun¬ 

try. Colonel H. Freydenberg, his chief of staff, had got in touch with 

the Directorate, which seemed willing to make important concessions 

to ensure the continuation of French military support and technical 

aid.41 Talks began immediately, on 26 February 1919, a communique 

of the French general staff announced that a French-Ukrainian agree¬ 

ment had been drawn up “on the basis of joint action against the 

Bolsheviks.” On the same day, Rakovski sent a note to the Allied 

Command, denouncing the agreement and declaring the treaties be¬ 

tween France and Directorate null and void, since they were “wholly 

fictitious.” He also showed his knowledge of the terms of the agree¬ 

ment that had just been signed, summing up the concessions made 

by the Directorate to France in this way: (l) France is granted a 

concession on the Ukrainian railways for fifty years. (2) The Ukraine 

promises to compensate France for the debts she inherited from the 

tsarist government and the Provisional Government. (3) The interests 

are guaranteed by the income of the railways, which will be allocated 

to the Ukrainian government. (4) The Directorate has to set up a 

300,000-man army within a year. (5) The whole of the financial, 

commercial, industrial, and military policy of the Ukraine is under 

the control of French representatives from the day of signature of the 

treaty.42 

It was a kind of “protectorate” over all aspects of Ukrainian 

life, and a reward for military, financial, and moral aid from France. 

These plans came to nothing, however, because of the Directorate’s 

military defeat in the following month (March 1919). Nevertheless, 

France continued to support the anti-Bolshevik forces, still active in 

the south of the old tsarist empire. This is shown in the belated 

recognition of the Wrangel government in April 1920, at the start of 

the Polish offensive in the Ukraine. Although the Poles and General 

Wrangel could not keep their foothold in the Ukraine, Poincaré’s gov- 
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emment did not forget the French interests in the country. So, two 

years later, at the time of the Genoa Conference (April-May 1922), 

partly intended to remedy the paralysis of the European economic 

system after the division between East and West, the French govern¬ 

ment’s representatives outlined, in a secret conversation, a plan of 
economic aid for the Ukraine. The British experts (Sir Maurice Han- 

key and Sir Cecil Hurst) summed up their conversation with their 

French counterpart, Seydoux and Fromageot, in a letter to the For¬ 

eign Office: 

The French think we should start with agricultural develop¬ 
ment in Russia. Until Russia can grow its own food, there 

is not much we can do to help her, since we cannot possibly 

feed such a large country.43 The French idea—Mr. Seydoux 

implied that Belgium agreed—is to set up centers with trac¬ 

tors and agricultural implements to help peasants to improve 

their yield. He does not think it necessary to train peasants 

in agriculture; they only need the kind of aid which French 

farmers receive. He rejected M. Krasin’s offer of agricul¬ 

tural land concessions: the French government wishes to 

start their scheme in the most easily accessible areas, and 
gradually to extend it further afield.44 France could provide 

rolling stock and locomotives, which can be altered to fit 

the gauge of Russian railways. He also said they had just 

completed plans for rebuilding Russian railways. He men¬ 

tioned an English-French-German trust in which Stinnes 
represents Germany. . . . There are also plans for rebuild¬ 
ing factories and reopening coal mines and oil wells. On 

the French side, however, the trouble lies in the shortage of 

capital. He admits there are large reserves in the world, a 

great deal in America, and quite a lot in England, Holland 

and Switzerland, but not much in France. He thinks there 

should be a joint venture with an international corporation 

or such like . . . .45 

At the time of the Genoa Conference, France had not given up 

her support of the anti-Bolshevik forces, which had a chance, al¬ 

though small, of replacing the Bolsheviks in the Ukraine. Thus, 

while the British government would have nothing to do with émigré 

Ukrainian groups, Poincaré’s government was much more friendly to¬ 

ward them.46 The French, at the time, wanted at all costs to maintain 

their influence in the Ukraine. So it dealt in turn, (or simultaneously) 

with émigré Ukrainian groups that were more or less hostile to the 

Bolsheviks and, finally, with the Bolsheviks themselves. However, the 
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Genoa Conference, at which the Soviet government alone represented 

the old tsarist empire, marked a sharp decline for the émigrés. 

One month before the conference, the French government was 

still involved with émigré Ukrainians, who had high hopes of the 

Soviet government collapsing under outside pressure. On 27 March 

1922, the head of the Ukrainian Republic Mission in Paris, Alexander 

Shulgin, sent a private letter to Poincaré. He pointed out that “the 
recovery [sic] of the border states of the old Russian Empire, among 

them the Ukraine, is, from all points of view, assigned to play a 

dominant part.”47 
In Shulgin’s opinion, Ukrainian economic life could not be re¬ 

organized “while the ruinous foreign occupation lasts.” He thought 

that Ukrainian peasants neither could nor would sow and reap, since 

they knew “Red troops would take their crops without paying for it.” 

Shulgin ended his letter repeating the offer he had made to Poincaré 

in his previous one.48 “The Ukrainian government is ready to make 
the Ukraine an international base for Western supplies, as soon as the 

Red troops leave our country.”49 

These statements were interesting for the French government, 

but it was difficult to forget that the same promises made by the 
Directorate had come to nothing, because of the military strength 

of the Bolsheviks. This is why Poincaré had to contact less extreme 

émigré Ukrainian groups, which could open the way to negotiations 

with the Soviet Ukrainian government. On the other hand, Rakovski, 

as was seen above, had been introduced to some Ukrainian émigrés; he 
took advantage of his stay in Genoa for the conference to deal directly 

with Markotun, the chairman of the “Ukrainian National Committee 
in Paris.” 

Early in June 1922, émigré Russians were astonished to hear 
about the correspondence between Rakovski and Markotun, follow¬ 

ing on their meeting in Genoa. The step taken by Markon was re¬ 

garded in Paris as “a complete turnabout” by the Ukrainian National 

Committee. It caused “deep consternation among anti-Bolshevik 

Russians, who had always regarded the Ukrainian organization as 
radically anti-Bolshevik.”50 The same people would have called it a 

betrayal if they had known the terms of the agreement drawn up by 

Markotun and Rakovski. The Ukrainian leader was willing to act 

as go-between with the Ukrainian Soviet government and the French 

government. As compensation, and in view of the Ukrainian Commit¬ 
tee’s acceptance of the Soviet regime as the only power to represent 

the Ukraine and exercise power, the committee “was allowed to be¬ 

come an officially recognized party and an ally of the Soviets.”51 

In London, the Times uneasily remarked that, if one looked 
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closely at some parts of the letters exchanged between Markotun and 

Rakovski, it became obvious that “the French government made no 

objection to this new development.” The British newspaper went on 

to say that, “if some of it were realized, the French would become 

involved in the activities of the Soviet Ukrainian Republic.”52 As 

for Markotun, he seems to have, on Rakovski’s instructions, opened 

talks with both the French and the German governments. Competi¬ 

tion between the two great European powers, in Christian’s opinion, 

could only “lower the rate of interest” they would ask in exchange 

for economic aid. If we are to believe a report of the British SIS on 

Markoun’s negotiations in the summer of 1922: 

The Germans want to use the “White” Ukrainians who are 

well disposed towards them to bring about an understanding 

between the Ukraine and Germany. This would make it 

possible for anti-Bolshevik Ukrainians to take an active part 

in German plans for rebuilding the Ukraine under a Soviet 
• *=: o 

regime. 

Thus, Markotun was acting as a double intermediary and, late 

in 1922, a SIS report quotes a “frank” declaration he had made, con¬ 
firming “the strong” impression he and his colleague, Navashin, gave 

of being “Soviet agents.” The report ended with these words about 

the two men who were at the moment go-betweens in the talks be¬ 

tween the Ukrainian Soviet government and the French government. 

Markotun was quite open about his activities in a letter he sent to 
Poincare in early November. He tried hard to blacken Germany and 

praise a Russia “one and indivisible.” “For four years, the Ukrainian 

Committee said that if the Ukraine is split from the rest of Russia it 

is because of the German general staff. . . . The Ukrainian people 

regard this situation as a shameful betrayal.”54 

Since this letter was written on the eve of the Lausanne Con¬ 

ference, when France and Great Britain were in opposition on the 

question of the Straits and the Middle East, Markotun ventured to 

put forward a request that may have been suggested by Rakovski: 

Work will soon begin for the conference to settle matters 

concerning the Middle East. . . . The Ukrainian National 

Committee is convinced that the French government, which 

has never missed an opportunity to protect the Russian na¬ 
tional interests, will appreciate how important the question 

of the Straits is for Russia, and hopes that the French gov¬ 

ernment will do its best to ensure that representatives of 

the Russian Republic are able to uphold Russian interests 

on the occasion of this conference.56 
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Rakovski submitted this plea to the French because he knew full 

well how much France was concerned about the future of Russia and 

the Ukraine. It was about the time when negotiations started between 

France and the Ukraine for setting up a “Company for French-Polish- 

Ukrainian Trade,” intended to reopen the Donets mines. Early in 
December 1922, French, Polish, and Ukrainian delegates presented 

their respective governments with an overall plan; on the eighth of 

the same month, Rakovski sent a message to Paris, announcing that 

the Ukrainian Economic Council had just approved the contract for 

the creation of the company above mentioned.56 No news leaked in 

the press. 

On the subject of this agreement, a well-informed member of 

the British Embassy in Paris, Eric Phipps, commented that there 
was no apparent obstacle left to prevent the development of trade be¬ 

tween French and Ukrainian commercial firms. However, apart from 

problems of distance and delicate questions of commercial contract 

law, there remained a major obstacle. France could not provide the 

Ukraine with a long-term loan, since she was short of capital. Be¬ 
sides, as Eric Phipps wrote in his report to the Foreign Office, “the 

high exchange rate of the franc in relation to German, Czechoslo¬ 
vak, and Austrian currencies, made competition very difficult on the 

Ukrainian market.”57 

These last barriers prevented the development of economic re¬ 

lations between France and the Ukraine. Four years later, when a 

journalist asked the general secretary of the Concession Committee, 

L. Perlin, what was the French share of capital in the recovery of the 

Soviet economy, the latter only answered, “a small one.”58 

From 1920 to 1924, negotiations took place between the two 

countries to allow French industrialists to regain the part they had 

played in the Ukrainian industry before 1917. One instance is the 

Limited Company of Krivoi Rog Iron Ore. This company had been 

founded in 1881 with a capital of 9 million francs, which had later 

been increased to 13.5 million and finally to 38 million, divided into 

shares amounting to 500 francs each. The company owned the iron 

ore mines of Krivoi Rog in the Kherson province; it had expanded 

steadily until 1918, when work came to a standstill because of the 

decision of the Soviet government to nationalize all the mines.59 Af¬ 

ter lengthy negotiations in 1923, a trial agreement was signed on 12 

November by the company’s representatives and the Russian Soviet 

government. It concerned prospecting and exploiting the iron ore 

and coal mines of the Donets Basin, as well as running a metal work 

factory and several machine tool plants in the Krivoi Rog area. The 

final agreement should have been confirmed within 100 days, but was 
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never signed, although fresh talks went on throughout 1924.eo In the 

meantime, the Ukrainians had established diplomatic and economic 

relations with several European countries, especially with Britain and 

Germany. 

The close relations that developed between Germany and the 

Ukraine were based on a common wish to cooperate in military af¬ 

fairs. As we know, according to the Treaty of Versailles, signed in 

June 1919 by Germany and the Allies, the Reich had to accept disar¬ 

mament for the German army. To overcome this difficulty, the Berlin 

military establishment had come to an arrangement with Moscow, 

by which some military equipment would be supplied to Soviet Rus¬ 

sia, and in exchange German pilots could train on Russian territory. 

German engineers would also reorganize production in Soviet arma¬ 

ment factories.61 Undoubtedly, many of the concessions obtained by 

the Krupp factories were used in this way.62 Similar agreements had 

been entered into by the Ukraine, as the British consul to Chemovitz 

reported on 7 September 1922: 

Many German officers are employed by the army, the air 

force, and some technical departments in Kiev. Most of 

them stayed on after German troops left the country, but 

there is a steady trickle of Germans coming in and they 

always find employment.63 

However, on the whole, the Germans tried “to do business” with 

the Ukraine and establish economic relations between the two coun¬ 

tries. Already, air mail communications were established between 

Kiev and Berlin, and the British consul in Chemovitz remarked in 

his report that it worked “very well;” a letter sent from Chemovitz 

via Kiev arrived in Berlin within three days.64 

Relations between the two countries were also strong in another 

field, national education. In an effort to assert its independence, the 

Ukrainian Soviet government sent for new teaching methods from 

Germany. As we know, Otto Kristianovich Aussem had been posted 

to Berlin by Rakovski in January 1922, and later in Prague as repre¬ 

sentatives of the Ukrainian National Education Committee. In the au¬ 

tumn of 1922, the Ukrainian Commissar for Education, H. F. Hrynko, 

went around Germany and Austria. Apparently, German teaching 

experts were very interested in the educational system of the Soviet 

Ukrainian Republic, and Hrynko made a detailed study of German 

teaching methods.65 

To put relations between Germany and the Ukraine on firmer 

ground, Rakovski decided to draw up a separate economic treaty 

with Germany, as he tried to do later with Britain. On 13 August 
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1922, the deputy commissar for Ukrainian foreign affairs, Yakovlev, 

declared that “full negotiations” had started for concluding an eco¬ 

nomic treaty with Germany. The two sides were very eager, and he 

went on: “The Ukraine always imported industrial goods from Ger¬ 

many; as for Germany, she sees in the Ukraine not only a large market 

for buying raw materials, but also a country where it will be possible 

to invest capital on a large scale.”06 

The future treaty between Germany and the Ukraine was prob¬ 

ably similar to the one signed in Rapallo, on 16 April 1922, by Ger¬ 

many and Soviet Russia. It would, however, be wrong to assume that 

they would have been identical. Although Rakovski had been one of 

the most zealous promoters of a German-Soviet rapprochement, to 

such an extent that von Malzan called him “the spirit of Rapallo,” 

Rakovski meant to adapt the terms to the Ukraine’s specific needs.67 

On 31 May 1922, the German press learnt from “reliable sources” 

that talks between Litvinov and the German Foreign Ministry, “to 

extend the Rapallo Treaty to the Ukraine and Transcaucasian Re¬ 

publics,” had been broken off. The reason for this failure lay in 

differences between the Russian delegate and representatives of the 

independent republics. Litvinov saw these negotiations as a mere 

formality for an extension of the privileges of the Rapallo Treaty to 

the independent republics; however, the delegates of these republics, 

and most of all the Ukrainian representative, wanted to reach a new 

agreement. The German communist newspaper, Rote Fahne, wrote 

that “V. Aussem, spokesman for the Ukrainian Republic, has just laid 

down conditions that are unacceptable to the German government. 

The Ukrainian government demands the 400 million marks, which 

had been claimed from Germany after the occupation, to be paid, in 

spite of the clause [of the Rapallo Treaty] stipulating the dispute had 

been brought to an end.68 

This request by Rakovski’s government was apparently unex¬ 

pected; it was a source of embarrassment for Litvinov, and on 1 June 

a German newspaper announced: “During the negotiations . . . rep¬ 

resentatives of the other Soviet republics, up to now, have tried to 

assert their economic and political independence from Litvinov, the 

Russian representative.”69 The journalist concluded that the mov¬ 

ing force behind this opposition was the Ukrainian delegate. In such 

circumstances, Litinov took drastic measures; he sent a telegram to 

Moscow, denouncing a “plot,” and Chicherin was sent posthaste to 

Berlin. “The Ukrainian representative received a formal warning from 

the Russians, to inform him that he was by no means entitled to con¬ 

clude a separate treaty with Germany, and that the Russian delegate 

was sole spokesman in these negotiations.”70 
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If Litvinov and, later, Chicherin failed to regain control and had 

not brought the talks to an end immediately, Rakovski meant to “use, 

as a basis for future trade transactions between Germany and the 

Ukraine,” the sums demanded as reparations for the German occu¬ 

pation of the Ukraine and its requisitions in 1918. This idea was not 

surprising considering the shortage of capital that was the main rea¬ 

son for the slow growth of the Ukrainian economy and commercial 

exchanges with Western European countries. To try and remedy this 

serious impediment, Rakovski had already turned to Great Britain, 

and had even personally opened negotiations with British represen¬ 

tatives. 

Diplomatic and economic relations between the two countries 

started in January 1922, when a British trade mission under Major 

Dunlop arrived in Kharkov; it stayed for nearly two months. The ma¬ 

jor was received immediately by Rakovski, and sent this description 

to the Foreign Office: 

Mr. Rakovski is known as a gentleman; at any rate he is 

very pleasant. He is highly civilized and very influential, 

as he probably is the only person of any standing round 

here. He is a relentless worker and finds time for writing 

articles for the press, mainly on agriculture. I am told that, 

when Lenin and Trotsky disagreed last year, Rakovski chose 

to side with the latter. Nowadays, he seems to carry out 

Moscow’s instructions quite faithfully, although he is ulti¬ 

mately supposed to seek his own benefit [sic].71 

From his first interview, the British delegate drew four main 

impression: Rakovski insisted on his independence in questions of 

foreign policy; he wanted, on the one hand, to expand Ukrainian 

agriculture as much as possible and, on the other, to give a new start 

to industry; he also wanted to know how far Britain was prepared 

to go in granting long-term sizable credits to the Soviet Ukrainian 

Republic. 

There is no need to dwell on the first point; let us only remem¬ 

ber Major Dunlop’s remark that “The Ukrainian government seems 

determined to exercise full control over its Commissariats.”72 The sec¬ 

ond point, on agriculture, is more important. Given the catastrophic 

conditions of the Ukrainian agriculture in 1922, Rakovski foresaw a 

drastic change in cultivation. Since wheat was devastated by summer 

drought at regular intervals, he thought it imperative to encourage 

the culture of a plant that would be heat-resistant but as useful and 

nourishing as wheat, and could be harvested in the autumn. Chris¬ 

tian knew the qualities of maize and millet, which were still unknown 
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in the Ukraine and Russia, from his years as a gentleman farmer on 

the estate his father had bequeathed to him in Mangalia. He found 

information on the subject from specialized books published by the 

University of Wisconsin, and he wrote a lengthy article published on 

the front page of Pravda under the headline, “Famine and Maize.”73 

This article attracted Lenin’s notice, and, three days later (17 Oc¬ 

tober 1921), he sent the following circular to Krzizanowski, Osinki, 

Avanesov, and all members of the Council for Labor and Defense 

(STO; Sovet truda i oborony): 

I would like to draw your attention to the article written 

by Comrade Rakovski “Famine and Maize,” in the issue of 

No. 231 of Pravda [14.10.1921). After reading it, I am sure 

you will agree that the concluding paragraph of the Gosplan 

subsection on the question of growing maize does not go far 

enough.74 

Lenin instructed the Council of Labor and Defense to study the 

matter of growing maize thoroughly, and find ways of getting peasants 

to grow it. Finally he ordered enough seeds from abroad to cover the 

whole of the Povolzhe region in the spring of 1922. 

Rakovski brought up the subject in his conversations with Major 

Dunlop, asking whether Britain could supply agricultural machinery. 

As we know, there were serious shortages in this area. Shortages were 

mainly due to the weakness of Ukrainian industry, which could not 

recover because of chronic lack of capital. Of course, Rakovski’s gov¬ 

ernment had called on private investors; there had been a change in 

policy since January 1919, when the whole Ukrainian industry had 

been nationalized, in keeping with socialist principles, in the belief 

that a more rapid growth would follow. Since there was no capital 

to start with, in 1920, Rakovski decided not to run industry with 

trusts, but to have it under local government administration. He 

wanted to achieve a measure of decentralization, to come to grips 

with difficulties as they arose, and to ensure a better response to lo¬ 

cal needs. To tap the only source of capital available at the time, that 

is, private local capital, the government decided to rent out all enter¬ 

prises, companies, and factories to private parties. From the report 

prepared in May 1922, for the second session of the Ukrainian Com¬ 

munist Party Central Executive Committee, dealing with industrial 

problems, we can obtain the following information: “There are at 

present 54 provincial associations of 304 enterprises. Until November 

1921, 703 Ukrainian enterprises were let.”75 

The overall value of the annual production in enterprises farmed 

out to private people was estimated at 19, 750,000 gold rubles. Yet, 
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according to the same report, “because of inflation and temporary 

business difficulties in many of these enterprises, only a small per¬ 

centage of this amount has been paid.”76 To improve the situation, 

twenty centralized trusts were created; their function was to keep in 

touch with the fifty-four provincial associations, and to organize con¬ 

ferences in Kharkov for discussions on matters of common interest. 

Two of these conferences took place in the first half of 1922. 

Trusts and associations decided to work, not only for the Ukrainian 

market, but also for the whole Federation of Soviet Republics. How¬ 

ever, since the Ukrainian Economic Council could not provide them 

either with credits or reserve capital, they could not deliver their 

goods to tradesmen (whether private or cooperatives) or to the state, 

unless they asked for immediate payment. In the circumstances, fac¬ 

tories had to slow production down or even stop altogether, and the 

condition of workers became increasingly precarious. The report of 

the second session of the Ukrainian Communist Party Central Exec¬ 

utive Committee stated bluntly: 

In almost all industrial sectors, workers’ wages have dropped 

sharply in the last few months. The situation of those who 

are fed by the state has also fluctuated with the sums of 

money levied in food tax. The rate of the Soviet ruble in re¬ 

lation to prewar currency has been revised from time to time, 

by the Finance Commission. These figures show that, in real 

terms, wages are falling badly. Unemployment is very high 

in the Ukraine, and workers’ living conditions are very diffi¬ 

cult, especially those who live in areas hit by famine. There 

is no hope of any improvement before the next harvest.77 

Undoubtedly the situation was critical, both in agriculture and 

industry, with production plummeting. 

There was one solution left to give a new impetus: foreign aid 

through trade concessions.78 Rakovski approached this question in an 

interview with Major Dunlop. The latter wrote afterwards: 

In answer to my question whether the previous owners had 

any changes of re-opening their factories, he said it was 

merely a matter of agreeing on terms. He added that any 

such agreement had to be negotiated with the Ukraine, be¬ 

cause the authorities of this country regard themselves in no 

way bound by decisions made in Moscow. He gave me his 

permission to quote his words officially.79 

In his own words, Rakovski wanted to “deal directly with Great 

Britain,” and he asked Major Dunlop to convey his query to Lord Cur- 

zon: “Would it be feasible to conduct relations between the Ukraine 
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and Britain on the same footing as those between Russia and Britain?” 80 

This amounted to asking the British government to sign the same 

trade treaty with the Ukraine as the one that had been signed in 

March 1921 in Moscow.81 As a result of this treaty, Soviet Russia 

had been recognized de facto by Great Britain, and representatives 

had been exchanged to conduct diplomatic and business affairs.82 

During the interview, it was decided to send to Great Britain 

“a ship with a cargo of Ukrainian produce, which would be suitable 

for the London market.”83 On the other hand, the Ukrainian Foreign 

Trade Commissar, M. Bron, asked Major Dunlop for information on 

the price of some goods that might be imported into the Ukraine to 

relieve famine, especially herring. They also decided on I. Novakovsky, 

the official representative of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic in Prague, 

to be in charge of negotiations between individual English firms and 

the Ukrainian government.84 

The last question to be examined by the Kharkov authorities 

and the British delegate was that of credits. Both sides came to the 

conclusion that the best way to remedy the shortage of capital, which 

slowed or even prevented economic expansion, was to set up an Anglo- 

Ukrainian merchant bank. A London banking trust showed interest in 

the Ukrainian market; it was financed by the prestigious Cunard Ship¬ 

ping Company.86 Late in October 1922, negotiations started in Lon¬ 

don between members of the British External Trade Ministry (DOT, 

Department of Overseas Trade) and Cunard representatives, “on the 

question of setting up an Anglo-Ukrainian bank, in Berlin or else¬ 

where, which would finance commercial ventures in the Ukraine.”86 

The Cunard representatives wanted exclusive commercial rights be¬ 

tween Great Britain and the Ukrainian Soviet Republic. They meant 

to act as a go-between with British owners despoiled by the Rus¬ 

sian revolution and the Ukrainian government; they also insisted on 

“all commercial offers to the Ukraine [by British firms] to be made 

through their offices.” At the end of their talks with members of the 

DOT, the British businessmen added that “they would be extremely 

pleased if His Majesty’s Government could sign a trade treaty with the 

Ukrainian Republic similar to the one entered into with the Moscow 

central government.”87 

Another move they made was to require that an entry visa for 

Great Britain be granted to the Prague representative “to allow him 

to conduct negotiations in person with the Foreign Office.”88 On 

8 November 1922, a temporary contract was finally signed by the 

British trust representing Cunard and the Ukrainian government. A 

company with a capital of £1,000,000 was set up in London “in or¬ 

der to give financial backing to a bank with a capital of 1,000,000 
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marks,” whose offices would probably be in Berlin. According to the 

agreement: 

The Bank will give credit to Ukrainian trade as regards im¬ 

ports as well as exports; it will also finance industry, agri¬ 

culture, the transport industry and all enterprises connected 

with any sector of the national economy; it also undertakes 

to finance all banking operations necessary to the activities 

of the Bank itself.89 

Early in December 1922, visas were given to the Ukrainian rep¬ 

resentatives, Novakovsky, Sheiner, Rappaport, and Aussem, to allow 

them to come to London “to conduct regotiations prior to the cre¬ 

ation of the Anglo-Ukrainian Bank.”90 V. Aussem’s visa was easy to 

obtain, because he had already been in London in June 1922, to set 

up the “Company for Anglo-Ukrainian Trade,” which was approved 

on 8 December 1922 by the Ukrainian Economic Council.91 

The company had capital of £ 10,000; it had been credited to a 

London bank some time earlier. The Ukrainian Economic Council in¬ 

tended to obtain agricultural and industrial machinery through it, but 

also chemicals (mainly for leather conditioning), jute, and copra. The 

Ukrainian body concerned with purchases, was a cooperative called 

“Vukospilka,” which dealt directly with the Anglo-Ukrainian Com¬ 

mercial Company whose offices were in London. Since the Ukrainian 

government could not pay cash for purchases made in Great Britain, 

they decided to supply raw materials in exchange: hemp, pig’s bris¬ 

tles, sheepskin, wool, manganese, timber, either in the form of trunks 

or manufactured into pannels or casks, planks, etc. . . .92 It is 

remarkable that the development of these economic relations only 

served to strengthen Rakovski’s autonomy from the Moscow central 

government in the area of foreign affairs. So, when Lord Curzon (in 

May 1923) threatened to cancel the trade treaty concluded two years 

earlier by Great Britain and Soviet Russia, Rakovski sent a concilia¬ 

tory telegram to London. He commented on the “anxiety” that had 

filled the Ukrainian masses when they heard of the harsh British plans 

against the RSFSR, “an ally of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic.” He 

added: 

[The Ukrainian government] deems it necessary to draw the 

attention of the British government to the dangerous sit¬ 

uation facing economic relations between the Ukraine and 

Britain, which have just been tightened through Ukrainian 

wheat exports to English ports; these relations will bear 

more fruit in the near future, and it is in the interest of both 

countries to encourage them. After the hardships of civil 
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war and foreign interventions, the Ukraine is today trying 

hard to restore its economy, and relies entirely on the peace¬ 

ful disposition of the English people and the wisdom of its 

government, as evidenced in many diplomatic notes, to find 

a speedy solution to any misunderstandings that may have 

arisen between Russia and Britain.93 

Until July 1923, relations between the Ukraine and the outside world 

increased considerably. 

Ukrainian commercial relations did not concern only the three 

large countries mentioned above. They soon expanded to several 

European countries, especially Poland. Toward the end of 1922, the 

Polish commercial attache in Paris told his British colleague, Eric 

Phipps, “the volume of commercial exchanges between the Ukraine 

and Poland was now quite substantial.”94 It was the same with Italy, 

who bought tobacco from the Ukraine. Under conditions stipulated in 

a trade treaty signed on 26 December 1921.95 a big shipping company, 

Trieste Lloyds, made regular crossings between Triste and Odessa, 

which remained the main commercial port on the Black Sea.92 

As early as January 1922, the Ukrainian commissar for external 

trade decided that 10,000 tons of manganese and iron could be ex¬ 

ported from Nikolaev each month, as well as 4,000 carloads of timber 

(mainly high quality oak).97 

The policy of concessions to foreign firms was also being de¬ 

veloped. In August 1922, the deputy commissar for foreign affairs 

declared: “The Ukrainian government has received many offers in 

this area, especially from German settlers and large Czechoslovak 
• m Q Q 

enterprises. 

Late in 1922, the Ukrainian government announced that the 

Ukrainian Transport and Industry Bureau was studying the setting 

up of a company for mining small and medium coalfields with the help 

of Western firms, and also the creation of a company for importing 

technical equipment.99 

In January 1923, in famine conditions, the newly established rela¬ 

tions with the United States brought another development. A group 

of U. S. textile workers asked the Ukrainian Economic Council for 

permission to start production in one of the large abandoned textile 

factories. They soon received it, and were able to choose either a 

factory in the Poltava area or a plant in Odessa.100 

About the same time, Rakovski’s government organized an exhi¬ 

bition in Kharkov, which “had great impact on Ukrainian trade.”101 

Two months later, in March 1923, a far bigger fair was opened in 

Kiev. Rakovski wanted to turn it into an international fair; it at¬ 

tracted forty-five Polish firms, ten Austrian ones, three from Swe- 
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den, one from France, and one from the United States. The goods in 

the exhibition were mostly tractors, engines, technical equipment of 

various sorts, office equipment, clothes, etc.102 

In June 1923, the Central Committee of the Ukrainian Commu¬ 

nist party put an official seal on the policy of the two previous years: 

a decree was issued requiring foreign companies to obtain permis¬ 

sion to open offices or branches in the Ukraine from the Concession 

Committee run by the Ukrainian Economic Council. Any agreement 

signed before in Moscow was cancelled, and the various firms and 

trusts concerned had to ask for ratification of their agreement by the 

Ukrainian Economic Council within a month. If not, contracts would 

expire. This measure was the last the Ukrainian government ever 

took. A month later, it became inoperative, when Rakovski was sud¬ 

denly forced to resign by the general secretary of the RCP (b), Josef 

Stalin. The new centralizing constitution of the USSR had just been 

introduced. 

Rakovski’s forced resignation was a direct consequence of his long 

opposition to Stalin, when the latter was commissar for nationalities 

and head of the RCP (b)’s bureaucracy. In July 1923, Christian 

was condemned to “diplomatic exile,” where he would prove his skill 

throughout the 1920s. 
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Chapter 10 

Nationalism, Internationalism, and Bureaucracy 

To understand the increasingly divergent views of Rakovski and Stalin 

in the 1922-1923 period, let us examine the evolution of the Bolshevik 

ideology as regards concepts of internationalism, nationalism, and 

bureaucracy in the context of the world revolution. 

With the defeat of the Red Army in the vicinity of Warsaw in 

1920, an abrupt change occurred in the Bolshevik doctrine of spread¬ 

ing the revolutionary movement throughout the world. If the Russian 

Soviet government could not start a revolution in the Western Euro¬ 

pean industrialized countries, it had to create the right conditions for 

the growth of a revolutionary movement in Asia, since these masses 

alone, because of their size, could sweep the world into the revolution¬ 

ary whirlpool. In other words, many Bolshevik leaders, from 1920 on, 

came to the conclusion that they had to lay less emphasis on the need 

for violent action by the Western European working proletariat and 

more on persuasion tactics intended for the underdeveloped peasantry 

of Asian countries. Fundamentally, the Bolsheviks still considered the 

future of socialism in Russia and the countries which used to be part 

of the tsarist empire, in relation to world revolution. They imagined 

the progress of the revolutionary internal front as closely linked with 

the external one. Rakovski always remained loyal to this opinion and, 

as he wrote to Trotsky a few years later (1926): 

I fully understand your point of view and I share it. “No 

home policy will be successful without an adequate program, 

sustained over a long period, for an international proletarian 

revolution;” Lenin had already summed up our revolution as 

the result of the theoretical and revolutionary experience of 

the international proletarian movement, to which was added 

the Russian experience of 1905, and he regarded it as the first 

episode of the international proletarian revolution otherwise 

the following will happen: capitalism will smother us. . . ,1 

In 1918, Stalin had been one of the first to stress “the univer¬ 

sal significance of the Russian revolution,” to be seen in the creation 

of “a new revolutionary front embracing the Western proletariat and 

the oppressed peoples in the East through revolution.”2 Stalin showed 
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how great the problem to be solved was before the revolutionary front 

could advance. In those days, fresh thinking was needed if the move¬ 

ment of liberation that emerged among oppressed nationalities were 

to benefit the cause of revolution. Rakovski wrote on this subject: 

In Marx’s days, the question of nationalities was only a Eu¬ 

ropean problem, relating to the unification movements of 

Italy and Germany, or to the efforts made by the Poles to 

free themselves of the tsarist yoke. The nationality move¬ 

ment had not yet spread throughout Europe, and there was 

no question of Africa or India being affected by it.3 

Lenin also acknowledged how complex the problem was; in Novem¬ 

ber 1919, he told the representatives of the Second Congress of Asian 

Peoples’ Communist Organizations: “You will not find a solution to 

these problems in any communist book.”4 He gave them an original 

interpretation of the international significance of the national libera¬ 

tion movement, stressing how important was the fact that the masses 

in the East were becoming politically aware of their historical indi¬ 

viduality and their independence. “This majority that, up to now, 

has remained outside any historical progress because it could not 

represent an independent revolutionary force, early in the twentieth 

century no longer plays a passive role.”5 

In Lenin’s opinion, the Bolsheviks had to channel the national lib¬ 

eration movements that had developed outside the Soviet Federation, 

into the anti-imperialist struggle. “The days of he first awakening 

of the East to contemporary revolution,” he said in 1919, “will be 

followed by days when the future of the world will be in the hands 

of Eastern peoples.”6 Four years later, in the last articles he wrote, 

in March 1923, Lenin outlined the contribution the Eastern masses 

were making to world revolution: 

In the last resort, the result of the struggle [between social¬ 

ism and imperialism] will be determined by the fact that 

Russia, India, and China make up the overwhelming ma¬ 

jority of the earth’s population. In the last few years, with 

amazing speed, these populations joined the fight for inde¬ 

pendence. ... In this sense, the full victory of socialism is 

a certainty.7 

It was of vital importance to ensure that “hundreds of millions 

of Asian people” enter the course of history by following the path of 

the Bolshevik revolution. One way was open: to win the confidence 

of these peoples by showing them the progress made in Soviet Russia 

under the socialist order, as compared to capitalism. Obviously, the 

Eastern masses had first-hand knowledge of the sins of the “capital- 
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ist” powers; they would willingly turn to Soviet Russia, whose aim 

was to bring about the fall of the oppressors. Soviet Russia was the 

only fortress that all the oppressed peoples could turn to in their fight 

for freedom.”8 

The Bolsheviks could offer the experience of their revolution 

to these underdeveloped peasant masses; this was already a depar¬ 

ture from pure Marxist doctrine. Lenin had made “a revolutionary 

alliance” between workers and poor peasants. In the East, peas¬ 

ant masses were large enough to sustain a revolutionary movement. 

At the Twelfth Congress of the Russian Communist party held in 

Moscow in April 1923, the Soviet leaders, from Zinoviev and Stalin 

down to Radek, Rakovski, and Bukharin expressed their awareness 

of the importance of the Russian example for the Eastern peoples. 

Stalin declared: “The East looks to our united republic as to an 

experiment.”9 

On 30 April 1923, Rakovski wrote that the first socialist country 

had become an arena and training ground to coordinate the action 

of Communists drawn from every country in the world. But, the 

main thing was that the Soviet Federation must be a training ground 

“not only to learn a program, but also its application.”10 He thought 

that nationalities outside the Soviet Federation, especially those who 

were becoming politically conscious, in China and India for example, 

would only trust the Bolshevik party if the latter proved its respect 

for national minorities, treating them according to socialist law. 

He could only regret the fact that the October Revolution had 

not brought a solution to the problem of nationalities any nearer, as 

regarded the first socialist state. It only established certain condi¬ 

tions, “which should lead, after a long process, lasting perhaps not 

ten, but a hundred years, to the elimination of these national char¬ 

acteristics which had developed in the course of history, language, 

customs, local traditions. . . .”u He declared at the congress that 

it was already the third time they had discussed the problem, and 

added: “The more we raise the question, the further we shall be from 

understanding the problem of nationalities and finding a communist 

solution to it.”12 

This shows the bitterness and disillusionment of a man who had 

supported the principle of a socialist federation of free peoples since 

the start of the century. In the Balkans as well as in the old tsarist 

empire, he had always thought such a federation would solve all eco¬ 

nomic, political, social, and religious conflicts between peoples. He 

could see now that, even in the framework of a so-called socialist 

federation difficulties remained, even if they were slightly different. 

Inside the Party, opposition had grown between Rakovski and 
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Stalin in 1922 on this subject. On 10 August, the Politburo had or¬ 

dered the Orgburo to appoint a commission that would make a draft 

on relations between the RSFSR and the other republics in time for 

the next session of the Central Committee. The Central Committee 

was made up of Stalin, Kuibyshev, Ordzhonikidze, Rakovski, Sokol- 

nikov, and Molotov.13 

In the autumn of 1922, when the commission met, Rakovski, on 

several occasions, raised the subject of the autonomous republics hav¬ 

ing to fight constantly not only for their prerogatives, but also for their 

very existence. There were numerous examples of Russian commis¬ 

sariats signing international agreements for the Ukraine, “while they 

have no constitutional right to do so.”14 If central bodies were inca¬ 

pable of controlling their own excesses and their bureaucratic tenden¬ 

cies, there was no way of building socialism. Lenin had rightly called 

Soviet bureaucracy “an aristocratic and bourgeois remnant, baptized 

in communist water,” 15 and he knew full well the nature of the “au¬ 

thentic Russian, the Great Russian, chauvinist, dishonest, tyrannical, 

the typical Russian bureaucrat.” 16 In April 1923, Rakovski told the 

Xllth Party congress that: 

We deeply regret the absence of Vladimir Ilich for many 

reasons, one of them being the question of nationalities. We 

shall miss his leadership and his understanding of conditions 

at home and abroad, which could have shaken the Party 

into realizing that it was making dangerous mistakes on the 

question of nationalities. Comrades, this has serious im¬ 

plications for Soviet Russia and the Party. This is one of 

the questions, which, we have to admit it frankly in front 

of the Party congress, poses a threat of civil war, if we do 

not show enough understanding. It is the question of rela¬ 

tions between the Russian revolutionary proletariat and the 

60 million non-Russian peasants who, under their national 

colors, ask to participate in the political and economic life 

of the Soviet Union.17 

Rakovski saw the need for reexamination of the concept of rev¬ 

olutionary internationalism in the light of national liberation move¬ 

ments. In his opinion, the difficulty lay in “finding common ground 

between our proletariat, communist internationalism and the national 

consciousness of large peasant masses striving for an independent life 

in which they could express their national culture and have their own 

government.”18 He was afraid this alliance might be now impossible 

to achieve, not because the revolutionary proletariat could not com¬ 

bine respect for national minorities with an ideal of internationalism, 
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but because three “reactionary” factors were at work to separate na¬ 

tionalism from internationalism: the aggressive force of Russian na¬ 

tionalism, the oppressive Russian bureaucracy, and finally the gap 

becoming more and more visible between the theory and practice of 

socialism in Soviet Russia. Rakovski insisted on this point, which 

seemed to explain everything else, “the split which is widening every 

day between, on the one hand, our Party and our program and, on the 

other, our political apparatus.”19 Bureaucracy is our major danger, 

he added: 

The trouble is that our central organizations are now con¬ 

sidering the running of our country from the point of view 

of administrative convenience; of course, it is not easy to 

govern twenty republics; they say, if they were grouped to¬ 

gether, we could govern the whole country at the touch of a 

button. This would be really convenient.”20 

Rakovski was drawing on Lenin’s last political considerations, his 

famous Testament, the publication of which had been prevented by 

Stalin, but which was well known by party members attending the 

Twelfth Congress. The Bolshevik leader blamed Stalin, Dzerzhinski, 

and Ordzhonikidze for their brutal handling of Georgian Communists, 

who had shown their preference for real national autonomy. Lenin 

knew what consequences these methods would have, inside as well as 

outside the Soviet Federation. Such a situation, he said, could “raise 

doubts as to our sincerity in calling for a fight against imperialism. 

Tomorrow will be precisely the historic day when peoples who were 

oppressed by imperialists up to now will rise and start the long, hard 

struggle for freedom.”21 

Lenin saw the need for winning the trust of nationalities. To 

achieve that, “it was better to go too far in the way of accommo¬ 

dation and gentleness . . . than not far enough.” These were his 

recommendations: 

We must in no way be averse to retracing our steps, . . . that 

is to say, maintaining the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

only in the area of military and diplomatic matters, and 

handing back full and complete independence to individual 

commissariats. . . . We would be guilty of unforgivable 

opportunism if, on the eve of the East rising, and in the 

early days of its awakening, we weakened the prestige we 

enjoy in their minds by committing violent deeds or taking 

unjust measures toward our national minorities.22 

Bearing this in mind, Rakovski told the Twelfth Congress, “We 

must take nine-tenths of their prerogatives away from the Commis- 
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sariats of the Union, to give them to national republics.” 23 He refused 

the “Council for Nationalities,” as advocated by Stalin, and suggested 

creating a “Council of States,” to be entirely different. He also ob¬ 

jected to the Presidium of the Central Executive Committee, which 

would soon become the most powerful constitutional body of the So¬ 

viet state, playing, until the 1936 constitution was put into effect, the 

part of central executive power.24 

In 1923, Stalin thought that the central task of the Communist 

party was to “strengthen workers’ power;” all other problems had to 

be subordinated to this, among them the development of national 

aspirations. As early as November 1922, Stalin had argued against 

Rakovski’s suggestion of creating a second chamber in which national 

minorities would be represented. Such an organization, Stalin said, 

“would not be to the taste of national republics, if only because the 

two-chamber system is not compatible with a Soviet government, 

at least in its present stage of development.”25 A few months later, 

in February 1923, Stalin had to accept the principle of two houses 

of parliament under pressure from Lenin and a few other Bolshevik 

leaders. The Council of Nationalities was set up and became official 

in an appendix to the Soviet constitution. In fact, Stalin was still in a 

better position than his opponents, since the council was unchanged 

from the one he had created in April 1921, that is to say, under direct 

control of the Commissariat for National Affairs, which he ran. The 

only change was the addition of deputies from the three independent 

republics.26 

Nobody was taken in by this device, and Rakovski foresaw the 

decay of the Communist party, and a threat to the very future of so¬ 

cialism. He warned the delegates to the Twelfth Congress: “I have to 

admit, seeing how passive Party members are, especially the Russian 

ones, during debates [on nationalities] ... I can only tremble for the 

future of our Party.”27 

His doubts were confirmed when the centralizing constitution of 

the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was adopted (July 1923) and 

a federation was set up, instead of the confederation he had hoped for; 

but Rakovski showed his customary political courage. He declared: 

If centralization means all powers being concentrated into 

one central body, and the popular masses turned into docile 

instruments that can only carry out orders from central gov¬ 

ernment, if centralization means doing away with initiative, 

economic, political, and administrative independence, if cen¬ 

tralization means the dead hand of centralized bureaucracy, 

synonymous with tyranny, then, of course, there can be no 

greater enemy of Soviet power than centralization. Soviet 
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rule means drawing working masses and, through them peas¬ 

ant masses into the country’s political life. But if this is the 

privilege of a handful of people, then it goes without saying 

that the laboring masses will never share in the running of 

the country, and Soviet leaders will forfeit their main sup¬ 

port. Communists have to fight such centralization with 

staunch determination.28 

In these words, Rakovski showed his will to fight the emergence 

of Stalinism. He contrasted his solution of “democratic socialism 

with the “bureaucratic centralism,” which the general secretary of 

the Party was gradually imposing. This meant the disappearance of 

the latter’s opponents among top leaders. At the Twelfth Congress, 

Enukidze, who was at the time close to Stalin, was the first to attack 

Rakovski. He declared: “Comrade Rakovski, in his embattled stance 

[in defense of national minorities], has shown more punch than the 

whole Caucasian lot.”29 

If we are to believe Trotsky, early in 1923, Stalin started “plot¬ 

ting” against Rakovski. At the time, the Party general secretary, 

who had gained an enormous influence, was undoubtedly the mas¬ 

ter in “distributing jobs, allocating key positions at his whim.” He 

had become “the undisputed ruler of Russian bureaucracy.”30 Be¬ 

tween April and May 1923, Stalin, under various pretexts, demoted 

several leaders of the Ukrainian Communist party, who were devoted 

to Rakovski, to replace them with his henchmen. Very strong pres¬ 

sure was also exercised on the Ukrainian Party to force it to relieve 

Rakovski of his responsibilities.31 So, only two months after denounc¬ 

ing the ideas Stalin succeeded in imposing on the Russian Commu¬ 

nist party, and his methods for “building socialism in one country,” 

Rakovski was abruptly dismissed. He did not wish to expose any 

dissensions among communist leaders, so he merely said, “I am very 

sorry to leave the Ukraine.”32 

On 6 July 1923, the second session of the Central Executive Com¬ 

mittee of the USSR approved the new constitution and instituted 

the United Commissariat for Foreign Affairs. On the same day, the 

London Times announced the appointment of Christian Rakovski as 

representative of the Soviet government in London, to replace L. B. 

Krasin. 

Now more than ever, Rakovski had first-hand experience of ar¬ 

bitrary power. He realized the extent of Stalin’s power; above all, he 

realized that the general secretary would employ all available means 

for administrative pressure and repressive action to defeat his polit¬ 

ical enemies. As he wrote to Trotsky in 1928, he saw in it the main 

cause of Bolshevik party decay: 
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Interfaction quarrels were the first consequence of the erro¬ 

neous methods employed in running the Party, that is, the 

practical disappearance of all safeguards that are necessary 

to the very existence of the Communist party as a party 

of the working classes. . . .33 The reason for all this is 

that the ruling clique has lost sight of Lenin’s doctrine on 

government, especially the dictatorship of the proletariat.34 

This strong condemnation of the Stalinist system reveals how 

Rakovski saw the fundamental principle of socialism: observance of 

Marxist tenets, colored by internationalism, and awareness of the 

democratic vocation of European socialism coupled with the recent 

experience of the Bolshevik revolution led by Lenin. 
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Chapter 11 

Relations between Soviet Russia and West European 

Governments (1921-1922) 

The Political Context 

1. General Implications 

The year 1921 marked for the Soviet Republics the turning point be¬ 

tween the period of war, intervention, and civil war, and the apparent 

lull of peaceful recovery that followed. In fact, the struggle between 

the Bolsheviks and the “bourgeois” governments of Western Europe 

was only to switch from open warfare to secret political moves, pro¬ 

paganda, and diplomacy by conference. Two antagonistic principles 

were locked in a struggle to maintain or destroy the political and 

economic order of Europe as it had hitherto prevailed. 

a. Importance and significance of the problem. 

For Germany which had to accept the Treaty of Versailles, as 

for Turkey which was submitted to the harsher Treaty of Sèvres, the 

new settlement imposed on them by the Allies appeared to have been 

built upon their spoils. Both countries had been effectively excluded 

from the realm of European diplomacy; Germany could proclaim that 

it was as much the target of French attacks, as was Turkey the vic¬ 

tim of British policy. In consequence, and inasmuch as they found 

themselves in a disadvantageous position that the “victors” had cre¬ 

ated and would not remedy, Germany and Turkey were bound to 

turn eastward in the direction of the Soviet Republics. There loomed 

the one potentially powerful state whose avowed aim it was to resist 

the hegemony of the Entente powers, and to challenge it whenever 

possible. In March 1921, the Russian Press Review knowingly pro¬ 

claimed: “Soviet Russia is the only stronghold to which all those who 

are oppressed and who do not wish to remain slaves may look for 
help.” 1 

Change in Europe was also made possible by the fact that the 

union of the wartime Allies began to break down almost as soon as the 

terms of the peace treaties had been agreed on. France and England, 

although they sought to reduce friction by constant compromises, 
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repeatedly found themselves in opposition in the West as much as in 

the East because of the fundamental divergence of their traditional 

policies and of their actual economic interests. 

In 1921, the economic channels that had existed between tsarist 

Russia and Western Europe had been blocked by eight years of war, 

civil war, misgovemment, and the general depression that had ruined 

the economic balance of Europe. In March of that year, the conclusion 

of peace between the Soviet Republics and Poland coincided with the 

proclamation by Lenin of the New Economic Policy (NEP) and with 

the signing of the first commercial agreement between Soviet Rus¬ 

sia and a “bourgeois” power: the Anglo-Russian trade agreement.2 

In the spring of 1922, the Genoa Conference convened by the Euro¬ 

pean powers witnessed the efforts made by the British prime minis¬ 

ter, David Lloyd George, to come to terms with Soviet Russia, after 

France had blocked the talks on the German question and refused to 

try and negotiate with the Bolsheviks. 

To maintain the balance of power on the continent, but also to 

resume, increase, and accelerate her commercial exchanges, Britain 

could hardly submit herself to what she considered as the “negative” 

policy of France. For a long time, indeed, the latter stuck to the terms 

of the Versailles Treaty and insisted on implementing a strict policy of 

“security and relations” in regard to Germany. On the contrary, it was 

in Britain’s interest to conceive a more “active” policy that implied 

a rapprochement with the Soviet Republics and with Germany. If 

the British scheme might have contributed to relieving the European 

economy from its paralysis, it excluded the participation of France, 

which had grounds to feel itself dangerously threatened by such an 

initiative. 

At the gate of the Near East, Britain and France were again at 

loggerheads, this time on the question of Turkey. France was working 

for a rapprochement with the nationalist Turkey of Kemal Pasha, 

while Britain, on the contrary, supported the weak shadow Sultan 

in Constantinople. To strengthen her position, France could easily 

conceive that her interest lay in the creation of strong links between 

herself, Turkey, and the Soviet Republics. Yet, such a plan meant a 

direct threat to the British Empire and to Great Britain. A strong 

Turkey might help to block the road to the oilfields, the Near East, 

and India. 

Both the French and the English realized the drastic implications 

which each of the two plans might have if it came to be implemented. 

In each case, it was not so much the rapprochement between Britain 

and Germany on the one hand, or between France and Turkey on 

the other which could tip the scales for the worse. In 1921, these 
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rapprochements were partly carried out. Danger would come if Russia 

succeeded in joining either one of the two groupings. 

Analysis of the Genoa and Lausanne conferences, of their context 

and of their implications, will show us a most interesting diplomatic 

game of chess. 

After the end of the Civil War and of foreign intervention, the 

Soviet Republics feared Europe much less and thought they could 

gain much through diplomacy. The immediate aim of Soviet diplo¬ 

macy was to divide the “bourgeois” governments of Europe by at¬ 

tracting those who found themselves in a disadvantageous position, 

or those who badly needed to trade with the Soviet Republics. In 

the instructions which he wrote on the eve of the Genoa Conference, 

Lenin stressed the need for Soviet diplomacy “to defend Germany and 

Turkey.”3 It was clear that the strength of the industrial proletariat in 

Germany as much as the surge of the nationalist movement in Turkey 

presented strong revolutionary potentials. It was also clear that, to 

try and better their positions, these two countries would constantly 

sway between East and West, and enter with the Soviet Republics 

into what Lord D’Abemon called an “unholy intimacy.”4 

At the same time, the Soviet leaders could not forget that their 

country was in complete economic chaos; thus, while telling bourgeois 

diplomats how much they distrusted them, the Bolsheviks could not 

help looking with envy on the technical advance of Western Europe 

and wondering how they could use it to their profit. Rakovski summed 

up these thoughts when he declared in a pamphlet written on the eve 

of the Genoa Conference: 

When in connection with the Genoa Conference, diplomats 

begin to talk of economic restoration, we must understand 

that this does not prove the sincerity of their intentions. . 

. . We must not forget that we actually find ourselves in a 

period of war.5 

In his report to the Eleventh Congress of the RCP (b), Lenin 

stated in a key lower than that of Rakovski that the question of the 

Genoa Conference was “not, say, one of war because that term is likely 

to be misunderstood, but at all events one of rivalry.”5 The Bolshe¬ 

viks’ tone was set. It was useless, Lenin claimed “to play a hide- 

and-seek” game with the capitalist countries because every Russian 

peasant and worker knew very well that he had fought throughout 

the hard years of the intervention against those countries which had 

failed to vanquish him.” The bourgeois governments had put the Bol¬ 

sheviks to the test, “not the test of words . . . but the test of the 

bludgeon.”7 In the same speech, Lenin warmly congratulated Trotsky 
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on the call for vigilance that the latter had issued after hearing of the 

proposed Genoa Conference: “Let every man of the Red Army know 

all about the diplomatic game and what is meant by force of arms, 

which, up to now, has decided all class conflict.8 

Lenin, however, realized that the years 1921-1922 were the first 

in which the Bolsheviks were given the possibility of devoting all their 

efforts “to the real, main and fundamental task of socialist construc¬ 

tion.” They would go to Genoa not as Communists, but as “mer¬ 

chants” for the practical purpose of expanding trade and creating 

the most favorable conditions for its successful development on the 

widest scale.9 The Soviet government was determined to strive for 

practical compromises with Western European countries: its aim was 

to get the much-needed machinery, techniques, and experience from 

various “rival” countries who would be allured by the advantages of 

concessions. 

b. The question of concessions and its impact on the inner 

life of the Bolshevik Party (1922). 

Proposals for concessions to foreigners were made in Soviet Rus¬ 

sia as early as the summer of 1918, when the council of People’s 

Commissars appointed a commission to consider the conditions of 

which these might be granted to capitalist industrialists. The project 

was practically abandoned during the Civil War; a new decree was 

adopted on 23 November 1920, in which it was stated that the rate 

of recovery of the Russian economy could be “increased many times 

over” by bringing in foreign firms or institutions “for the exploitation 

and the development of the natural riches of Russia.”10 Very soon, 

the introduction of NEP facilitated the policy of concessions by re¬ 

moving many practical and psychological obstacles inherited from war 

communism. At the time of the Eleventh Congress in March 1921, 

Lenin did not hesitate to declare that, in order to get the help from 

the West necessary to start the engine of Russian economy, he was 

ready to give extensive concessions “to the most powerful imperialist 

syndicates”—for example “a quarter of Baku, a quarter of Gronzyi, 

a quarter of our best forests.” To oil and timber concessions he also 

added large concessions of iron ore. 

On the eve of the Genoa Conference, however, the bolshevik 

leader was careful enough to make it clear in his speech to the Eleventh 

Congress that “the retreat had come to an end.” He considered that 

the Soviet government had already made so many compromises in 

its domestic policy with the introduction of NEP that it was vital 

to prevent all attempts at economic intervention by foreign capital¬ 

ists. Indeed, officials of the British Foreign Office considered that it 
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was vital to prevent all attempts at economic intervention by foreign 

capitalists. Indeed, officials of the British Foreign Office considered 

that, if a number of foreign enterprises were introduced into Russia 

and if, at any rate at the beginning, a special jurisdiction guaranteed 

the personal liberty of the staff working on these enterprises, “little 

oases of civilization would flourish.” The argument ran smoothly in 

its boundless naivety and ignorance of bolshevik principles: as these 

enclaves would compare favorably with their communist surround¬ 

ings, Russian public opinion could easily agitate for an extension of 

the system throughout the country.11 As will be seen later, the Bol¬ 

sheviks were quite ready to take the necessary steps to prevent such 

an eventuality. 

Yet, at that time, a great part of the devoted communist rank- 

and-file and the high-ranking party members who had formed the so- 

called Workers’ Opposition in and around 1920 accepted with great 

difficulty the policy of internal and external concessions imposed by 

Lenin upon the Party.12 They felt that such concessions were a breach 

of promise to the proletariat and that it would prove very difficult 

to put limits to such indulgence toward counterrevolutionary forces. 

Lenin duly admitted to the Eleventh Party Congress in March 1922 

that “considerable nervousness, almost morbid anxiety” was observed 

in Party ranks whenever the question was discussed.13 As an example 

of the discussions taking place on that issue at the top rank of the 

Russian Communist party, we can take the “very secret” report of 

a meeting the delegates to the Genoa Conference attended in the 

Kremlin on 10 February 1922. 

At this meeting, the Political Commission consisted of Krasin, 

Rakovski, Litvinov, and Ioffe; the Commission of Trade Unions com¬ 

prised Shlyapnikov, Sapronov, and Rudzutak; Mdivani, Narimanov, 

and Khodzhaev formed the Federative Commission; and last, a Con¬ 

ciliation Commission was composed of Lenin, Chicherin, and Zinoviev— 

the latter in an advisory capacity (he represented the Third Interna¬ 

tional). The longest and most heated debates were on the subject of 

concessions. The opposition argued that the proletariat of the world 

had not yet become sufficiently imbued with the knowledge of the 

needs of the class struggle to start making such concessions. In these 

circumstances, any important concessions made at the Genoa Confer¬ 

ence “to enlist the sympathy of the bourgeoisie and to find a basis for 

negotiations would be detrimental to the interests of the Communist 

program.” On the insistence of the opposition, it was decided that, 

at Genoa, “all projects of concessions would be dropped.”14 This re¬ 

sult was mainly due to Rakovski, who was backed on this issue by 

Shlyapnikov and Kollontai. As a British secret report on Rakovski 
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tells us, the latter was 

before the Genoa Conference . . . the candidate of the 

left or Workers’ Opposition then opposed to the granting of 

concessions to Europeans in Russia, for the chairmanship of 

the Russian delegation at Genoa in opposition to Lenin and 

Chicherin.15 

This information is certainly reliable, as Rakovski’s position on 

the question of the Genoa Conference differed to some extent from 

that of Lenin. 

It is important to recall, first of all, that Rakovski was not a 

member of the Workers’ Opposition at the time of the heated discus¬ 

sions on the trade unions in 1921.16 He had then signed the Trotsky- 

Bukharin platform, which had been submitted to the Tenth Party 

Congress and had opposed both the platforms of Lenin-Zinoviev and 

Shlyapnikov-Kollontai.17 On the other hand, we know that Rakovski 

had always belonged, since the Revolution, to the left wing of the 

Party. At the Eighth Party Conference in December 1919, he had 

advocated for the Ukraine a complete and immediate socialization of 

the economy; he had then been attacked by Lenin on the grounds 

that such an action would alienate the Ukrainian peasantry.18 In the 

same way, the introduction of the NEP had not been an obviously 

desirable step for Rakovski because of his strict ideas on socialization 

and on the mobilization of labor by the state: he fully backed Trot¬ 

sky on this last point.19 In one of the articles that he wrote at the 

death of Lenin, Rakovski used a very revealing expression in connec¬ 

tion with NEP for it tells much about the kind of relationship that 

had developed between the two men. He wrote: “Lenin explained to 

us [F.C.] the so-called New Economic Policy.”20 

Rakovski showed that he was consistent with himself when, after 

admitting the need for domestic concessions under the pressure of 

the “master,” he opposed the policy of concessions to foreigners. At 

the beginning of 1922, he proclaimed, with the greatest emphasis, a 

point of view that remained that of a revolutionary rather than that 

of a “merchant.” He summed up the relationship between the Soviet 

Republics and the capitalist countries of Western Europe on the eve 

of the Genoa Conference with the words: 

Our whole problem is to hold, not to count on a loan, on 

credits that might come after the Genoa Conference. We 

must not forget we are still passing a phase of a revolution¬ 

ary epoch; we must turn to ourselves to find remedies for our 

own ills; we ourselves must fight the famine and the break¬ 

down of our system of transport; and we must make our 
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Red Army even stronger because this army is our only sup¬ 

port. If this opinion, if this realization supports us as well 

in the future as in the past, economic agreement will soon 

be reached. The entire question rests on self-restraint, on 

continuing our struggle, on keeping up our fighting mood.21 

These last words explain much of Rakovski’s psychology and the 

reasons that urged Lenin, although their views sometimes diverged, to 

make of him one of the leading, if not the leading, Soviet diplomat in 

Western Europe during the 1920s. In a letter he wrote to Chicherin on 

7 February 1922 on the subject of the impending Genoa conference, 

the bolshevik leader insisted on the necessity of adopting a policy 

that would be supple yet stick to communist principles.22 Rakovski’s 

resolute opposition to easy compromises with bourgeois governments 

was to be used by Lenin. Indeed, the latter had known for years that 

he was very strict where matters of principle were involved, while he 

remained remarkably supple and kept all his urbanity and personal 

charm. Thus, on the eve of the first general meeting between the Bol¬ 

sheviks and Western European political leaders at Genoa, Rakovski 

appeared as the right person to prepare the ground. Before dealing 

with this particular problem, and to try to give it its real scale and 

significance, we must consider the view on the Soviet Republic of three 

major European countries: Germany, Great Britain, and France. For 

his part, Rakovski considered that the time had come when the Soviet 

Republics would have “to face the greatest trials: most important of 

all, two systems of government, different in principles and in aims, 

will face each other at Genoa.”23 In this trial, Germany was to be 

extremely useful to the Bolsheviks: to lure Germany away from the 

Western Powers was to break the “united front” of bourgeois imperi¬ 

alism. 

2. German-Soviet Relations (1918-1922) 

We know that the road that eventually led to Rapallo was a 

“clandestine path,” which had been carefully shaded on both sides 

from all forms of publicity.24 Indeed, the possibility of surreptitious 

trade with the Soviet Republics must have dawned on German minds 

as soon as the ink had dried on the Versailles Treaty. When Great 

Britain concluded her trade agreement with Soviet Russia in March 

1921, Germany felt secure enough to move openly toward Soviet 

Russia: the German-Soviet trade agreement was signed two months 

later on 6 May 1921. The first official representative of the Moscow 

government—N. N. Krestinsky—arrived in Berlin at the end of Octo¬ 

ber 1921, followed by Stamonyakov (the trade representative) and by 

envoys such as Krassin, Radek, and Smilga. By January 1922, it was 
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publicly known that some German companies intended to specialize 

in the economic restoration of the Soviet Republics. In the first days 

of that month, one of the directors of Wirthschaftsstelle fur Handel 

und Industrie in der Osten gave an interview to the newspaper Rul’in 

which he provided considerable information about the projects of the 

trust he represented.25 The trust comprised banks and commercial 

and industrial undertakings; it included representatives of the techni¬ 

cal and scientihc institutions and of the principal organizations of the 

German trade unions. Specialists were to be sent to various districts 

of the Soviet Republics, and adequate chambers of commerce were 

to be formed. The first task was to reestablish railways and motor 

transport in Russia, as this was essential to import necessities and 

to reestablish normal conditions in the country. Negotiations were 

proceeding to this effect with the U. S. banking firm of J. P. Morgan 

and Co. for the formation a German-American fund of ,£62,500,000. 

Conversations had started in Moscow with Chicherin and in Berlin 

with Krassin. In his interview, the director of the trust summed 

up the situation with the words: “Our object is to bring about the 

restoration of Russia with the aid of German economic forces backed 

by American capital and supported by our labor organizations.”26 

German-Soviet relations were certainly not limited to economic 

considerations, for both countries realized how much they could gain 

if they presented a common front in the forthcoming negotiations with 

the former Allies. On 16 January 1922, Lord D’Aberon informed Lord 

Curzon about the scheme they were putting on foot for the Genoa 

Conference: 

German industrialists propose to arrive at some kind of ar¬ 

rangement with Moscow for reciprocal support at the Genoa 

Conference, which will be the first at which both the Ger¬ 

mans and the Russians will be present. . . . The idea is 

that Germany and Russia will stand side by side as the two 

countries most oppressed by the Entente and will back each 

other up in the obtaining of advantages.27 

A few days later, D’Abemon warned the Foreign Office about the 

progress of the rapprochement: he made it clear that conversations 

were to be held shortly and that they would be “of a preliminary 

nature.”28 The reaction of the Foreign Office was one of incredulity: 

P. M. Roberts, who annotated D’Abemon’s telegram in the Northern 

Department, considered that the Germans were “unlikely to achieve 

anything on a big scale except hand-in-hand with us.”29 Thus, many 

British officials ignored the details that Sir Basil Thomson—the di¬ 

rector of intelligence at Scotland Yard—transmitted to Sir Robert 
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Vansittart on 20 February 1922: 

It was suggested that the Soviet people should put forward 

at Genoa such pro-German arguments as the Germans dare 

not put forward for themselves. ... At the German F.O. 

a secret agreement was arrived at under which 100 million 

gold marks was agreed to, and this is now in force. The big 

industrial firms are each to provide its quote of the goods 

on credit.30 

If such an achievement suited German plans for economic re¬ 

covery to perfection, it excluded the participation of either France 

or England, and gave Germany the best part of the Russian market. 

“Victors” and “vanquished” being equally ruined after the Great War, 

both had to try and find a quick and effective escape from the eco¬ 

nomic chaos that seemed to threaten them. In Britain, Lloyd George 

was determined to win the day and ready to go far on the path of 

compromise. 

3. British—Soviet Relations: A Brief Survey (1921-1922) 

Putting aside the too obvious and fundamental conflict with So¬ 

viet Russia, Great Britain accorded de facto recognition to the latter 

in signing the trade agreement of 15 March 1921. This was considered 

by both the British and the Russians as a capital “preliminary agree¬ 

ment” for the resumption of peaceful trade and commerce between 

the two countries. The preamble of the agreement made it clear that 

this represented only a first step, “pending the conclusion of a for¬ 

mal general Peace Treaty between the governments of these countries 

by which their economic and political relations shall be regulated in 

the future.”31 The two words “political” and “economic” were pro¬ 

nounced in a formula that implied that the agreement as such was not 

complete. For Britain as for the other “bourgeois” countries of West¬ 

ern Europe, the problem was to know whether a mere trade agreement 

would be sufficient to allow commercial exchanges to develop without 

any sort of political bid. 

In itself, the first move made by Britain for an economic rap¬ 

prochement with Soviet Russia represented a distinct victory by the 

British prime minister and the Board of Trade over the staunch resis¬ 

tance by Curzon and Churchill. Lloyd George commented sarcasti¬ 

cally that the latter had in fact remained personally “obsessed by the 

defeat inflicted on his military projects by the Bolshevik armies.”32 

For his part, he considered that “it would be folly not to help Rus¬ 

sia to return to the community of European nations,” for he realized 

that “the restoration of European trade and business was impossible 

without bringing Russia into the circle.”33 
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Already on 11 January 1922, Lloyd George had received a tele¬ 

gram from the British trade union leaders and many personalities of 

the Left, which stated very clearly: 

Eight million of organized British workers realizing the close 

connection between the decay of British trade with the con¬ 

sequent dangerous growth of unemployment and the Rus¬ 

sian exclusion from the comity of nations strongly urge full 

recognition of the Russian government by Britain, preferably 

jointly with Allied Powers, otherwise alone.34 

The prime minister was obviously impressed by the argument, 

at a time when the threat of a general strike in the summer of 1920 

was still fresh in all minds. If, taking into account the growing rate of 

unemployment, the British government did not take any serious mea¬ 

sures, Lloyd George sincerely feared that there could be in the near 

future “such a revolt among the working classes that no government 

could withstand it.”35 

To prevent Great Britain from suffocating economically, he de¬ 

cided at the end of 1921 to take two radical steps that, in his mind, 

were bound to rescue the European economy from its paralysis: to 

switch the emphasis from the German problem to that of Russia, and 

to recognize the Bolshevik government. These two moves would inau¬ 

gurate an era of peaceful relations between European countries that 

would lead, in its turn, to a rapid development of economic exchanges. 

Not everybody was convinced by the ideas of the prime minister as 

the following example will show us. 

From Capetown, the prime minister of South Africa argued with 

Lloyd George in 1922 that to deal first with Russia and not with 

Germany was “to begin at the wrong end.” He added: “We must 

deal with Germany first. The immediate future of Europe depends 

on Germany and not on Russia.” 

He considered that Germany meant “infinitely more to European 

unity and restoration than Russia” and that, moreover, Russia was 

“politically and economically an almost insoluble problem today.”36 

While many British politicians hesitated to recommend that their 

government should concentrate on one country rather than the other, 

the essence of the solution they proposed remained the same. In Jan¬ 

uary 1922, Chicherin, with much insight, defined it to the All-Russian 

Central Executive Committee (CEC): “The triumph of English state- 

scraft is to enter into alliances with new historical forces for the pur¬ 

pose of rendering them harmless. The present representative of this 

traditional art in England is Lloyd George.”37 

The choice lay between either rendering Germany “harmless” by 
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including it in the League of Nations and adopting a more lenient 

attitude toward reparations, or recognizing de jure the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment and developing trade relations with it as much as possible. 

While the insistence of the French government on a strict implemen¬ 

tation of the Versailles Treaty blocked all immediate solution of the 

German problem, Lloyd George placed his hopes on a more complete 

agreement with the Bolsheviks.38 Economic arguments played then a 

considerable part in the decision of the British prime minister. 

Reports from his closest advisers and personal secretaries such 

as E. F. Wise, Edward Grigg, or Hilton Young reminded him that 

European Russia alone was as large as the rest of Europe and its 

population nearly half that of the continent. Before the war, Rus¬ 

sia exported primarily to European countries: the Russian export 

of wheat averaged some 4 million tons, a quarter of the exportable 

wheat of the world; half of the timber imported into the United King¬ 

dom came from Russia; two-thirds of the flax required in Europe was 

supplied by the same country; half the world’s output of hemp was 

grown in Russia. British businessmen knew that practically the whole 

of Russia was still engaged in occupations not competitive with their 

industries, but were necessary and complementary to them. Thus, 

the two great advantages of developing economic links with Russia 

were that trade with that country was “a question of revival and not 

of creation,” and that its recovery would “create a customer and not 

a competitor” (as opposed to reviving similar links with Germany). 

In brief, the “Easterners” around Lloyd George were convinced that 

“it was quite hopeless that a plan of reconstruction of Europe could 

have any chance of success unless it included Russia.”39 This latter 

country had the capacity to produce; it only lacked the tools. 

Lloyd George, however, was too experienced a politician to be¬ 

lieve that trade could solve problems without a true settlement of 

the political question. To start with a purely economic agreement 

in the absence of any valid political settlement was not only starting 

from the wrong end, it meant preventing economic exchanges from 

gathering any real momentum. A foreign capitalist whose properties 

had been nationalized by the Bolsheviks could hardly be expected to 

invest his capital again in large enterprises if he was not sure of a 

return. He would not rebuild a factory or a railway if he did not feel 

secure about both the internal and external security of that country. 

Lloyd George knew this perfectly well when he explained to Austen 

Chamberlain the reason why trade had failed to develop between So¬ 

viet Russia and Britain, although the road appeared to have been 

opened by the trade agreement of 1921. 

Trade is largely psychological and, as long as you have po- 
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litical unrest in Europe, the trader won’t send his capital 

out into the weather. It is therefore the basis of any policy 

of trade restoration that peace in Europe should be firmly 

established.40 

In the practical steps they envisaged, members of the Foreign 

Office considered that internal security had to be achieved by setting 

up a “proper judicial system” within the borders of the Soviet Re¬ 

publics; this was considered as “an absolute prerequisite to trade.”41 

For Lloyd George, external security could only be obtained through 

the official recognition of the Soviet government; this would guar¬ 

antee the security of the Soviet borders. J. D. Gregory—the head 

of the Northern Department of the Foreign Office—summed up the 

thoughts of a great part of British business circles when he wrote: 

Capital can only be introduced into Russia on its own con¬ 

ditions, and these conditions are political rather than eco¬ 

nomic. The economic disorder is the result of political dis¬ 

order and the remedy must therefore be political.42 

France, however, saw the Russian problem in a different light, 

the more so that the leading French politicians held very different 

opinions on this controversial subject. 

4. The British-French Negotiations Concerning Soviet Rus¬ 

sia (December 1921-January 1922) 

When, early in January 1922, Lloyd George and Briand met at 

Cannes to discuss the problems of Germany and of Russia, the Times 

correspondent described with clear-sightedness the relationship that 

existed between the two prime ministers and the links each had with 

his own government in regard to the Russian issue. He wrote: 

France has been utterly opposed to any steps that may be 

taken in regard to Russia which imply any recognition of the 

Soviet government. . . . Mr. Briand, who is much more 

closely clutched by his government than is Mr. Lloyd George 

by his, will be compelled to treat perhaps too delicately for 

the liking of his protagonist of the Prinkipo proposals.43 

It is certainly true that Lloyd George acted with little considera¬ 

tion for his colleagues when he virtually forced the cabinet to accept 

de jure recognition of the Soviet government as a possibility at the 

heated session of 16 Decmeber 1921. Then the British prime minister 

had obtained “a free hand” to examine, in his forthcoming conversa¬ 

tions with Briand and Loucheur at Cannes, not only the problem of 

German reparations, but “all aspects of proposals for the economic re¬ 

construction of Russia subject to possible conditions, e.g., recognition 
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of Russian debts, the control of Russian railways and customs, and 

diplomatic recognition of the Soviet government.” However, as the 

secretaries of state for the colonies (Winston Churchill), for India (Ed¬ 

win Montagu), and for foreign affairs (Lord Curzon) had had strong 

reservations, it was agreed that, “before diplomatic recognition of the 

Soviet government was agreed to, the Cabinet should be consulted 

and that, in the meantime, ministers were in no way committed.”44 

For his part, Lloyd George had been fully convinced by the claim 

that L. B. Krasin had made to him in their conversation of 16 Decem¬ 

ber 1921. The Soviet representative in London had argued that “there 

could be no serious economic arrangements and even no significant 

commercial exchanges with Russia as long as the Soviet government 

was not officially and definitely recognized.45 

Lloyd George had replied that he “fully understood the impor¬ 

tance of these arguments but foresaw that France would make diffi¬ 

culties.” Indeed, Briand was still opposed to the idea of negotiating 

with the Bolsheviks. In April 1921, in a long conversation with Lord 

Hardinge, he clearly stated his point of view about the strike move¬ 

ment that was spreading in Great Britain and Hardinge reported to 

Curzon in a private letter that 

[Briand] said that he had long regarded the present situation 

in England as bound to arise owing to the P.M.’s dealings 

with the Bolsheviks and playing with revolution. ... He 

had no doubt whatsoever that Bolshevik money has played 

an important part in the present strikes, for it was the aim 

of the Bolsheviks, above all others, to create a revolutionary 

movement in a country such as England. ... He said that 

he had more than once spoken to the P. M. quite strongly 

on the subject.46 

A few months later, however, Lloyd George agreed in a conver¬ 

sation with Krasin “to try and convince Briand that it was neces¬ 

sary to enter into discussions with Russia.” It was, he felt, vital not 

to give the impression that “perfidious Albion, having sacrificed its 

anti-Bolshevik principles, is merely interested in pinching the Russian 

market.”47 To this effect, the British prime minister considered that 

parallel discussions between Sir Robert Home, Loucheur, Rathenau, 

and Krasin should start as rapidly as possible: the aim of the talks 

would be “to define more concretely the means and possibilities of 

work in Russia.”49 

At the end of December 1921, a gathering of important industri¬ 

alists and bankers from England, France, Italy, Belgium, and Japan 

met in Paris under the chairmanship of the French finance minister, 
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Loucheur. They set the basis of a European consortium for which an 

investment of £20 million sterling was foreseen. At the Cannes Con¬ 

ference, the Supreme Council of the Allies declared that it approved 

of “the establishment of an International Corporation . . . for the 

purpose of the economic reconstruction of Europe,” which meant for 

a great part the reconstruction of the Soviet Republics.49 

Briand was in favor of the scheme and seemed convinced by the 

policy of appeasement toward Russia as expounded by his British 

colleague. He agreed to the proposal that Russia should be invited 

to a general “Economic and Financial Conference” at Genoa.50 On 

the golf links of Cannes, Lloyd George led Briand on from strictly 

economic to political considerations. He carefully stressed the fact 

that equality had to be accepted as much by the Western Powers as 

by the Soviet Republics in regard to the problems of security and 

mutual noninterference. As a proof of their loyalty, the French and 

British prime ministers agreed that, if the Soviet government accepted 

and respected these conditions, they would recognize it de jure. Lloyd 

George stated with great emphasis: 

We should make it clear to Russia that we can only trade 

with her if she recognizes the honorable obligations of every 

civilized country—namely, that she should pay her debts. . 

. . If we insist that Russia shall not attack her neighbors, 

we must also insist that her neighbors shall not attack her, 

and if the conditions under which trade alone is possible 

involve the recognition of the Soviet government, then that 

also should be done. . . .51 

After the approval of the Cannes resolutions by the French pre¬ 

mier, it seemed as if a European peace settlement was in sight. The 

British-French Alliance appeared to have been renewed through the 

fostering of eventual collaboration with Soviet Russia. On the other 

hand, Franco-German collaboration seemed more securely established 

after the Wiesbaden agreements of October 1921, whose purpose was 

to bring France much needed reparations through a share in the out¬ 

put of an expanding German industry. The official recognition of 

the Soviet government and the development of economic exchanges 

would have completed the circle. Chicherin described the political 

situation very accurately when he declared to the All-Russian CEC 

on 27 January 1922 that 

to the policy of bullying Germany, Loucheur opposed a pol¬ 

icy of utilizing Germany as an economic ally in developing 

the economic wealth of France. Thus business-like policy of 

Briand and Loucheur harmonized at Cannes with the pol- 
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icy of Lloyd George and made possible the calling of the 

International Conference.52 

In the event, by the time the conference met at Genoa in the 

spring of 1922, the French and British attitudes toward Soviet Russia 

were further apart than they had ever been. In France, Poincare had 

replaced Briand as the head of the government. 

5. The French Attitude toward Soviet Russia (1921-1922) 

The French attitude toward Soviet Russia was certainly a strange 

one. On 9 January 1922, the correspondent for the Daily Telegraph 

cabled from Cannes that he had found French public opinion “aghast” 

at the ease with which Briand had acquiesced in the conference with 

Russia and the possibility of an almost immediate recognition of the 

Bolshevik government.53 The Cannes resolutions of 6 January stated 

unequivocally that 

in order to secure the conditions necessary for the develop¬ 

ment of trade in Russia, the Russian government demands 

official recognition, the Allied Powers will be prepared to ac¬ 

cord such recognition only if the Russian government accepts 

the foregoing stipulations [on noninterference].54 

Less than a week later, after a stormy session in the Chamber 

of Deputies on 12 January, Briand handed in his resignation and 

that of his government. He refused to stake his political future on the 

Russian issue and felt that French public opinion was not yet ready to 

back the move he had just made. The French deputies demonstrated 

that they were not at all willing to allow the Soviet government any 

important political concession in exchange for problematic economic 

advantages. They argued that France was far less dependent on trade 

than Britain. The latter country seemed overindustralized and mainly 

lived on its overseas trade; the stifling of commercial exchanges could 

lead to permanent pools of employment. The French population, on 

the other hand, lived to a considerable extent on the products of the 

land and was, as Lloyd George himself put it, “more than occupied 

in restoring the devastation of the country.”55 The cautious behavior 

of French businessmen could also be understood after the Bolsheviks 

had confiscated their properties. Thus, Briand quickly realized that 

only a few people would back him in his last move, and the president 

of the republic, Millerand, less than others.56 

Millerand’s attitude toward the Soviets is well known. In a confi¬ 

dential interview, he told a U. S. journalist that he had warned Lloyd 

George long ago against "pursuing a phantom in Russia.”57 He con¬ 

sidered that the most pressing need was to conclude a Franco-British 
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pact that would frustrate all possible machinations on the part of 

Germany or Soviet Russia, or of both countries together. This was 

exactly the policy that Briand’s victorious opponent Poincare was 

advocating, notwithstanding the paradoxes of his position vis-à-vis 

Britain and Soviet Russia. Lloyd George, however, would not hear of 

it as he wrote to Lord Derby in February 1922: “As you know, every 

group except the groups behind the government is hostile to a French 

Pact and even amongst our supporters there is growing distrust of 

French policy.”58 

Poincare, for his part, continued to proclaim that British-French 

cooperation was “the cornerstone of peace in Europe.” He admit¬ 

ted, however, that he did not consider it possible that “England and 

France should be always of the same opinion”: it so happened that 

on the problems of Germany and of Russia “he held one opinion 

and Lloyd George another” ; he “stuck to his opinion about repara¬ 

tions and Versailles,” and thought in doing so that France remained 

“logical and consistent throughout.” On the other hand, the French 

premier admitted that, on grounds of security, he saw as one of the 

advantages of an agreement with Russia the fact that there would 

be French traders “all over Russia.” This would present an excel¬ 

lent opportunity “to watch the German proceedings there.”59 Thus, 

Poincare made the link between the Germans and the Russians, whose 

actions it was vital to watch. At the same time, he showed he was 

conscious of the advantages that trade with Soviet Russia could rep¬ 

resent. It should not be forgotten that, oddly enough, he was one 

of the first French politicians to advocate a cautious rapprochement 

with that country. While he was still out of power in July 1921, he 

admitted in his articles in the Revue des deux mondes that it was 

high time for the French government to adopt a clear attitude toward 

the Bolsheviks instead of wavering perpetually between an aggres¬ 

sive policy that had failed and inaction that would prove sterile. He 

concluded his notes with these words: “Si le monde ne nous écoute 

pas et si, malgré nous, il va à Moscou, devons-nous éternellement 

nous lamenter sur le bord du chemin? La temporisation n’est pas 

une politique”.60 

Many of the French businessmen who had had interest in Russia 

before the October Revolution certainly agreed with Poincaré, and 

were incensed by the inactivity of their government. Jacques Bardoux 

(a close friend of Poincaré) told the same U. S. journalist that the 

Frenchman in the street was convinced that Lloyd George’s main 

objective was “to monopolize Russian oil and oust the French and 

Belgian concession holders.”61 All these reasons urged Poincaré to 

make overtures to the Soviets or at least to listen more carefully to 
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those they were making. Already, in an interview of 24 July 1921 

to Humanité, Chicherin had tried to tempt the French government, 

which was still led by Briand. He argued not without humor: 

I do not think that France will gain anything by sulking in 

her comer. . . . The choice morsels will go to England. . . . 

If the French do not get them, let them call Clemenceau and 

Millerand to account. In the Bible, Mary, who did nothing, 

received everything, while Martha, who did everything, got 

nothing. In our poor world, it is the contrary that happens. 

If France remains inactive, she will have nothing.02 

As was to become their wont, the Soviets were offering a bar¬ 

gain: in exchange for political advantages, they would be ready to 

grant economic advantages to France. Chicherin insisted that the So¬ 

viet government refused “to alleviate for the French capitalists the 

burden of the mistakes of their own governments,” and concluded the 

interview with the words: 

Let the French government change its attitude towards us, 

and we shall welcome with open arms all the French mer¬ 

chants and businessmen who offer us serious deals. But we 

will do nothing as long as the plans of the French government 

remain what they are.63 

Throughout the interview, Chicherin clearly urged Briand to 

make a move toward Soviet Russia, indirectly hinting at the first 

contacts that had taken place early in June 1921. As the French 

government still refused to have any official dealings with the Bol¬ 

sheviks, Krasin had then sent a note to Briand through the interme¬ 

diary of a French industrialist, Mr. Maréchal.64 The next day, Mr. 

Maréchal went to the Quai d’Orsay, where he was told that the gov¬ 

ernment would not change its attitude until the Bolsheviks pledged 

themselves to reinstate or compensate the French bondholders and 

property owners and to refund the prewar debts. Under these con¬ 

ditions, no compromise could even be thought of. Nevertheless, the 

Soviets continued to make proposals to the French government until 

secret talks were initiated on the eve of the Cannes Conference. In a 

telegram of 18 December 1921, Karakhan (who was then the Soviet 

representative in Poland) informed Lenin of his conversations with 

two representatives of French business circles, who apparently hid 

under the pseudonyms of Max and Panafe.65 Lenin was quite anx¬ 

ious to know how closely their views corresponded with those of the 

French government. Krestinski began secret talks with the French 

ambassador in Berlin, and, on 27 December, Lenin asked Chicherin 

and Litvinov if they thought that “additional conversations would be 
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necessary.”06 These conversations are confirmed by the confidential 

statement the German foreign office received at the end of Decem¬ 

ber, to the effect that “a French Commission has offered to recognize 

the Soviet government on the condition that Russia recognizes the 

Versailles Treaty and all Russian debts to France.” Russia could 

then demand “compensation in accordance with the Versailles Treaty 

and indemnify France out of amounts payable by Germany.07 This 

proposal was certainly made to the Soviets by the French representa¬ 

tives; we shall see that this became one of the arguments the Soviet 

delegation at Genoa used in order to frighten Germany into signing 

the Rapallo Treaty. In December 1921, however, the French were 

reluctant to come to a separate agreement with the Soviet govern¬ 

ment: they had already criticized the British government for doing 

so by signing the Trade Agreement of March 1921.08 On 6 January 

1922, the day on which Lloyd George and Briand agreed at Cannes 

on the possibility of official recognition of the Soviet government by 

Great Britain and by France, an official announcement appeared in 

Le Temps: this was a pieux mensonge that denied the persistent ru¬ 

mors that “negotiations had started between France and the Russian 

Bolsheviks.”69 

6. Rakovski’s Views on Soviet Diplomacy and His Secret 

Missions to Western Europe (January-February 1922 

On 22 January 1922, Lenin gave the order “to hasten Rakovski’s 

arrival in Moscow and his departure to Prague.”70 This marked the 

real beginning of Rakovski’s career as “the ambassador of the Revolu¬ 

tion.” His knowledge of the weak points of the bourgeois governments71 

made him the best person to apply the celebrated Soviet tactics of 

“playing off one power against another, if not in the political, at least 

in the economic field.”72 Lenin said over and over again, 

We must be clever enough, by relying on the peculiarities 

of the capitalist world and exploiting the greed of the capi¬ 

talists for raw materials, to extract from it such advantages 

as will strengthen our economic position—however strange 

this may appear—among the capitalists.73 

To this key principle Lenin added a recommendation to which 

he attached the greatest importance in his “Draft of Directive for the 

Vice-President and All Delegates to the Genoa Conference”: “be the 

first to take the offensive.” 74 The bolshevik leader himself decided to 

take the offensive through his Ambassador Rakovski. 

At the beginning of February 1922, Rakovski stopped in Berlin 

for a few days before proceeding to Prague. Lenin had asked him 

to explore the ground as much in the direction of France as in that 
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of Germany,75 and to use the information and the contacts of L. B. 

Krasin and K. Radek (who were then in Germany)76 to write a general 

report on the attitude of France, Great Britain, and Germany towards 

the Soviet Republics. On 2 February, Rakovski sent to Moscow a long 

confidential memorandum in which he expounded his scheme for “an 

economic and political union between Germany and Russia, combined 

with political alliance between these two powers and Turkey, and 

treaties between all three and France.”77 

In Rakovski’s eyes, this combination would enable the Soviet Re¬ 

publics “to enter the family of the Great Powers.”78 The first problem 

he had to tackle in Berlin was, of course, that of German-Soviet col¬ 

laboration. 

The first instruction Rakovski had received from Lenin was to 

try and secure a loan of 300 million gold marks from Germany.79 

This was part of the tremendous effort the Bolsheviks were making 

to stabilize the ruble. At the end of 1922, Lenin was to declare to the 

Fourth Congress of the Communist International: 

What is really important is the problem of stabilizing the 

ruble. We are now grappling with this problem, our best 

forces are working on it, and we attach decisive importance 

to it. If we succeed in stabilizing the ruble for a long period, 

and then for all time, it will prove that we have won.80 

In January 1922, the Soviet government had already obtained 

a temporary credit of 200 million gold rubles from the Elberfeld 

Bank to buy machinery and locomotives.81 Rakovski considered that 

it was vital to strive for other successes, and mainly for political 

successes, for he considered that such loans “would always be con¬ 

sumed like straw.”82 In fact, the first impressions that he got from 

the German-Soviet situation were bad: late in January, Radek had 

appeared in Berlin and had “surpassed even his own record in stir¬ 

ring up trouble.”83 He had told German representatives that France 

was urging Russia to come to a general agreement with her, and 

had quarrelled with Rathenau when he urged the latter to start a 

counteroffensive that ought to include a substantial loan and the es¬ 

tablishment of diplomatic relations.84 Rakovski saw Rathenau85 and 

used all his diplomatic gifts to clear up the mess. He was not partic¬ 

ularly hopeful of a German-Soviet rapprochement in the immediate 

future, in view of Germany’s exhaustion and inability to provide the 

cash resources that the Soviet government needed so much. In the 

longer run, however, the Soviet Republics, in his view, would find 

no great difficulty in establishing closer links with Germany because 

of the isolated position both countries had in Europe and because 
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of their complementary economic interests. Rakovski personally con¬ 

sidered that the real difficulty facing the Soviet Republics in their 

efforts to escape from isolation was that of securing a fruitful collab¬ 

oration with a great power such as France or Great Britain. If the 

Soviet diplomats succeeded in making terms with either of these two 

powers, he felt certain that the collaboration by Germany “would 

follow suit.”86 He seemed perfectly right to think so, and to combat 

Chicherin’s pro-German tendencies. 

In mid-January, the British ambassador in Berlin, Lord D’Abemon, 

had informed the British foreign secretary, Lord Curzon, that Ger¬ 

many appeared to be “anxious not to take any step with regard to 

Russia which might conflict with view of H.M.G.”87 As the rapid 

conclusion of the German-Soviet trade agreement of May 1921 had 

shown, Germany would not lag behind in the event of a British ad¬ 

vance to the Soviets. Yet, Rakovski did not favor a British-Soviet 

rapprochement as Litvinov openly did. Or, rather, this represented 

his second card. He believed that the interests of the British Em¬ 

pire and of the first Socialist state were so divergent that, if they 

met, it would only lead to “a long and protracted struggle, for life, or 

death.”88 

When the first sign of reconciliation between Great Britain and 

Soviet Russia had been made public, Rakovski had declared in a 

speech at Sebastopol on 16 April 1921 that: 

Our latest victory is the conclusion of a Trade Agreement 

with England—up until now the very soul of the coalition. 

The change came because we have proved to the entire world 

that our victorious Red Army will frustrate all attempts on 

the part of foreign capitalists to choke Soviet Russia by force 

of arms.89 

In the memorandum he wrote to Lenin on 2 February, Rakovski 

argued that a combination of compensating alliances between Ger¬ 

many, Russia, Turkey, and France would defeat the British plan for 

an economic rapprochement between Great Britain, Germany, and 

Russia.90 It is important to note that he was also right when he 

guessed that the latter plan was that of Lloyd George, who was to be¬ 

come the real "father of Rapallo.” In a letter he wrote to Lord Derby 

on 18 February, the British prime minister admitted he was “gen¬ 

uinely anxious” at the idea that he was forced to envisage a scheme 

that “would alter the whole European situation”: “It would be fa¬ 

tal if Italy and ourselves were driven into making arrangements with 

Russia and Germany on a commercial basis with France opposing.”91 

Rakovski did not favor the British plan because he interpreted 



202 Relations between Russia and West European Governments 

it as an exploitation of Russia “by allowing Germany to prepare the 

way for English capital.” He was convinced that this last combination 

would necessarily be “to the advantage of Britain alone. In a conver¬ 

sation with a German Socialist—a conversation obviously meant to be 

overheard by both the French and the British governments—Rakovski 

explained in great detail the reasons why Russia was endeavoring to 

make friends with France, whereas France had no intention of fa¬ 

cilitating the task. To the usual economic reasons, Rakovski added 

strategic considerations, which always had an important place in his 

thinking. He argued that the Soviets wanted to be absolutely sure of 

their Western frontier for, he said: 

France can influence Poland, Rumania and Turkey. We are 

not quite comfortable about Central Asia and Siberia. If we 

could spare several corps from our western front we could 

put things straight in the east and settle with some tiresome 

fellows there. As long as France is hostile we daren’t take 

troops away from the western frontier, owing to her influence 

with our Petite Entente neighbors.92 

Rakovski admitted to the German Socialist that “negotiations 

with France had not got very far.” He then defined Millerand’s atti¬ 

tude, which was “very hostile to Russia and . . . violently against the 

Quai d’Orsay,” which was “anxious to come to terms” with the Soviet 

government.93 While he was in Berlin, Rakovski strove to make con¬ 

tacts with French journalists and businessmen, and, at the beginning 

of February, he finally met an “envoy” of Poincaré. This intermedi¬ 

ary, who did not reveal his name, was in fact Jules Sauerwein, the 

well-known journalist who wrote in the Paris newspaper Le Matin.9* 

Active talks were started until they were apparently, and inadver¬ 

tently, sabotaged by Radek. On 17 February, Le Matin published an 

interview in which Radek “revealed the talks with the French govern¬ 

ment” and made “untimely” attacks against Britain.95 Chicherin was 

incensed by Radek’s action, which he denounced to Lenin as a most 

serious “blow to Soviet diplomacy.” Lenin fully shared the indigna¬ 

tion of his commissar for foreign affairs and concluded: “Radek has 

proved once again in this case that, notwithstanding his numerous 

qualities, he is absolutely not suited to be a diplomat.”96 In fact, it 

seems that Poincaré played a rather tricky game all through these 

negotiations with the Soviets. Already on 13 February, when he felt 

that the talks between Sauerwein and Rakovski could not be con¬ 

clusive, he covered his retreat and possible leaks by instructing his 

ambassador in London, St. Aulaire, to inform the British government 

of the “persistent efforts by the Moscow authorities to open negotia- 



Christian Rakovski (1878-19^1) 208 

tions with France.” He then made a late show of sincerity, which did 

not cost him much by adding that “no action would be taken unless 

in conjunction with Great Britain.”97 In this way, he could expect a 

similar “honesty” on the part of the British government. 

We see that at this time each of the four countries was playing a 

double game: Lloyd George and Poincare were trying to outwit one 

another, while the Soviets were striving to play off France against 

Britain, and Germany against both countries. Poincare proved con¬ 

sistent when, on 1 April 1922, he publicly declared to the Chamber 

of Deputies that “representatives of the Soviets have tried different 

avenues of approach to the French government, and have sought to 

make contact with it separately from and without the knowledge of its 

Allies.”98 To make sure that the British government had not missed 

the hint, Le Temps printed long extracts of the premier’s speech three 

days later. 

The Soviet government realized that they had been duped all 

along and voiced their resentment through Chicherin. As soon as 

the letter arrived in Berlin on 2 April to begin the negotiations that 

led to the Rapallo Treaty, he published a strong denial of the sup¬ 

posed intention of his government. He took care not to refute the 

fact that there had been negotiations between Moscow and Paris, but 

rejected most emphatically any suggestion that these talks were di¬ 

rected against France’s allies. In doing so, he was obviously trying 

to outwit Poincaré at his own game of denouncing secret talks once 

these had failed. He declared with his usual sense of humor that “it 

was not through the medium of veiled ladies but through officials 

of French Missions and through well-known members of Parliament 

that Russia proposed to France to enter into negotiations.”99 

For the sake of completeness, the Soviet commissar for foreign af¬ 

fairs should have added that another important intermediary between 

France and Russia had been the European statesman whom Lord 

Curzon ironically called “the eternal go-between,” Eduard Beneg. 

At the beginning of Feburary, Rakovski had had a long interview 

with Bene§ in Prague which had no positive outcome. Rakovski’s 

aim was to try to learn more about the attitude of the Little En¬ 

tente toward Soviet Russia in connection with the forthcoming Genoa 

Conference, and about Beneâ’s impressions of the possibility of a rap¬ 

prochement between France and Soviet Russia.100 The Czechoslovak 

minister remained very much on the defensive throughout the inter¬ 

view because of his lack of enthusiasm for either the Bolsheviks or 

the Genoa Conference. Indeed, Bene§ was “not disposed to be opti¬ 

mistic” about a gathering of the European powers, which seemed to 

him premature, and all the more so if Russia were invited. He person- 
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ally suggested to the French and the British governments a meeting 

beforehand to reach a “preliminary agreement between the European 

powers chiefly interested in the future of Russia.” BeneS argued that. 

Before the Germans and Russians appear at Genoa he would 

like to see an exchange of views between Britain, France, 

Italy, Belgium, Poland, and the countries of the Little En¬ 

tente so that a possible agreement might be reached on the 

policy to be put before the Soviet representatives.101 

BeneS considered that the British government should confine it¬ 

self to economic questions, and that there should be no undue haste 

in granting de jure recognition. This was not very much to the taste 

of Lloyd George who, for his part, doubted the practicability of an 

earlier conference and favored de jure recognition before the Genoa 

Conference. However, the Czechoslovak foreign minister succeeded in 

persuading both Lloyd George and Poincare to meet at Boulogne on 

26 February 1922.102 By that time, however, the French and British 

plans had very seriously diverged. Poincare had a “maximum pro¬ 

gram” which also was that of Millerand. Their idea was to work 

for a Franco-British pact of guarantee, which would have to be con¬ 

cluded before the Genoa Conference to impress both the Germans 

and the Russians: the ex-Allies would thus constitute a common 

front of creditors, and prevent Bolshevik endeavors to reach a sepa¬ 

rate agreement with either France or Britain. Such a plan could not 

satisfy Lloyd George, who preferred not to exhaust Germany, and to 

establish some sort of stable relationship with the Bolsheviks so as to 

develop trade.103 

A. The Time of Conferences 

1. The Genoa Conference (10 April-19 May 1922) 

By this time, it was clear that France would do everything to 

sabotage the forthcoming Genoa Conference. The former French am¬ 

bassador in London, Paul Cambon, expressed the opinion of many 

French politicians when he wrote that it was necessary to “couler la 

conference,” 104 for it could only be “encore un de ces traquenards 

où la France perdra quelques plumes.”105 Poincaré entirely agreed 

with Cambon and took all the necessary measures to whittle down, 

as much as he could, the scope and significance of the conference. 

On 26 February, at Boulogne, he had already obtained an assurance 

from Lloyd George that the question of German reparations would 

not be discussed. Once the two statesmen had agreed that the con¬ 

ference would focus its attention on the Russian question, the French 

premier strove to confine the discussion to economic matters. This, 
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as we know, ran counter to the dearest hopes of the British prime 

minister, who believed that a political settlement was a prerequisite 

to the development of trade. 

a. The political context. 

A few days before the opening of the conference, Lloyd George 

sought to obtain Poincare’s agreement to the creation of a political 

committee that would discuss the Russian dilemma and transform the 

Genoa meeting from a merely economic into a political conference. M. 

de Montille, an official of the French Embassy in London, was imme¬ 

diately sent to the Foreign Office to talk to Sir Edward Grigg. The 

French diplomat readily agreed that the Russian question was “in 

the main political,” but explained that “the establishment of a reg¬ 

ular Political Committee would lead to misapprehension in France.” 

M. Poincare had definitely stated that “there would be no political 

discussions at Genoa.” M. de Montille added that the French premier 

quite agreed that political discussions were inevitable, but suggested 

that “political questions should be referred as they arose to a Com¬ 

mittee of Powers.” 107 A few days earlier, Poincare had already sent 

a strongly worded telegram in which he instructed Ambassador St. 

Aulaire to inform the Foreign Office that 

the question whether there shall be immediate de jure recog¬ 

nition shall only be dealt with and settled at the close of 

the Genoa Conference. Should the British delegates begin 

by advocating immediate recognition, the French delegates 

would retire from the Conference.108 

Such a telegram could only reinforce Lloyd George’s decision to 

refuse France the role of “dictator” of the European order. He was 

determined to make of “his” conference a political gathering, to recog¬ 

nize the Soviet government if that was possible and necessary, even if 

the United States refused to take an active part in the conference.109 

If the French were obdurate, he would facilitate a German-Soviet 

rapprochement that he would try to join. 

While Great Britain and France realized how far they had trav¬ 

eled one from the other since the time when Briand had almost agreed 

to recognize the Bolsheviks, the latter were making continuous efforts 

to come closer to the Germans. There is no need here for yet another 

detailed description of the Genoa Conference.110 We shall simply try 

to follow the stages that, six days after the opening of the Genoa Con¬ 

ference, led to the conclusion of the Rapallo Treaty between Soviet 

Russia and Germany. We shall see how, at the same time, Christian 

Rakovski was instrumental in the Soviet-German rapprochement to 

the point where he was called the “father of Rapallo" by his German 

counterpart, Baron von Maltzan.111 
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b. Rakovski’s attitude as spokesman of the Soviet delega¬ 

tion. 

One of the most interesting features of the Genoa Conference is 

that the “bourgeois” powers of Western Europe gathered to meet for 

the first time the representatives of the Soviet Republics. Thus, if 

Rakovski was officially considered as an expert on the financial com¬ 

mission of the conference, he also played an essential part in public 

relations,” and as intermediary between the German and Soviet del¬ 

egations. At the same time, he was at pains to make contact with 

Markotun’s Ukrainian émigré group. The latter became his informant 

on many matters, and served as intermediary between the head of the 

French delegation, Barthou, and Rakovski.112 

From the first day of the Genoa Conference, which opened on 

10 April, the tendency was for the official sittings “to become merely 

formal and for their sole function to register what had been done be¬ 

hind the scenes.”113 Secret moves became everyday practice for all 

delegations, and discreet propaganda the prerogative of the Soviet 

representatives. Rakovski was put in charge of the Soviet Press Bu¬ 

reau and organized informal conferences that took place first in his 

hotel room and then in the University Hall, as the number of listen¬ 

ers increased day after day.114 A member of the British delegation 

reported that 

Rakovski created a favorable impression on all who had deal¬ 

ings with him. Of all the Russian delegates [he was] the most 

presentable and the easiest to get on with. ... He was 

a very able man with a special talent for dialects. Though 

he probably held extreme views, he was fully capable of dis¬ 

guising them.115 

Rakovski had set himself the task of “correcting some Western 

misconceptions”: he gave the most detailed lectures on the Soviet 

Republics and on the Soviet order, and was clever enough to make 

his audience listen “not only with interest, but even with a certain 

feeling of sympathy.”116 John Saxon-Mills tells us that newspaper 

correspondents “of all shades of opinion . . . spoke well for him,”117 

including Ernest Hemingway, who was the special correspondent of 

the Daily Star in Genoa.118 All of them spoke of 

that singularly attractive person Mr. Rakovski . . . who 

took up the parable of Russian propaganda in lucid and 

deliberate French. . . . His manner and diction were in¬ 

deed perfect, and he gave an impression of imperturbable 

strength and confidence, as well as of intelligent acumen 

and a pronounced sense of humor. He no whit resembled 
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the Bolshevist as pictured in many a British and French 

imagination.119 

Saxon-Mills considered that most of the foreign correspondents 

had imagined that the social revolution had been the cause of famine 

and ruin in Russia. Rakovski tried to convince them that these dis¬ 

tresses were “far more the result of the revolutionary wars forced on 

the Soviet government through the help given by the Allies to those 

anti-Bolshevik leaders, Generals Denikin, Koltchak and Yudenitch.” 120 

These wars forced upon the new Russia had caused occupation by 

enemy troops of vast territories and crushing requisitions from the 

people, and had compelled the upkeep of an army of 4 or 5 million 

men. In reply or counterclaim to the Allied estimates of Russian obli¬ 

gations, Rakovski, as the Bolshevik spokesman, presented “a bill so 

enormous that, even if Russia’s creditors had cancelled it, they would 

still have had a big adverse balance against them.”121 

c. The Soviet expert on the Financial Subcommission. 

This is precisely the line that Rakovski followed at the official 

session of the Financial Subcommission of the conference, on 17 and 

24 April, more particularly.122 At these meetings, he put forward 

Soviet claims that amounted to (approximately) T4,067,227,040 for 

destruction wrought on Soviet territory both by direct foreign inter¬ 

vention and by the aid given to Koltchak, Yudenitch, Denikin, and 

Wrangel. The Soviets and the former Allied countries decided to 

match their claims and to write down the Russian war debts and the 

Soviet claims.123 But the “bourgeois” politicians firmly stated that 

there could be “no allowance made to the Soviet government against 

either the debts and financial obligations due to foreign nationals, or 

the right of such nationals with regard to the return of their property, 

and compensation for damage or loss in respect thereof.” 

At the session of 24 April, the Belgian expert, Cattier, asked 

Rakovski about the restoration of foreign bank deposits seized by 

the Bolshevik government. The Soviet representative explained that 

these had been nationalized and, therefore, could not be restored. 

Whereupon Cattier inquired what the Bolshevik attitude would be 

if Russian deposits in Belgian banks were seized, and received the 

unflinching reply: “We should insist on their being paid to us, because 

you have not nationalized them!”124 Such answers became famous 

in Genoa, and it is not surprising that Sir Robert Home, on the 

Financial Subcommission, should have complimented Rakovski on his 

“perfect parliamentary manner.”125 Even the correspondent of the 

Times showed a certain admiration for Rakovski’s technique when he 

wrote on 27 April: 
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Mr. Rakovski . . . gave a delectable economic version of 

Louis Veuillot’s famous principal enunciated on behalf of the 

Jesuits against the French liberals: “We demand liberty in 

the name of your principles and we deny your liberty in the 

name of ours.” 

As Lenin had repeatedly told the Bolshevik delegates before they 

left for Genoa, they had to go to Western Europe with the mentality of 

“merchants.” They should not agree to discuss the problem of debts 

and nationalized properties, except in connection with the credits 

they hoped to get. It was Krasin’s job during the conference to lure 

Western businessmen by dangling rich concessions, while Rakovski 

wrote a detailed memorandum on the credits the Soviets would like 

to get from the West.126 

In this, he made a detailed analysis of the economic situation of 

the Soviet Republics, insisting on the fact that, in the years of in¬ 

tervention and blockade, it was materially impossible for the Russian 

government to give the necessary attention to economic questions. 

Indeed, during the three years 1918-1920 “all the efforts of Russia 

were concentrated on a struggle for existence.” 127 He then explained 

the measures taken for the recovery of agriculture as part of the New 

Economic Policy, and concluded by stating that, if all the available 

resources of the state were taken into account and if the program of 

reconstruction were reduced to a strict minimum, the reestablishment 

of Russian agriculture still necessitated credits from abroad. He reck¬ 

oned that, within the following three years, credits to the extent of 1 

milliard of gold rubles would be necessary to relieve agriculture alone. 

Two-thirds would be payable in machines, and one-third in money. 

As far as industry was concerned, Rakovski explained that the 

second half of 1921 could be considered “a period of intense activity in 

the history of Russian industry.” This activity had continued during 

the year 1922 with certain fluctuations due, principally, to difficulties 

in provisioning the country. A whole series of figures were quoted to 

demonstrate this point, but Rakovski admitted that, if these figures 

were compared with those of the prewar period, it would be seen that 

“Russian industry has still a long way to go before it can satisfy the 

requirements of the country.” According to the plan drawn up by 

the Higher Council of National Economy, the Soviet state industry 

required a capital of a milliard gold rubles to be invested in a period 

of three years.128 

An important chapter in Rakovski’s memorandum was that con¬ 

cerning transport. Indeed, a great part of the Russian railways were 

destroyed during the civil war, and some 4,000 bridges had to be 

rebuilt by the Railways Administration with the assistance of the 
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Red Army. During the four years from 1918 until 1922, new railway 

lines had been constructed amounting to 4,534 kilometers, of which 

only 1,700 were working by 1922. In the course of 1921, 679 vessels 

were refloated, and it was proposed to do the same in 1922. Con¬ 

struction work had been carried out by the Maritime Services in the 

ports of Murmansk, Novorossiisk, Odessa, Petrograd, Mariupol, and 

Arkhangelsk. All in all, some 5 million gold rubles had to be found 

abroad. If the program for the reestablishment of railways was re¬ 

duced to the strict minimum, that is the reestablishment of the main 

lines, a total of 15,000 versts that constituted less than a fourth of the 

total system, the credit necessary for the railways alone was 1 million 

gold rubles. 

Realizing the vital importance of guarantees for such credits and 

loans, Rakovski went a long way to tempt the bankers and indus¬ 

trialists of Western Europe. He declared that among the guarantees 

the Russian government was prepared to offer to its future creditors 

were “the general revenues and the special revenues of the budget [for 

example, customs revenues], production in platinum, and foreign ex¬ 

ports, which, in the course of time, would become considerable seeing 

that foreign commerce is a monopoly of the state.” Another series of 

guarantees consisted of the various agricultural, industrial, and other 

concessions the Russian government might grant to foreign capital¬ 

ists. The share of income coming to the Russian government from 

these concessions would constitute “an ample guarantee” for the pay¬ 

ment of interest and the amortization of the capital of the loans and 

credits granted to the Soviet Republics.129 

Lloyd George was, undoubtedly, the Western politician most in 

favor of direct financial help to the Soviets; Russia seemed to him 

“like a cart which had got into a rut; once it was lifted out it would 

run, but the organized resources of the West were necessary to lift it 

out.”130 

The British prime minister considered that the credits that could 

be granted to the Soviet Republics depended much more on the City 

(of London) than on his government. He knew that “the City had 

money,” but “would only come in when the people originally inter¬ 

ested in Russian trade were satisfied with the conditions.”131 France 

reckoned that, by reason of the effort it was obliged to make in order 

to restore her own devastated regions, it could not at this moment af¬ 

ford direct financial assistance for the reconstruction of Russia. Lloyd 

George was so upset by the attitude of obvious noncooperation on the 

part of the French delegates that he declared to Barthou on 11 April, 

the day after the opening of the conference: 

Mr. Poincare cannot absent himself from the Conference 
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and yet claim power to press a button in Paris at any mo¬ 

ment to stop or delay its work. ... If that were at¬ 

tempted he would have to put the whole position frankly 

to the Conference and explain that France was destroying 

Europe’s hopes.132 

The French government then accepted what Briand had agreed 

to at Cannes, i.e., the principle of participating in an international 

corporation on an equal footing with Britain. France suggested that 

she could send to Russia “seeds of all sorts.” Detailed plans were be¬ 

ing prepared for the dispatch and use of tractors. Several thousands 

of these tractors could be sent with the necessary technical person¬ 

nel. Machines and technical personnel could also be sent in order to 

establish veterinary stations and institutions for agricultural study. 

As for transport, France could offer rolling stock of approximately 

1,200 locomotives, 25,000 goods wagons, and 3,500 railway carriages 

and vans. Finally, French industrialists, who in great number had 

contributed to the wealth of many parts of Russia, would be able to 

restart their establishments as soon as they received the necessary 

guarantee. 

Italy, by subscribing to the international corporation, was pre¬ 

pared “to give her full support to any enterprise intended specially 

to reestablish efficient transport conditions, and foster the marketing 

of Russian products.” It was further prepared to contribute, through 

its agricultural organizations, to the restoration of agricultural pro¬ 

ductivity, and, by way of cooperative association, to take a share in 

the industrial as well as the agricultural reequipment of Russia. 

Offers of help were also held out by Japan. The Japanese gov¬ 

ernment, with a view to encouraging trade with Russia, granted a 

credit of 8 million yen to the Russo-Japanese Trading Company. 

The Belgian Parliament also voted a special credit of 250,000,000 

francs in order to facilitate exports. The greatest part of the sum was 

availabale and could be used to the benefit of Russia.132 In fact, 

most of these proposals remained on paper, and nothing practical 

really came out of them. The Germans, for their part, did help the 

Bolshevik government, but in a very different way: they signed at 

Rapallo a treaty of friendship with Soviet Russia that upset European 

statesmen. 

d. The Treaty of Rapallo (16 April 1922) 

In 1919, Lloyd George had explained that the League of Nations 

had been partly conceived as “an alternative to Bolshevism” in Eu¬ 

rope and in the world.134 He argued that the best means to induce 

Germany “to resist Bolshevism” was to attract her back into the 
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comity of European powers. As we know, Germany was only to join 

the league in the wake of the Locarno agreements of 1925, at one of 

the rare moments when Great Britain and France came together to 

agree on the German question and to present a common front against 

the Soviet Republics. In the meantime, their differences played into 

the hands of both the Germans and the Soviets. 

The British prime minister, with his usual perspicacity, had writ¬ 

ten in his final draft of the Fontainebleau Memorandum (1919): 

The greatest danger that I see in the present situation is 

that Germany may throw in her lot with Bolshevism and 

place her resources, her brains, her vast organizing power at 

the disposal of the revolutionary fanatics whose dream it is 

to conquer the world for Bolshevism by force of arms.135 

His object, at the time, had been to convince the French that an 

excessively harsh peace treaty would drive Germany into the arms of 

Russia. On the eve of the Genoa Conference, on 25 March 1922, he 

gave this confidential document to the British press with the same 

idea in mind.136 Indeed, he knew as well as the French government 

did that a German-Soviet rapprochement was already well under¬ 

way. Regular reports were sent by Lord D’Abemon from Berlin to 

the Foreign Office about the conversations that had started at the be¬ 

ginning of 1922 between Soviet Russia and Germany. On 16 January, 

the British ambassador informed Lord Curzon about the tactics they 

were contemplating for the Genoa Conference: 

German industrialists propose to arrive at some kind of ar¬ 

rangement with Moscow for reciprocal support at the Genoa 

Conference. . . . The idea is that Germany and Russia 

will stand side by side as the two countries most oppressed 

by the Entente and will back each other up in obtaining 

advantages.137 

A few days later, D’Abemon warned the Foreign Office about 

the progress of the rapprochement: he made it clear that conver¬ 

sations were to be held shortly, and that they would be “of a pre¬ 

liminary nature.” 137 Lloyd Goerge did not ignore the warning: in 

mid-February,he had a discreet meeting with one of the German in¬ 

dustrialists (a representative of Krupp) who had taken part in dis¬ 

cussions with Radek and Rakovski.139 The British prime minister al¬ 

ready planned to strive for a rapprochement between Great Britain, 

Germany, and Soviet Russia if France continued to “sulk in her cor¬ 

ner.” It will be remembered that Rakovski, on his side, envisaged 

a rapprochement with Britain if Soviet overtures to France proved 

fruitless. As he put it in the conversation with a German Socialist 
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previously mentioned, uRussia is endeavoring to make friends with 

France. ... If we find France obdurate, then we will throw ourselves 

‘hair and skin’ into the arms of England.”140 

On their way to Genoa at the beginning of April, the Soviet del¬ 

egates stopped in Berlin. By then, they knew full well that France 

would not take a step toward them but would, on the contrary, try 

to sabotage the conference. Indeed, the conversations Rakovski had 

had with Sauerwein had shown Poincare that the Soviets were tough 

negotiators. While they were in the German capital, the Soviet dele¬ 

gation (Chicherin, Litvinov, Krasin, and Rakovski) pressed hard for a 

political agreement with the Germans so as to put before the Allies a 

fait accompli just on the eve of the conference. As the German secre¬ 

tary of state, von Haniel, admitted later on to a British official: We 

constantly discussed the same questions more or less as we had been 

discussing them since 1918.”141 These questions were Article 116 of 

the Versailles Treaty, under which the Russians could join the “vic¬ 

tors” in order to get reparations from the Germans; the confiscation 

of German property in Russia; the assassination of Ambassador Mir- 

bach; and diplomatic recognition of the Soviet government. ” Many 

drafts” were prepared, but no real agreement was reached. This was 

mainly for two reasons, as von Haniel testified: 

We did not want to go faster than England in the matter of 

recognition. We did not want in any way to compromise our 

position at Genoa or tie ourselves there. We all recognized 

that we should eventually come to terms with the Russians, 

but we were deliberately keeping the negotiations back until 

after Genoa.142 

If the Germans had had a treaty with the Russians “in stock 

in Berlin” ever since the autumn, they were trapped into signing it 

by both Lloyd George and the Bolsheviks, as documentary evidence 

clearly shows. 

On the first day of the Genoa Conference—10 April—Chicherin 

had cabled to Moscow that it was “absolutely clear that England 

and Italy want to reach some sort of an agreement with us.”143 Very 

soon, private and secret talks began between Lloyd George and the 

Soviet delegation, while the Germans were deliberately kept aside. 

The first result of the talks was that both the British and the Rus¬ 

sians started to blackmail the Germans, after having tacitly agreed 

on tactics. Italy accepted the role of intermediary. On 14 April, an 

Italian delegate (Giannini) was dispatched to the Germans “in an of¬ 

ficial capacity.”144 The go-between told the German chancellor, Dr. 

Wirth, that “during the last few days conversations had taken place 
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between the Allies and the Russians.” A few hours later, he again 

informed Wirth that “an understanding would be reached,” and gave 

some details of the content of the “understanding”:145 the Soviets 

seemed ready “to recognize their prewar debts by the payment of 

long-term obligations” if they obtained full de jure recognition.146 It 

is hard to believe that the Bolsheviks could have agreed so quickly 

to such a bargain. Nevertheless, negotiations between them and the 

“Allies,” even dlya vidimosti, as Chicherin commented, were enough 

to frighten the Germans.146 This is precisely what happened. Af¬ 

ter the signing of the Rapallo Treaty, Chancellor Wirth admitted to 

Lloyd George that, when he heard the discouraging news brought by 

Giannini on 14 April, 

He had feared that there was a possibility of something tak¬ 

ing place to the detriment of Germany. ... He had then 

taken Dr. Giannini by the hand and taken him to Dr. Ra- 

thenau, who was with Freiherr von Maltzan and Herr von 

Simon. There had been a long meeting between the three, 

and he himself had returned to his room. The result of this 

conversation is that they decided to conclude the separate 

treaty with Russia. ... He had considered it necessary to 

go forward with the Russian negotiations in order to save 

something for Germany.148 

As Rathenau also admitted to Lloyd George onl9 April, “They 

had concluded this agreement under the impression that their inter¬ 

ests would be completely ignored and ruled out of order.”149 While 

Lloyd George had deliberately isolated the Germans and kept them 

in the dark about his conversations with the Russians, the latter, for 

their part, were putting as much pressure as possible on the Germans. 

On the eve of Rapallo, 15 April, the German and Russian dele¬ 

gations met to exchange views on the recent negotiations with Lloyd 

George. At 10 o’clock, Maltzan met Rakovski and Ioffe in a Genoese 

cafe. “He related the events of the preceding day and obtained from 

them accurate outlines of the negotiations in Lloyd George’s villa.”150 

This kind of talk was perfectly in line with the understanding that 

the Soviets and the Germans had concluded in Berlin. Yet, exactly 

as the emissaries of the British prime minister had done, Ioffe and 

Rakovski let the Germans suppose that British-Russian agreement 

was being reached. At this stage, Rakovski hinted that, unless the 

Russo-German treaty was signed, the Russians would “demand war 

indemnities under Article 116 of the Versailles Treaty,” as “they had 

been offered French assistance in this respect.” He then mentioned 

that “a proposal from French sources to the effect that the Soviet gov- 
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ernment should claim war indemnities from Germany and sign these 

over to France in payment of the Russian debt.”101 

This looked like a final threat that the Soviets could enforce, as 

they had hardened their position since 12 April, when Maltzan had 

noted that the Russians “had shown themselves very accommodating 

as regards Article 11.”152 This was distinctly playing on the nerves 

of the Germans. 

Late at night on the same day (15 April), Rakovski called Maltzan 

from Rapallo and suggested that the two delegations meet to negoti¬ 

ate “since the Soviet delegation had already signed with England and 

France.” “No, that is not true,” Rakovski retorted, “the negotiations 

are proceeding satisfactorily, but no agreement has been reached.” 

Immediately after Rakovski’s telephone call, Maltzan informed Ra- 

thenau and roused the entire sleeping German delegation, which then 

gathered for what has since been called the “pyjama party.”153 The 

result of the discussions was accurately described in the telegram Liti- 

nov sent to Moscow on 17 April, the day after the treaty was signed: 

Our semi-private negotiations with the Supreme Council 

instilled anguish into the souls of the Germans, and Ra- 

thenau rushed to us yesterday paralyzed with fear (ni zhiv 

ni mertv pribezhal k nam) and proposed on the spot to sign 

the very same agreement which he had avoided signing when 

we passed through Berlin.154 

It is worth noting that there was only one difference between the 

treaty, as it was finally signed, and the Soviet draft, which had been 

considered in Berlin on 4 April. A secret clause was added, which 

Litvinov described as follows to his colleagues in Moscow: 

In case we satisfy the claims of other countries, viz. [in re¬ 

spect of] the nationalized properties, the Germans will be 

granted the same conditions; Germany commits herself not 

to take part in the transactions of any international consor¬ 

tium without our agreement.155 

For some time, the Russians remained quite discreet about the 

fact that they “almost danced a quadrille” with Lloyd George, as 

Rokovski said later on. In the report he gave on 12 May 1922 to the 

Third Session of the Central Executive Committee, Jan Rudzutak 

summed up his impressions of the political circumstances that led to 

the conclusion of the Rapallo Treaty in very revealing terms: 

The signing of this treaty took place at the moment when our 

relations with France were particularly strained, and when 

France was threatening to break off and leave. I was left 

with the impression that the Germans were pressed to sign 
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the Russo-German Treaty by Lloyd George, for whom it was 

essential to create a threat to France which took the form 

of the separation of Germany from the common bloc.156 

What Rudzutak does not say is that, if Lloyd George had fa¬ 

cilitated the German-Soviet rapprochement, it was with the hope of 

joining it. One of the first results of Rapallo was, however, to improve 

considerably the bargaining position of the Soviets and to stiffen their 

attitude. When Lloyd George tried to initiate a rapprochement with 

the German-Soviet bloc, he found the Bolsheviks obdurate. He then 

tried to persuade the Germans to come to his help. In a secret con¬ 

versation he had with Wirth and Rathenau on 4 May, he pleaded his 

case saying: 

He hoped that the German delegation would use its influence 

with the Russians not to surrender to their Oriental temper 

and to try and start bargaining. If they insisted that they 

could not take this or that, there would be no result. . . 
156 

There was indeed no result, however, because when Chicherin, 

Rakovski, and Krasin gave the impression that they were ready to 

yield some ground on the question of the nationalized properties, 

they were immediately called to order by Lenin, who even threatened 

“to disavow them publicly and to dismiss them from their function” if 

they had any other hesitation, “even the smallest.” 158 A week later, 

the Bolshevik leader instructed Chicherin from Moscow “not to take 

the least shadow of financial obligation in any case whatever, not 

even to grant a semi-recognition of the [tsarist] debts, and not to 

fear a break.”159 By that time, Lloyd George had definitely lost the 

day. Without real backing from his own government, with the French 

paralyzing all general discussion on the Russian problem, with the 

Russians obdurate and looking for a good occasion to break off, with 

the growing pressure of British bondholders, the British prime min¬ 

ister could achieve nothing.160 He could not prevent the conference 

from ending in a total failure for British and for European diplomacy. 

The prediction of the head of the Northern Department of the For¬ 

eign Office was certainly borne out: “The Mountain of Genoa” had 

“given birth to a more than ordinary ridiculous mouse.”161 The first 

and only fruit of the conference had been the Rapallo Treaty. 

It is certainly possible to say that, if Lloyd George wa instrumen¬ 

tal in the conclusion of the German-Soviet treaty in a “positive” way, 

Poincare facilitated the rapprochement between the two outcasts in a 

“negative” way. The French premier had known of the negotiations in 

Berlin, but admitted that “the actual signature was unexpected.” 162 
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In any case, he considered that the Rapallo Treaty brought water to 

his mill, as it had “debased Germany in the eyes of European pub¬ 

lic opinion.” In his confidential conversation with a U. S. journalist 

(18 May), he argued that Rapallo was “an act of signal stupidity on 

Germany’s part,” and added quite cynically: “Happily we can still 

count on Germany doing the stupid thing. Now she has ostracized 

herself again, and on the first occasion of coming back to European 

councils.163 

One of the most debated questions concerning the German-Soviet 

treaty is that of the “military clause,” which many have tried to dis¬ 

cover but without success. 

e. Was there a military clause attached to the Rapallo 

Treaty? 

The first point to remember in this respect is that the treaty 

considerably furthered military collaboration between the two coun¬ 

tries. On the other hand, it is probable that no secret clause was 

added on this subject because a verbal understanding was the ideal 

formula. It allowed German officials to have a clean conscience when 

they vouched that nothing of the sort had been signed;164 it also al¬ 

lowed German officers, and General Ludendorff in particular, “to state 

positively that the Bolsheviks had concluded a military understand¬ 

ing with Germany.” 165 At the time, all European secret services—and 

particularly the British, French, and Belgian—agreed that there ex¬ 

isted “some form of understanding with regard to possible assistance 

to Russia in the form of supply of technical help and ammunition.” 

It was generally admitted that the establishment of German arms 

factories was to be camouflaged under the heading of concessions, 

and assumed that “the Soviet government could cooperate with Ger¬ 

many in an attack on Poland.166 The very pro-German D’Abemon 

repeatedly treated all allusions to a secret military convention be¬ 

tween Moscow and Berlin as “gossip.”167 Nevertheless, when on 20 

April the Foreign Office called him to order, “expressed its concern at 

the absence of information regarding the Russo-German agreement,” 

and inquired “whether Lord D’Abemon was satisfied with his means 

of information and as to the honesty of the ministers with whom he 

had been in communication,” the British ambassador in Berlin replied 

by making excuses for Germany’s action.168 He stated openly in the 

conclusion of his memorandum of 29 April: 

It is clear that two powers like Russia and Germany subject 

to similar and simultaneous pressure from the same cred¬ 

itor will put their heads together as to the best means of 

defence. It has long been known that conversations were go- 
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ing on. The difficulty has been to devise precise stipulations 

which—rebus sic stantibus—would be of mutual benefit and 

would not involve undue internal complications or external 

dangers. . . . For myself, it is a matter of surprise that with 

the enormous number of military and naval officers hang¬ 

ing about in Germany with nothing to do and very little to 

live upon, that a great many more of them have not filtered 

over the Russian border. . . . German assistance in the 

manufacture of munitions has been discussed. . . ,169 

We see that the signing of the Rapallo Treaty was by no means 

“incidental,” as D’Abemon had proclaimed in a previous memoran¬ 

dum. It was a deliberate policy whose importance was to be consid¬ 

erable for the whole development of international relations between 

the two world wars. 

f. The significance for the Soviet Republics of the Rapallo 

Treaty. 

There is no doubt that the Rapallo Treaty marked the victori¬ 

ous entry of the Soviet Republics into European political life. It was, 

first of all, a moral victory, then a victory on political, economic, and 

military grounds. It was a moral satisfaction for the Soviet leaders 

to know that they had disrupted the “imperialist front,” created fric¬ 

tion between the bourgeois powers of Western Europe, and drawn 

Germany to their side. Germany had officially recognized the So¬ 

viet government and established consular and diplomatic relations 

with her. In the telegram he sent to Moscow on 17 April, Litvinov 

had a right to claim that “by means of the Russo-German treaty, 

Russian-German diplomacy has managed to establish definitely the 

moribund state of the Great Entente, the fact of its disruption, with 

the inevitable moral isolation of France. . . .”170 

Economically, the Bolsheviks had shown the West how tempting 

oil, timber, and other concessions could be. The secret clause of 

the Rapallo Treaty ensured, however, the exclusion of Germany from 

any international scheme for exploitation of Russian resources and the 

establishment of a common economic front between the two countries. 

Militarily, we saw that the treaty did much to further German-Soviet 

collaboration. Yet, as Rakovski noted, “the significance of the treaty 

was more political than economic.”171 Thus, he was certainly right 

when he declared in 1923: “We have now realized that the climax of 

our influence for a certain period—how many years, I do not know— 

came last year in Genoa.”172 
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2. The Lausanne Conference (20 November 1922 24 July 

1923) 

The first “victory” that the Bolsheviks won over the capitalist 

countries at Genoa filled them with price, and increased their confi¬ 

dence in the effectiveness of their diplomacy. They were not intent on 

giving the first “proletarian” states the standing of a great power. In 

a significant article that Iurii Steklov, the editor of Izvestiya, wrote 

at the time of the Lausanne Conference, it was clear that the Soviets 

saw themselves as the heirs of the Russian Empire. They admitted 

that their country had “temporarily disappeared from the interna¬ 

tional horizon” as the result of imperalist and civil wars. But the 

Russia bom from the Revolution had now gathered enough strength 

“to speak its word in international politics.” 

The Soviet Republic has been growing stronger and stronger 

every day, and has taken advantage of existing dissensions 

among the European powers with no less skill than the old 

Russia. Aware of her growing strength, Soviet Russia can 

never be discouraged by temporary diplomatic failure, since 

final victory is eventually assured. Russia is coming back to 

the international stage. Let us hope that the day is at hand 

when this reappearance will be felt so strongly that no one 

will dare contradict her voice.173 

a. The political context. 

One of the first and most important characteristics of the Lau¬ 

sanne Conference is that the pattern of tactic alliances that had pre¬ 

vailed at Genoa a few months earlier was reversed. On the prob¬ 

lems of the Near East, France and the Soviet Republics found them¬ 

selves at loggerheads. In an analysis of the changes that occurred in 

the sphere of international relations between Genoa and Lausanne, 

Rakovski gave the clue to the riddle when he wrote, “Our relations 

with the English deteriorated because of the problems of the East.” 174 

When at Genoa we discussed European affairs, England 

showed that she apprehended every increase in the strength 

of France; being faithful to her traditional policy of sup¬ 

porting the balance of power in Europe, England almost 

danced a quadrille with us. Yet, when the English purse, 

the Near East and the Straits, when the peoples of the East 

came to be involved in our relationship, as they were at 

Lausanne, the English and ourselves found each other in 

opposite camps.175 
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By a remarkable coincidence, the Trade Agreement between So¬ 

viet Russia and Great Britain had been signed on the same day (16 

March 1921) as the Treaty of Friendship and Brotherhood between 

the RSFSR and Turkey. At that time, however, Soviet Russia was 

already backing the Turks in the war they were fighting against the 

Greeks who, for their part, were supported by the British govern¬ 

ment. At first, the prospect of developing trade relations had urged 

the Russians and the British to play down their antagonism on the 

issue of Turkey, as they were doing on the whole for the problems of 

the East. Nevertheless, the two sides continued to pursue diametri¬ 

cally opposed aims. In 1921, when the Greeks could have extricated 

themselves from Asia Minor, they did not do so, in part trusting 

Lloyd George’s support. In the same way, the treaty of March 1921 

between Soviet Russia and the Ankara government provided Kemal 

Pasha with much needed moral, financial, and military support to 

fight the Greeks. 

It gradually became clear that France and Soviet Russia were 

following roughly parallel policies toward Turkey. France was suspi¬ 

cious of British activities in the Near East and decided to make a 

move toward the Ankara government. In October 1921, France and 

Turkey signed a treaty that ended hostilities between the two coun¬ 

tries and provided that France would evacuate Cilicia and surrender 

territory in northern Syria to Turkey. As we know, Rakovski favored 

a rapprochement between the Soviet Republics, France, and Turkey. 

As head of the Ukrainian Soviet government, he decided in 1921 to 

come to a separate agreement with Turkey. 

b. Relations between the Soviet Republics and Turkey.176 

In December 1921, Rakovski sent M. V. Frunze, who was then 

commander-in-chief of the Ukrainian Soviet forces, to Ankara to open 

negotiations. The final treaty was signed less than a month later, and 

provided for financial and military help to the government of Kemal 

Pasha. There were reports of the Ukraine lending Ankara £ 150,000 

in gold, and of ammunition shipped from Odessa to Turkey.177 At 

this stage, the Bolsheviks, and Rakovski in particular, had decided to 

use Turkey as a trump to facilitate their entry into the political life of 

Eastern Europe. This move was similar to the one they were making 

at the same moment toward Germany in order to enter the political 

life of Western Europe. Yet, partly because of the difficulty of their 

own economic situation in 1922, the Bolsheviks only carried out the 

minimum of their promises necessary to keep the Kemalists amenable. 

This attitude created the ground for many of the misunderstandings 

that were to spring up between the two countries. 
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At first, the Turks gathered the impression that the propaganda 

the Soviet permanent representative (Aralov) was making for an eco¬ 

nomic alliance was camouflage for an attempt at political penetration. 

In 1922, Aralov established Soviet consulates at Kars, Artvin, Sam- 

sun, and Bayezid. He also placed “agricultural experts” at Mersina, 

Erzerum, and Kastamuni.178 This policy could only antagonize Ke- 

mal Pasha, who had always been at pains to insist on Turkish inde¬ 

pendence vis-à-vis Russia and the West alike. He declared in 1921: 

We are a popular government; our policy is clear and stable. 

It is not that of the democratic groups or of the Socialist 

party. We are not of any party; the character of the admin¬ 

istration that we shall adopt concerns only ourselves and is 

adapted to our particular needs.179 

The Turkish foreign secretary, Akmed Mukhtar, drove the point 

home when he added that the Turkish government considered itself 

the “natural ally of Soviet Russia as long as the two countries fight 

together against the common enemy and defend the principles of the 

freedom of peoples in defiance of the imperialists of the West.” 180 

However, at the beginning of 1922, the Turks badly needed ammuni¬ 

tion and money for their last campaign to expel the Greeks from Asia 

Minor. In March 1922, Kemal Pasha began to voice his discontent 

with the failure of the Soviets to implement the terms of the treaties 

they had signed. Statements were also made in the Ankara Assembly 

about the inferiority of the arms supplied by the Soviet Republics. Ar¬ 

alov, for his part, argued with Moscow that “if only Russian promises 

of arms were fulfilled, he would have Angora in his pocket.” 181 More¬ 

over, the Turks protested that they had received none of the money 

promised to them. It soon appeared that, in Moscow, Sokolnikov at 

the head of the Commissariat for Finances (Narkomfin) was blocking 

the funds allotted to Turkey. When Chicherin intervened to settle 

the matter, Lenin sent the following explanatory note to Molotov: “I 

consider that Chicherin is absolutely right and ask the Politburo to 

take a decision in support of Chicherin’s point of view that payment 

should be made on the date previously agreed on.”182 

At the time of the Genoa conference, the Turks were grateful 

to the Soviet Republics for supporting their claims to be invited, 

but did not fail to press Rakovski personally for the dispatch of the 

promised supplies.183 Kemal Pasha had by then decided to bend all 

the energies of the young nationalist Turkey to overwhelm the Greeks. 

When, early in September 1922, the Turks had expelled the Greeks 

from Asia Minor after capturing Smyrna, the road to Constantinople 

was open. The ancient capital was, however, situated in the neutral 
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zone guarded by the Allies. If the Turks continued their advance, they 

would inevitably clash with the Allied troops. At that fatal moment, 

Lloyd George chose “to blow the trumpets of war.” He ordered the 

British garrison of General Harington to stand firm at Chanak, and 

asked the Dominions and France to back his action. Both failed to 

answer the call. For reasons of political strategy, the French troops 

even withdrew from their position.184 On the other side, while there 

were wild rumors of Soviet mobilization, the Turks did not want in 

the least to see Soviet troops in Anatolia. The crisis was over, and 

the pact of Mudanya signed on 11 October 1922: the Turks agreed 

to respect the neutral zone until the conclusion of peace. A few days 

later, Lloyd George had to resign. 

With Lloyd George gone, the Soviets had lost the statesman who 

had first championed them in Western Europe, although he eventually 

opposed them in the Near East. With his departure, the main oppo¬ 

nent of the Soviets in the British government, Lord Curzon, recovered 

much of his power as secretary of state for foreign affairs. After the 

end of the war between Greece and Turkey and the peaceful settle¬ 

ment of the Chanak crisis, the problem of the “freedom” of the Straits 

(the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles) once again loomed large in Eu¬ 

ropean diplomacy. Early in December 1922, a conference of powers 

gathered at Lausanne to work out a general international agreement. 

At the first session of the conference, Chicherin inevitably seized the 

opportunity to declare that “the conference proved that Russia must 

be regarded as an essential factor in international life.”184 

c. Franco-Soviet relations on the eve of the conference. 

The first problem the Soviet Republics had to tackle was that 

of gaining admission to the conference. On 24 September 1922, a 

British semiofficial statement had named Great Britain, France, and 

Italy as the countries most interested in the question of the Straits. 

Chicherin did not fail to send a strong note of protest that summed 

up the Soviet case: 

No decision on the Straits taken without Russia will be final 

and lasting. It will merely sow the seeds of fresh conflicts. 

The freedom of the Straits which Britain has in mind sig¬ 

nifies only desire of a strong naval power to control a route 

vitally necessary to other states in order thereby to keep 

them under a constant threat. This threat is directed pri¬ 

marily against Russia and Turkey.186 

In Moscow, the Soviet government had decided that the Lau¬ 

sanne Conference would mark the official entry of the Soviet Republics 

into the political life of the East, even if they were admitted only 
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to discuss the problem of the Straits, as they eventually were. A 

means to this end was to work for the rapprochement with France 

that Rakovski had always advocated. On the eve of the conference, 

he considered that Turkey would be the ideal intermediary between 

the Soviet Republics and France. At this time, he had grounds for 

believing in the success of his general scheme: “an economic union 

between Germany and Russia, combined with a political alliance be¬ 

tween these two powers and Turkey, and treaties between all three 

and France.187 

To stress the reality of this plan, he noted that the idea of a 

rapprochement between France, Germany, and Russia was not a new 

one: it was implied at the meeting Nicholas II had with the kaiser 

at Bjorko on 24 July 1905; this, moreover, would only have been a 

consolidation of what had happened in 1894, when the three countries 

came together to oppose Japan and Great Britain on the question of 

the partition of China.188 

After the Treaty of Friendship and Brotherhood of January 1922 

with Turkey on the one hand, and the Rapallo Treaty of April 1922 

between Soviet Russia and Germany on the other, a successful deal 

with France would have completed the scheme. Yet, the final suc¬ 

cess of the plan depended to a great extent on bad relations between 

Britain and France while it precluded hostility between the latter and 

Germany. In the autumn of 1922, Rakovski considered that it was 

vital not to miss the opportunity offered by the Lausanne Conference 

to persuade France to enter the game. 

To initiate a first rapprochement, Rakovski used two intermedi¬ 

aries. The first was M. Frick, who was Dr. Nansen’s assistant on the 

League of Nations in Moscow.189 Lord D’Abemon, who was always so 

well informed, considered that Frick had “manoeuvered a great deal 

to bring the French and the Russians together. His idea was a great 

commercial combination—France, Russia, Germany.” 190 The second 

intermediary was Markoutun, the president of the “Ukrainian Na¬ 

tional Committee” in Paris, whose activities were briefly mentioned 

above. In the first half of November 1922, Markotun sent Poincare a 

letter that looked as if it had been written by Rakovski himself. It 

said: 

The time approaches when the work of the Conference on 

Eastern Affairs will commence. . . . The Ukrainian Na¬ 

tional Committee is convinced that the French government, 

which has never disassociated itself from any question re¬ 

lated to the protection of Russian national interest will not 

fail to appreciate the importance which Russia attaches to 

the problem of the Straits, and is further assured that the 
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French government will do what it can to make it possible 

for the Russian republican representatives to defend prop¬ 

erly Russian interests during the conference.191 

Indeed, Rakovski believed at first that Poincare would side with 

the Soviet Republics against Britain to defend the interests of Turkey.191 

He thought it no mere coincidence that Edouard Herriot, the leader of 

the French Radical Socialist group, had proceeded to Moscow in the 

autumn of 1922. To begin with, it was known that the Radical So¬ 

cialist program comprised the establishment of friendly relations with 

the Soviet Republics on both political and economic grounds. Fur¬ 

ther, it was a fact that, political differences notwithstanding, Herriot 

was a close personal friend of Poincare. Many politicians concluded 

that, although Herriot’s mission was unofficial, it had the approval of 

the French premier and was a proof of the latter’s desire for a rap¬ 

prochement with the Soviets. This idea was strongly underlined by 

the semiofficial editorial of Le Temps that stated: “This year, Russia 

has made her diplomatic reentry into Europe. ... In any European 

policy it will be necessary in the future to take Russia into account.” 

In Moscow, Herriot was given the opportunity to meet many promi¬ 

nent Bolsheviks, among them Lenin, Trotsky, and Dzerzhinski. On 

his way back, the French politician was also received by Rakovski in 

the Ukraine.193 

As could be expected, all these attentions did not fail to worry 

British statesmen. The correspondent for the Observer and the Manch¬ 

ester Guardian in Moscow, Michael Farbman, put a very pertinent 

question to Lenin in an interview that took place on the eve of the 

Lausanne Conference, and just after the departure of Herriot from 

Moscow. Farbman asked bluntly, “Is it true that Russia regards 

British policy in the Middle East as a challenge and is ready to con¬ 

clude an agreement with France directed against Britain?” 

Lenin’s answer is revealing because it clearly indicates a nega¬ 

tive attitude toward Britain as opposed to an evident wish for a rap¬ 

prochement with France. It was the more interesting because Lenin 

was careful to play down the issue in this interview with a British 

correspondent. He declared: 

We do not consider the differences between Britain and our¬ 

selves to be in any way insurmountable. . . . We cer¬ 

tainly value very highly both Herriot’s visit to Moscow and 

the step taken towards a rapprochement with France or to¬ 

wards negotiations with her, which have now become possi¬ 

ble and, I should like to believe, essential. Any rapproche¬ 

ment with France is something we very much desire, espe- 
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daily in view of the fact that Russia’s commercial interests 

imperatively demand closer relations with this strong conti¬ 

nental power.194 

Nevertheless there was to be no rapprochement between France 

and the Soviet Republics at that time. Indeed, France and Britain 

soon became anxious to patch up their disagreements, and they did 

so to the greatest disadvantage of Turkey and Germany. When Lord 

Curzon went to Paris at the beginning of October 1922, Poincare 

agreed to remain neutral when the problem of Turkey was discussed at 

the Lausanne Conference. In exchange, Britain would remain neutral 

on the question of Germany.195 In June 1923, Rakovski commented 

on this issue: 

To defend her interests in the East, England partly sac¬ 

rifices her interests in Europe. Hence we see that France 

occupies the Ruhr district while England has not made a 

protest in five months. . . . The English were the first to 

ratify the annexation of East Galicia to Poland. Why? Be¬ 

cause France renounced the oil of Mosul which goes to the 

English.190 

In such cases, Rakovski realized how difficult it was for Soviet 

diplomacy to deal with “bourgeois” diplomats, for he considered that 

the rules of the game were different. He declared quite openly that 

It is sometimes extremely difficult for us to obtain anything 

... as a result of conversations with bourgeois diplomacy. 

Was it like that in the old days? It was easier then to reach 

an agreement. If the Persian question cropped up—let us 

divide Persia. You take the South, we take the North. If 

the Indian question arose—Afghanistan for us, India for you, 

Armenia for us, Mesopotamia for you, and so forth.196 

When the Ruhr was invaded by French and Belgian troops on 

11 January 1923, the participants of the Lausanne Conference had 

already realized that the struggle on the problem of Turkey and the 

East had been reduced to a duel between Great Britain and the Soviet 

Republics. 

d. The conference. 

After the first sessions of the conference, the secretary to the So¬ 

viet delegation, V. V. Vorovski, wrote in a personal letter to his wife, 

“The French who want to have a free hand on the Rhine have yielded 

repeatedly.” 198 The interest of the Soviet Republics on the other hand 

lay in defending as strongly as possible the freedom of Turkey and re¬ 

stricting the passage of the Straits to commercial fleets: the Straits 
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should be closed to all military fleets other than those of the Black 

Sea powers. Very soon, however, Chicherin found himself to be “more 

Turkish than the Turks,” as Lord Curzon noted sarcastically.199 In¬ 

deed, it was clear from the start that, for the Kemalist government 

that had switched the center of political power from Constantinople 

to the more reliable town of Ankara on the plateau of Asia Minor, 

the Straits had lost much of their significance. This attitude allowed 

Curzon to proclaim ironically that “Russia had thought fit to put 

forward a plan for the Straits with which no one, not even the Turks, 

agreed. . . .”200 

The Turks certainly were more interested in rescuing the oil of 

Mosul from British hands. At the very beginning of the conference 

(on 4-5 December 1922), the second Turkish delegate, Riza Nur Bey, 

called privately on Lord Curzon to whom he frankly exposed the 

views of his government. He claimed that Turkey would meet Britain 

“on every point, would conclude a satisfactory treaty and even break 

with the Soviets” if only the British “could give them the Villayet of 

Mosul.”201 The Turk based his argument on ethnic, historical, and 

economic grounds. Each of his arguments was combated by Curzon 

who declared: 

Mosul cannot be given away without the loss of Bagdad, 

nor Bagdad without the loss of Irak and collapse of Irak 

kingdom, nor collapse of Arabs without return of the Turks 

and final defeat of British policy in the East.202 

The Turks, however, were intractable: they defended themselves 

with the greatest energy, but their only support was the So¬ 

viet delegation.203 The latter knew how vital it was for them to 

stand by the Turks for military, political, and, not least, for economic 

reasons: before the Revolution, Russia had sent out 40 percent of her 

exports through the Dardanelles, including 80 percent of her grain 

and practically all her oil.204 The Soviet delegation could then only 

try to inspire the Turks with more determination, and this, in re¬ 

turn, could but irritate the British. In the only private conversation 

Curzon had with Chicherin at Lausanne, on 16 December 1922, the 

British statesman used the most offensive tone to remind the Rus¬ 

sian that “they were not here to arrive as he [Chicherin] thought, at a 

compromise between the views of Great Britain and Russia about the 

Straits, which appeared to be diametrically opposed.”205 No compro¬ 

mise was indeed thinkable, even if “the respective policies of Europe 

and Russia have not been reversed.”206 

Before the bolshevik revolution, Britain and other European 

powers had blocked tsarist expansion into the Mediterranean Sea by 
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closing the Straits to the Russian Navy. At the time of the Lau¬ 

sanne Conference, however, Britain knew that the Soviet Navy was 

almost nonexistent, as most of the Russian vessels in the Black Sea 

had been taken over by Wrangel and then by the French. For the 

Allies, freedom for the French and British fleets to enter the Black 

Sea meant the possibility of maintaining a certain pressure upon the 

shores of the Ukraine and Caucasus, should this be necessary. From 

their experience of French descents during the civil war and in 1921, 

at the time of the Bolshevik conquest of Georgia, the Russians had 

serious grounds to fear the opening of the Straits to warships.207 The 

Soviet delegation found no support on this matter, for countries such 

as Romania felt they would undoubtedly be safer if the Black Sea 

were transformed into an “English lake” than if it became a Russian 

one. 

The conference broke up without agreement, but the Turks fa¬ 

vored the draft that declared that the Straits would remain open to 

the fleets of all countries. This was finally accepted at the second ses¬ 

sion of the Lausanne Conference in July 1923. In theory, the Soviets 

were radically opposed to this solution, which represented a distinct 

victory for the British standpoint. Chicherin declared: 

Under these conditions there cannot be any decision in the 

Straits question. There is none and there will not be any 

without Russia, the Ukraine, and Georgia. If the convention 

is signed without Russia, the Ukraine, and Georgia, the lat¬ 

ter will retain an entirely free hand and complete liberty of 

action. If certain powers sign this convention without Rus¬ 

sia, the Ukraine, and Georgia, the Straits question remains 

and will remain open.208 

Such a redundant style could only hide embarrassment. On his 

return to Moscow, Chicherin revealed his private thoughts on the 

subject, and fought hard to have the convention signed. He argued 

that Soviet Russia had to subscribe to it, if only because it would be 

the first international agreement to bear its name, and would mark 

the official entry of the Bolsheviks into the political life of Europe. He 

argued through the medium of the official organ of the commissariat 

for foreign affairs that 

our refusal to participate in it can only do harm, and will in 

any case rob us of the possibility of controlling the acts of 

other powers—preventing abuses, demanding reforms, and,, 

when necessary, appearing to the entire world in defense of 

our own and Turkish interests.209 

For his part, Rakovski strongly opposed Chicherin’s proposal, 
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which he considered to be a concession to British aims in the East 

and a ratification of their diplomatic victory. As early as January 

1923, on his way back from Lausanne, he had declared to Izvestiya 

that 

the Lausanne Convention will be one of those innumerable 

conventions which mark the termination of one war and the 

beginning of the preparation of the next one. . . . We shall 

not give our signature to the transformation of the Black Sea 

into an English lake. ... As soon as we stand more firmly 

on our feet in our domestic and international situation, then 

the dollhouse of Lausanne will collapse.210 

It is important to note that Rakovski was fully backed by Stalin 

in his opposition to Chicherin.211 The Party general secretary, how¬ 

ever, did not share Rakovski’s views that, in the future, a military 

intervention could possibly repair the wrongs done in the East by 

imperalist powers. In his interview, Rakovski proclaimed that one 

of the essential changes that occurred during the Lausanne Confer¬ 

ence was “the growth of our influence among all the peoples of the 

Muslim world.”212 For the Bolsheviks, this was one of the crucial is¬ 

sues around which the entire conference had revolved. This was also 

the reason why there could be no truce between the Soviets and the 

British Empire. 

e. The Bolsheviks and the British Empire. 

Rakovski believed that, although there was no immediate clash 

between the Soviet Republics and the British Empire because of the 

relative military weakness of the Red Army, there could only be “a 

long, protracted life and death struggle.”213 In his pamphlet on the 

subject, he repeatedly stressed the fundamental antagonism between 

the two countries, due mainly to the geographical position of their 

empires and to their respective aims in Asia. He noted ironically that 

the misfortune, both for us and for England, lies in the fact 

that we, the Soviet Republics, exist at all; it is our misfor¬ 

tune that, from the Adriatic Ocean to the Black Sea, we 

lie across the path which leads from England to her Indian 

possessions—our misfortune that we, in India, are looked 

upon as the defenders of the oppressed.214 

This basic opposition had been symbolized at Lausanne by the 

personal emnity that arose between Lord Curzon and Chicherin. At 

one of the first sessions of the conference, the former tsarist diplomat 

turned to the former viceroy of India with a rather vicious personal 

remark: 



228 Relations between Russia and West European Governments 

You are uneasy because our horsemen have reappeared on 

the heights of the Pamirs, and because you no longer have 

to deal wih the halfwitted Tsar who ceded the ridge of the 

Hindu Kush to you in 1895.215 

The next sentence the Soviet delegate pronounced was to propose 

peace, but a peace “based on the principle of a partition wall between 

us.” This was certainly a disingenuous proposal as, throughout the 

private conversation they had had on 16 December, Curzon had called 

the attention of Chicherin to the subversive effects of bolshevik propa¬ 

ganda in the East. The Soviet foreign commissar did not fail to reply 

in kind. He first gave as a flimsy excuse the fact that “the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment was not responsible for what irregular Russian agents might 

do,” and went on “to accuse H.M.G. of intriguing against Russia in 

Afghanistan, Northern Persia, and the Caucasus.”216 

At Lausanne, Curzon became definitely convinced that “nothing 

will come from conversations with people who belong to the Commu¬ 

nist sect.”217 Peace was impossible because, to the expansionist policy 

of tsarist Russia, the Bolsheviks had added the disruptive might of 

propaganda. The final comment Curzon made in his private conversa¬ 

tion with Chicherin symbolizes the attitude he had decided to adopt 

toward the Soviet Republics. He told Chicherin that, if any agree¬ 

ment between the two countries meant that “there would be only 50 

percent Bolshevik propaganda instead of 100 percent, no minister of 

the Crown would accept it.”218 Curzon proved that he was ready to 

enforce his policy when, a few months later, he sent his celebrated 

ultimatum to the Soviets, and strove to break off diplomatic relations 

with them. At the time of Curzon’s death, Radek was to give a re¬ 

vealing if stinging portrait of the former viceroy of India and of his 

policy. 

The fear of Russian tsarist imperialism constituted for this 

representative of British imperialism the central point of his 

policy. To prevent Russia from penetrating into Asia was 

the dominating idea of Curzon. ... He hated Russia, 

even quite independent of the class which was ruling in it. 

He hated the Russian people in general because of that role 

which it was called upon to play in the awakening of Asia, 

this selected object of English exploitation.218 

These words were very much to the point, as the “Curzon ulti¬ 

matum” showed. But, before dealing with this particular problem, we 

must come back to the last period of Rakovski’s activities as foreign 

minister of the Ukraine. If he had personal ideas on the general prob¬ 

lems the Soviet Republics had to cope with, he also held very precise 
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views on the question of the particular interests of the autonomous 

republics. He considered that a Soviet Republic such as the Ukraine 

could have its own problems, and that it had to find its own solutions. 

To his mind, these solutions might diverge considerably from those 

adopted by Soviet Russia. 
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Chapter 12 

The Reality of Ukrainian Diplomacy (1922-1923) 

A. An Independent Foreign Policy in the Political Context 

of the NEP 

If the Soviet diplomats had fought hard in Genoa as on the eve of 

the Lausanne Conference to get an agreement with a Western power, 

it was partly to have access to Western technical aid in repairing the 

devasted Soviet economy. We shall take the Ukraine as a revealing 

example. 

1. The Disastrous State of the Ukrainian Economy 

At this time the Ukrainian Republic had a territory as large 

as Italy (nearly 173,000 square miles) and a population of 26 mil¬ 

lion inhabitants. It had always, of course, played an important part, 

economically, in the former Russian Empire. Before World War I, 

nine-tenths of all grain exported from Russia actually came from the 

Ukraine, which also exported annually about 230,000 head of cattle. 

Industrially, it was no less important; thus in 1913, it accounted for 

over 70 percent of the output of metal ore in the whole empire. The 

Ukraine also provided about three-fourths of the total output of coal, 

and had, in addition, many sugar refineries and other factories.1 Dur¬ 

ing the Civil War, however, the country was heavily damaged by the 

movements of warring armies and by forcible sovietization. It still 

suffered on a large scale from roaming companies of bandits. These 

difficulties, as well as continued requisitions, had left the country par¬ 

ticularly bereft of stocks. 

The main industry was the mining industry, and the first place 

belonged to coal. The production of this mineral, which amounted 

to some 1,550,000,000 puds in 1913 had fallen to 9,000,000 in 1921. 

The production of metals (cast iron, wrought iron, and steel) had 

almost ceased in 1920 and 1921, whereas, in 1913, the output of cast 

iron was 190,000,000 puds and of wrought iron and steel 141,000,000 

puds. To take another vital industry, the sugar industry: the total 

number of refineries in existence in the period 1914-1915 was given 

as 200, with a total production of 85,000,000 puds, whereas, in 1921, 
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the State Sugar Administration only proposed to put 119 factories 

into operation, with an estimated production of 600,000 puds. 

During 1920 and 1921, the production of agricultural machinery 

was at an extremely low level, varying between 2 percent and 4 per¬ 

cent of the prewar figures. Toward the end of 1921, it was almost 

impossible for the producers to dispose of the machinery made: the 

peasants were so impoverished by the heavy fighting and by the local 

crop failure of 1921 that they could not afford to buy new machin¬ 

ery, while the producers were not in a position to give credit. In 

1922, the production of ploughs (50,000) was 10 percent of that of 

1911. Between 1916 and 1921, there was a reduction of more than 15 

percent in the sown area in the Ukraine. In 1921, a severe drought 

resulted in crop failure over much of this reduced area. In the north 

of the Ukraine, the harvest was about one-third of the normal har¬ 

vest, while in the southern provinces the yield was insufficient even 

for reseeding. The situation was extremely grave as agriculture was 

of paramount importance in the Ukraine. 

In 1920, some 21 million people (80 percent) lived in rural ar¬ 

eas and only 5 million in the towns. Moreover, a large proportion of 

the urban population, especially in the small towns, was employed in 

agriculture and market gardening. When famine raged in the Volga 

provinces, the Ukrainian government sent its last stocks to Russia. 

But, in the late autumn of 1921, reports from Ukrainian districts af¬ 

flicted by the shortage became more and more disquieting. The situa¬ 

tion was almost as disastrous as in the Volga regions. In the provinces 

of Odessa, the Donets, Ekaterinoslav, Zaporozhye, and Nikolaev, the 

number of starving in January 1922 was 20 percent, in February 31 

percent, and the average from May to August amounted to 40 per¬ 

cent. The most dreadful features of the famine were the large number 

of starving children and the rapid spread of infectious diseases. It had 

not been expected, immediately after the harvest of 1921, that the 

famine would attain such terrible dimensions, and the organization of 

relief measures was rather delayed. At the end of 1921, the govern¬ 

ments of many countries of Western Europe and the United States, 

which were already sending help to the famine areas in Russia it¬ 

self, came to the aid of the starving Ukraine. A few months later, in 

May 1922, a total of 1,383,000 (about half of them being children) 

were fed by various organizations: 523,824 were fed by the Ukrainian 

government and social organizations of the republic, 1,132,666 were 

in receipt of relief from the American Relief Organization (ARA) of 

Herbert Hoover. Other foreign organizations included Dr. Nansen’s 

Commission (which fed 101,636 persons), the U. S. Mennonites, the 

Jewish Social Committee, the Society of Friends, the Swedish and 
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German Red Cross, etc.2 

As we can see, the American Relief Organization alone fed twice 

as many people as the Ukrainian government itself. Yet, notwith¬ 

standing the terrible plight of the Ukraine, Rakovski’s government 

showed how strict it was when matters of principle were involved 

such as national independence. At the end of 1921, the represen¬ 

tatives of ARA went to Karkov to ask the Ukrainians to ratify the 

agreement that had just been signed in Riga between that organi¬ 

zation and the Russian Soviet government. Skrypnik and Rakovski 

categorically refused to ratify the agreement on the ground that the 

Ukrainian government was in no way committed by acts and treaties 

signed in Moscow. Despite the insistence by the Americans on the 

fact that “they had come to the Ukraine not to deal with politics, but 

to feed the hungry,” Rakovski refused to change his decision. It was, 

he said, perfectly understandable that the representatives of ARA 

were not aware of the sovereign status of the Ukraine, as they came 

from a very distant country, but he must ask them to draft a new 

treaty. The Americans agreed to draw up a new text, which con¬ 

tained the articles of the Riga agreement plus a few “minor changes.” 

The most significant change was the statement at the beginning of the 

agreement that “The Ukrainain Soviet Republic declares that it is not 

concerned by the [Riga] agreement which does not bind it in any way. 

. . .”3 The formula was clear enough, and allowed Rakovski to show 

Moscow as well as foreigners that he would not sacrifice the sovereign 

rights of the country he governed. He signed the treaty on 10 January 

of the year 1922, which was to see the rapid development of Ukrainian 

independence in matters of foreign policy. We saw how Rakovski es¬ 

tablished contacts with the Ukrainian émigré groups, which gave him 

the possibility of negotiating with West European governments. We 

know that the following step was the sending of Ukrainian represen¬ 

tatives abroad. We must now try to see how far Rakovski went in the 

Ukraine. 

2. Franco-Ukrainian Relations (1922-1923) 

As was previously pointed out, one of Rakovski’s pet schemes 

was political and economic collaboration with the European country 

he knew best, i.e., France. He had reason to believe that such col¬ 

laboration was possible because of the important part that French 

capital and French engineers had played in the industrialization of 

the Ukraine before the Bolshevik revolution. 

In February 1919, in the telegram he had sent to the French 

government, he had stressed the desire of his government to enter 

into diplomatic relations with France, 



Christian Rakov ski (1878-19^1) 283 

but on the prior condition that the French government shall 

cease considering the Ukraine as a future colony of French 

capital, as a new Madagascar, Morocco, or Indo-China. Any 

agreement which does not take into consideration the com¬ 

plete independence of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Repub¬ 

lic is condemned in advance to failure.4 

On 29 May 1921, Rakovski sent a similar note to Briand’s govern¬ 

ment insisting on the interest that both countries had in establishing 

normal diplomatic and economic relations.5 

French designs were clearly summarized by General Weygand in 

a conversation he had with the British ambassador in Berlin on 1 

October 1922. Weygand said he anticipated 

a split-up [of the former tsarist empire] into several semi¬ 

independent units. . . . The West would pentrate then 

through the Ukraine, which is the richest point, and gradu¬ 

ally recivilize the rest. The base of western commerce must 

be the Black Sea and Odessa.6 

Such an attitude was very much in keeping with the plans of economic 

takeover that the French experts had expounded a few months before 

to their British colleagues during the Genoa Conference. The French 

idea was “to begin with the development of agriculture in Russia” 

(i.e., also in the Ukraine, which was never regarded as a separate 

entity at that time), and, in particular, to set up tractor centers 

with various farm implements, which would “assist the peasants to 

increase the cultivation of their land.”7 The French, as opposed to the 

Germans, “scouted the idea of concessions for the cultivation of new 

territory.” They preferred to begin operations “in the more accessible 

regions of Russia,” and gradually extend the sphere of operations. 

Moreover, they had “complete schemes for the reconstruction of the 

Russian railways,” and thought of an Anglo-French-German combine 

of which Stinnes was the German member. Their plans also included 

“the reconstruction of factories, coal mines and oil wells.”8 

Rakovski soon heard of these plans and was prepared to try and 

work out decent conditions that would relieve the Ukrainian economy 

without giving up, in any way, an independence that the country had 

so dearly won. He considered that one of the most urgent tasks was 

to restore the Donets mines and their equipment. For this, he knew 

by then that foreign credits and technical help were absolutely vital. 

Although, at the end of 1921, energetic measures had been taken to 

improve the organization of the Ukrainian mines, and output had in¬ 

crease in consequence, this improvement could not be maintained in 

the famine conditions of the spring of 1922. The shortage of food was 
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so acute that every miner of the Donets mines who possibly could 

forsook his work and went back to his village to help his family till 

the land.9 When they learned how much the Ukrainian Soviet gov¬ 

ernment needed their help, French and Polish industrialists who had 

previously worked in the Donets proposed to create a Franco—Polish— 

Ukrainian Trading Society to reorganize the exploitation of the mines. 

At the very beginning of December 1922, representatives of the three 

countries started negotiating and finally proposed a common project 

to their respective governments. On 8 December, a message was re¬ 

ceived in Paris to the effect that “the Ukrainian Economic Council 

had ratified a contract for the organization of the Franco-Polish- 

Ukrainian Society,” but it was kept secret and no announcement was 

made to the press.10 A year later, the directors of the very impor¬ 

tant Société anonyme des minerais de fer de Krivoi Rog expressed 

their desire to resume operations in the Ukraine. The company had 

been founded in 1881, with a capital of 9 million francs, which was 

subsequently increase to 13.5 million francs and, on 13 January 1920, 

to 38 million on 60,000 shares of 500 francs each. The object of the 

company was to work the iron mines situated at Krivoi Rog in the 

province of Kherson. However, since 1920, its business had been at 

a standstill, as the works were confiscated by the Soviet government. 

On 12 November 1923, a preliminary agreement was signed by this 

company and the Soviet government on a general basis: it provided 

for the prospecting and the exploitation of iron ore and coal mines in 

the whole Donets Basin, and also for the exploitation of one metallur¬ 

gical works and a number of mechanical factories at Krivoi Rog. The 

agreement that should have been ratified within a period of 100 days 

was never actually signed, notwithstanding the renewal of the nego¬ 

tiations that lasted throughout the year 1924.11 The reasons for the 

failure of the talks were perfectly clear to all observers, and particu¬ 

larly to the expert of the British Embassy in London, Eric Phipps. In 

his report to the Foreign Office, he noted that there appeared to be no 

formal obstacle in the way of private agreements between French firms 

and Ukrainian trading organizations. He considered, however, that 

there were considerable difficulties in the way of any big development 

of such economic relations, apart from difficulties of distance and con¬ 

tractual problems. The major obstacle that blocked real progress was 

the inability of the French government to raise money for a substantial 

loan to the Ukrainian Soviet government. This had been mentioned 

already by Seydoux to his British colleagues during the Genoa Confer¬ 

ence. There, the French expert had not concealed the fact that “the 

difficulty from which the French suffered was capital.” He admitted 

that in the world there was “a good deal of capital—plenty in Amer- 
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ica, some in Great Britain, some in Holland and Switzerland—but 

little in France.”12 Moreover, Phipps reckoned that another impedi¬ 

ment to the considerable extension of French trade there lay, under 

existing circumstances, in the high exchange rate of the French franc 

in relation to the currencies of Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Aus¬ 

tria, which rendered very difficult any competition in the Ukrainian 

market.13 

These various obstacles were, in fact, to prove so great that eco¬ 

nomic relations between France and the Ukraine were never to develop 

to any great extent. Until 1924, French politicians refused to take the 

steps that might have alleviated the burden of these economic impedi¬ 

ments. Thus, when, four years later, the question of the participation 

of French capital in the Soviet economy was put to L. Perlin, the 

general secretary of the Concession Committee, he replied that it was 

“weak.”14 

3. The Ukraine and Austria 

It appears from various sources that economic cooperation be¬ 

tween the Ukraine and Austria developed quite rapidly. From an in¬ 

terview the vice-commissar for foreign affairs of the Ukrainian SSR, 

Yakovlev, gave to Izvestiya in August 1922, we learn that, long before 

the conclusion of the first political treaty with Poland, the Ukraine 

had entered into negotiations with Austria regarding the repatriation 

of civil and military prisoners. In March 1923, Rakovski declared he 

was “delighted” to see that all the former misunderstandings between 

the two countries had been settled. Indeed, Austria had recognized 

“the right of the Soviet Ukraine to have its own representative in 

Vienna.”15 He also said that economic relations were being adjusted 

satisfactorily for both sides. A fair amount of trade was already 

being done: the Ukraine was buying from Austria agricultural ma¬ 

chinery and implements, paper, and motor vehicles, while Austrian 

firms were taking part in a big international fair in Kiev. During 

the summer of 1923, the Russo-Austrian Share Company opened up 

branches at Karkov, Odessa, and Kiev. The founders of the company 

were the People’s Commissariat for Foreign Trade and the Austrian 

Trading-Industrial Syndicate, represented by the Austrian Arsenal 

factories, which manufactured agricultural and other machinery. To 

begin with, the company imported into the Ukraine ploughs, scythes, 

and other agricultural machinery and implements, automobiles, mo¬ 

torcycles, and bicycles, chemicals, and dyestuffs. There were, how¬ 

ever, two serious obstacles to the establishment of active exchanges: 

on the one hand, the unsettled state of both railway and water trans¬ 

port between the two countries; on the other hand, and to a greater 
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degree than with France, close trade relations were hindered by the 

deplorable financial position of Austria, which was itself in the great¬ 

est need of foreign captai. 

4. The Ukraine and Germany 

If Rakovski did not hope to get much money from Germany, 

he knew that economic and military collaboration with that country 

would be of the greatest help to the Soviet Union. There is no doubt 

that military cooperation existed between the two countries and that 

it was similar to the activities carried on between Soviet Russia and 

Germany. In a report from the British Consulate in Czerowitz dated 

September 7, 1922, we learn that “many German officers are employed 

in Kiev by the military, the aviation, and other technical services. 

Many of these had remained after the German troops had left. Others 

are arriving daily to find ready employment.” 16 

The same report added that there were “many Germans in busi¬ 

ness.” A Kiev-Berlin airmail service had been organized, which was 

said to “work well.” Thus, a letter from Czemowitz via Berlin arrived 

at Kiev within three days. In his conclusion, the British diplomat em¬ 

phasized the point that “the Ukrainian Soviet Republic would seem 

to have some actuality,” and that “relations between Ukrainians and 

Muscovites are improving.” Rakovski’s aim was to preserve Ukrainian 

independence, and one of his ways to achieve it was education. In the 

autumn of 1922, the British representative in Moscow reported that, 

in the Ukraine, schools were now “numerous,” and that, “for the first 

time, Ukrainian children [were] taught in Ukrainian.” 17 Precisely at 

this time, the Ukrainian commissar for education, Grinko, was sent 

by Rakovski on a tour to Germany and Austria. Pedagogic circles 

in Germany were said to have shown great interest in the theoretical 

system of Soviet education, and Commissar Grinko to have carefully 

studied the efficiency of German education.18 

A strong link between Germany and the Soviet Ukraine is to be 

found in economic matters. Rakovski began serious economic nego¬ 

tiations with Germany in the years 1921-1922. In August 1922, the 

vice-commissar for foreign affairs of the Ukraine indicated that “ac¬ 

tive negotiations were proceeding” between his country and Germany 

“for the conclusion of an economic treaty.” He considered that both 

sides were “keenly interested" in the furthering of the conversations, 

and noted that 

the Ukraine has always imported the products of German 

industry; Germany, on the other hand, sees in the Ukraine 

not only a huge market for the purchase of raw products, but 
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an almost inexhaustible sphere for the application of capital 

on a large scale.19 

The treat that was then negotiated between the two countries 

was one “analogous” to the Rapallo Treaty.20 To conclude that it 

was the same, or that Rakovski simply signed the Rapallo Treaty 

for the Ukraine along with the Russian delegation, as he was himself 

the “father of Rapallo,” would be a mistake. As in the case of the 

agreement with the American Relief Organization, he refused to sign 

automatically what Moscow had previously agreed on. He considered 

that a treaty that suited the plans of Soviet Russia had to be adapted 

to the historical, social, and economic conditions of the Ukraine before 

one could possibly sign it. 

It is certainly significant to note that it took four months for 

Rakovski to sign with Germany a “new” Rapallo Treaty. On 12 May 

1922, the German press learned that the negotiations between the 

German Foreign office and Litvinov respecting the extension of the 

treaty to the Ukraine, Georgia, and the Transcaucasian Republics 

had been interrupted. Indeed, the Ukrainian Republic, through its 

spokesman, Aussem, had put forward demands that the German gov¬ 

ernment “could not accept.” More especially, the Ukrainian represen¬ 

tative declared that the 400 million marks, which they had laid claim 

to since the German occupation of the country, had to be paid in spite 

of the clause of the Rapallo Treaty stipulating that Soviet Russia and 

Germany waived their respective claims.21 The unexpected attempt 

by the Soviet Ukraine to make Germany pay the money that had 

been “plundered” by the German Imperial Staff during the summer 

of 1918 came as a great embarrassment to the Russian delegation and 

to Litvinov in particular; this was the more so that it soon became 

obvious to the whole German press that 

in the course of the negotiations respecting the extension of 

the Rapallo Treaty, the representatives of the other Soviet 

Republics have hitherto sought to emphasize their economic 

and political independence in opposition to the Russian rep¬ 

resentative Litvinov.22 

The Lokal Anzeiger specified that the “soul of the opposition” 

to the Russian delegation was the Ukrainian envoy. When news of 

the “plot” arrived in Moscow, the matter was taken very seriously 

indeed, and Chicherin himself was immediately sent to Berlin. In the 

meantime, very strict directives were sent to Litvinov who took a first 

decisive step. According to the German press, 

the representative of the Ukraine received a very clear hint 

from the Russian side that he was not justified in concluding 
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an independent agreement with Germany and that the Rus¬ 

sian representative was the real spokesman in these negotiations.23 

Before Chicherin arrived in Berlin, however, the conversations 

between the German government and the Soviets were broken off be¬ 

cause the Ukrainian envoy would not yield to pressure from Moscow. 

The central Soviet government refused to admit that the second re¬ 

public of the federation might have a distinct foreign policy that di¬ 

verged so much from its own. The intention of the Ukrainian gov¬ 

ernment of Rakovski was, in fact, to use the sums recuperated from 

Germany as “a basis for future business transactions.” This aim was 

quite understandable when we remember that the main impediment 

to active business transactions between the Soviet Ukraine, on the one 

hand, and France, Austria, and Germany, on the other, was the lack 

of capital. In an effort to overcome this major obstacle, Rakovski de¬ 

cided to grant Germany a share in the development of the Ukrainian 

economy under the form of concessions, for this required a smaller 

cash investment, and involved mainly the use of advanced techniques 

and effective management. 

Concessions were envisaged in several sectors of the economy: 

agriculture, mining, timber, railway transport, and trade. There were 

to be two forms of agreement.24 The first concerned “pure conces¬ 

sions,” giving foreign companies complete control of undertakings on 

which they merely paid a royalty to the Ukrainian government. The 

second type of agreement, which the Soviet side preferred, was for 

the establishment of mixed companies, in which the Ukrainian gov¬ 

ernment or its organs were partners in the business, contributing to 

its capital either in kind or in money, sharing loss and profit, and 

participating in the administration. We shall take the characteristic 

example of the Krupp agricultural concession in the Ukraine. 

On 16 January 1923, the Ukrainian Council of People’s Commis¬ 

saries ratified the amended contract with the German firm of Krupp, 

conferring one of the most important concessions the Ukrainian gov¬ 

ernment had yet granted. The firm acquired the right to exploitation 

of 25,000 desyatins (roughly 67,500 acres) of virgin land in the Saalsk 

district of the Don province “for grain cultivation on modern lines.” 

The concessionaires agreed to cultivate a minimum of 1,400 desyatins 

in the first two years, increasing the area of cultivation by fixed ad¬ 

ditions to 23,500 desyatins at the end of six years. The lease dues 

were levied at the rate of 17.5 percent of the total harvest delivered 

free on rail to the nearest railway station. The Ukrainian government 

reserved the right to purchase the remainder of the harvest at cur¬ 

rent grain prices ruling on the Rotterdam Corn Exchange, less the 

cost of freightage. At the expiry of the term of concession, all enter- 
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prises were to be handed over to the Ukrainian government in proper 

working order. After twelve years from the commencement of the 

concession the government had the right to acquire the concession by 

purchase.25 It is interesting to note that the major part of the initial 

capital of the Krupp concession (=£40,000) actually came from Britain 

through the “Russian Land Concession Mantyeh Ltd.”26 The repre¬ 

sentative of the Krupp Agricultural Concession, a Mr. Klette, arrived 

a few months later in Rostov-on-Don. In an interview, he stated that 

the object of his firm was “to help the Ukrainian nation in fighting 

the possibility of bad harvests by creating a big agricultural organi¬ 

zation which should raise the yield from the soil and as far as possible 

preserve it from danger due to natural causes.” In addition, he in¬ 

tended to build large workshops for the repair and improvement of 

agricultural machinery in the possession of the local population. He 

expected that his firm would receive payment for such services either 

in kind, that is, agricultural products, or in labor power needed on 

the concession. He also intended to hire out, over a wide area, the 

machines bought by the firm, under capable instructors, in return, 

for the same kind of payment from the local population. The staff of 

workers consisted of only six individuals who were German citizens: 

most of them had either been born in Russia or in the Ukraine, or 

had lived and worked there for a very long time. The representatives 

of Krupp thought that the rest of the administrative and working 

personnel would be recruited from the local inhabitants.27 

For many reasons, this enterprise was something of a disappoint¬ 

ment to the Germans, but it did help Ukrainian agriculture, and con¬ 

tributed to the improvement of its methods of cultivation. Moveover, 

when Rakovski learned that the major part of the capital came from 

London, he decided to enter into direct relations with the British 

government. 

5. The Ukraine and Great Britain 

These relations began in January 1922 when a British mission 

headed by a Major Dunlop arrived in Karkov. Dunlop was immedi¬ 

ately received by Rakovski, of whom he gave a firsthand account to 

the Foreign Office: 

Mr. Rakovski has the reputation of being an honest man, 

but is at any rate, very pleasant to deal with. He is thor¬ 

oughly civilized and carries [great] weight, being, there seems 

little doubt, the only real able man here. He works very 

hard, and manages to do a lot of writing for the press, is 

main subject being agriculture.28 

From his interview with Rakovski, Major Dunlop gathered three 
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main ideas. First, that the Ukraine would insist on its independence 

vis-à-vis Soviet Russia, as far as foreign policy and foreign trade were 

concerned; second, that Rakovski gave priority to restoring agricul¬ 

ture in the famine-stricken Republic; third, that industry would have 

to be revived on the basis of concessions to the former foreign own¬ 

ers rather than to new ones, because of the severe lack of cash re¬ 

sources that paralyzed the Ukrainian Soviet government. Analyzing 

the chances of British trade with the Ukrainian SSR, Major Dunlop 

wrote to Lord Curzon in January 1922 that 

Mr. Rakovski . . . touched upon the work of the fac¬ 

tories making agricultural machinery, this being one article 

greatly needed by the peasants, and in reply to my question 

as to the chances of the former owners being able to resume 

work, he said it was all a matter of terms. He said that any 

agreement on the subject would have to be made with the 

Ukraine, as an arrangement made in Moscow would not be 

considered binding by the Ukrainian authorities. He autho¬ 

rized me to quote this as his official statement. ... I should 

add a warning for the benefit of firms who are proposing to 

do business, that a number of unscrupulous merchants are 

eagerly waiting for the resumption of private trading, when 

they hope to be able to offer their services to British firms.29 

In the same interview, Rakovski expressed the eagerness of his 

government to come to terms directly with Great Britain. He even 

requested the British envoy to put on record as a question from 

him: “What prospect is there of relations between Great Britain and 

the Ukraine taking the same form as relations between H.M.G. and 
Moscow?”30 

It was decided at the same time that a small steamer would 

be sent to Britain with an assortment of Ukrainian produce, “in 

order to get the London market interested.” On the other hand, 

Rakovski’s commissar for foreign trade, Bron, informed Major Dun¬ 

lop that “herrings were of interest to them as foodstuff” and asked 

for particulars.31 The first contacts between British firms and the 

Ukrainian government could be made through the official representa¬ 

tive of the Ukrainian SSR in Prague, I. Novakovsky.32 

The result of Major Dunlop’s mission to the Ukraine (which 

lasted more than two months from January until March 1922) and of 

Rakovski s energetic action was a project for the establishment of an 

Anglo-Ukrainian Commercial Bank. This took shape in November 

1922. On 8 November 1922, there was a meeting in London between 

members of the British Department of Overseas Trade and private 
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businessmen “in connection with the foundation in Berlin or elsewhere 

of an Anglo-Ukrainian Commercial Bank for the purpose of financing 

operations in the Ukraine.”33 The British bankers expatiated on the 

great possibilities of future trade between the two countries and sug¬ 

gested that the bank “might possibly act as an intermediary . . . with 

a view to restoring property to former British owners,” and also that 

“all future proposals in regard to opening up the trade of the Ukraine 

would practically have to be linked up with their organization.” The 

British businessmen added that “they would be very glad if H.M.G. 

were able to enter into a trade agreement with the Ukrainian Repub¬ 

lic on lines similar to that concluded with the Central government 

in Moscow,” and asked that Mr. Novakovsky should be allowed to 

enter Britain “with a view to inaugurating informal discussion with 

the Foreign Office with this object.”34 The Department of Overseas 

trade learned soon afterwards that the group of British businessmen 

were backed by the Cunard Steamship Company.35 

By October 1922, an agreement of a preliminary nature had al¬ 

ready been signed between the British group and the Ukrainian gov¬ 

ernment. It embodied the principles on which the parties had agreed 

for the formation in London of a company with a capital of £1,000,000 

that was, in its turn, to finance a bank whose headquarters would be 

in Germany or elsewhere. The agreement stated that 

the Bank undertakes the financing of the Ukrainian import 

and export trade, of industry, agriculture, transport under¬ 

takings and any other undertakings connected with all these 

economic branches, and to carry out all banking operations 

which are requisite for the purpose of the Bank.136 

At the end of December 1922, British visas were apparently 

granted to Novakovsky, Sheiner, Rappaport, and Aussem, all of them 

representatives of the Soviet Ukraine in Western Europe, with the 

aim of “advancing the negotiations for the proposed Anglo-Ukrainian 

Bank.”37 Vladimir Aussem obtained his visa without difficulty, as he 

had already been admitted to Britain in June 1922 in connection with 

the organization of a British-Ukrainian Trade Company similar to the 

Franco-Polish-Ukrainian Trading Society, whose formation had been 

ratified on 8 December 1922 by the Ukrainian Economic Council.38 

The Ukrainian Economic Council was chiefly interested in obtain¬ 

ing from these trading companies materials required by agriculture 

and industry, including jute and copra, machinery of all kinds (and 

especially agricultural machinery), tanning extract, and other chem¬ 

icals. On the Ukrainian side, trading was concentrated in the hands 

of the Commissariats for Foreign Trade (Narkomvneshtorg) and of 
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the cooperative organization Vukospilka. Major Dunlop noted in his 

report to the Foreign Office that both these bodies lacked cash re¬ 

sources; all they could offer in payment would be raw material such 

as hemp, bristles, wool, sheep casing, manganese ore, timber, and 

timber products such as veneer, barrel, staves, etc.39 

At the beginning of the summer of 1922, Rakovski also got in 

touch with Irish industrialists and offered special advantages for the 

establishment of an agricultural bank to be run jointly by Irish indus¬ 

trialists and Soviet representatives.40 But Rakovski did not keep his 

eyes fixed on the British Isles only, and turned to the south, namely 

to Italy. 

6. The Relations of the Soviet Ukraine with Other Coun¬ 

tries: Italy, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the United States 

As early as December 1921, the Ukraine had concluded a pre¬ 

liminary agreement with Italy, and trade had already begun. Vessels 

owned by Trieste Lloyd, a big Black Sea shipping company, made reg¬ 

ular voyages between Odessa and Trieste. In 1924 a final agreement 

was to be reached regarding the concession to Italy of a vast coalfield 

in the Donets region. The mines were to be ceded to an Italian syndi¬ 

cate for thirty-three years, and the enterprise financed by the Banca 

Commerciale Italina, which had made a first allocation of 40 million 

lire.41 

As we know, Rakovski paid the closest attention to events in 

Western Europe in the countries that bordered the Ukraine, and had 

sent his first official representatives to Poland and Czechoslovakia. 

At the end of 1922, the Polish commercial attache in Paris told his 

British colleague Eric Phipps that “a considerable volume of regular 

trade was already being carried on between Poland and Ukraine.”42 

In August 1922, Yakovlev told Izvestiya that “the Ukrainian gov¬ 

ernment had received a whole senes of proposals [touching various 

concessions] which came from big business firms in Czechoslovakia.”43 

Through the Russian Information and Review and other press organs, 

Rakovski’s government advertised, at the end of 1922, the establish¬ 

ment of a company for the exploitation of the small and medium—sized 

enterprises of the Ukraine, and the creation of a company to import 

large quantities of technical products from abroad; it requested appli¬ 

cations from West European enterprises.44 It was also at this moment 

that the Ukraine established connections with the United States. 

At the beginning of 1923, it was announced that a group of tex¬ 

tile workers from the United States had applied to the Ukrainian 

Economic Council for permission to operate one of the Ukrainian 

state textile enterprises. The request was granted, and the group was 
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allowed to work either a Poltava or an Odessa factory, in accordance 

with a definite agreement that remained to be settled.45 In February 

of the same year, a land concession was granted to a U. S. guild of 

agricultural workers called the “California Commune” ; it consisted of 

1,000 desyatins (about 2,700 acres) of land in the Saalsk district of 

the Don region, the area in which foreign concessions (e.g., the Krupp 

enterprise) were concentrated. The concession was granted for a term 

of twenty-four years, and the commune undertook to employ modern 

agricultural methods to develop the full capacity of the leased lands. 

It was decided that one-half of the land would be tilled and prepared 

for sowing in the current year. Payment of lease would not be de¬ 

manded until the lapse of three years, when it would amount to 5 

percent of the total crop.46 It is also significant that the Ukrainian 

government made arrangements at this time for the return of the 

Canadian dukhobors to their land of origin.47 This tells much of the 

tolerance of the Ukrainian Soviet government under the direct influ¬ 

ence of Rakovski, who closely supervised relations with foreign coun¬ 

tries and the granting of concessions on the territory of the Ukraine. 

By 1923, it was clear that the Ukrainian government had the firm 

intention of taking the national economy into its hands. With this 

aim in mind, they organized an Agricultural Exhibition in Karkov in 

January 1923: this was said to have had “considerable importance in 

stimulating Ukrainian trade.”48 Another important fair was held in 

Kiev in March 1923, which attracted “considerable attention on the 

part of foreign firms.” The goods received by 5 March totalled over 

5,000 tons and transactions were completed at the same time to the 

value of «£’250,000. Foreign exhibitors at the fair included many for¬ 

eign firms: forty-five came from Poland, ten from Austria, ten from 

Germany, three from Sweden, one each from France and the United 

States. The main exhibits were agricultural implements, various tech¬ 

nical equipment for factories, tractors, motors, office equipment, and 

articles of clothing.49 

In June 1923, the All-Ukrainian Central Committee issued a de¬ 

cree whereby foreign firms were empowered to open offices in the 

Ukraine only with the consent of the Concession Committee of the 

Ukrainian Economic Council. The existing offices had to obtain per¬ 

mits within a month; offices that did not apply for the necessary 

permit would be closed down. The law seemed quite abrupt, but ac¬ 

tually masked the last feat of independence of the Ukrainian Soviet 

government under the leadership of Rakovski. In July 1923, he was 

dismissed from his posts of president of the People’s Commissars and 

commissar for foreign affairs of the Ukrainian SSR, and immediately 

“exiled” to a diplomatic post abroad.50 
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B. The International Significance of the Nationality Prob¬ 

lem: Nationalism Versus Bureaucracy (1923) 

We have seen that, until the end of the civil war, Rakovski was a 

staunch advocate of centralization within the borders of the first so¬ 

cialist state. The aim of all Bolsheviks, from Stalin to Rakovski, was 

obviously to further the dictatorship of the proletariat and to strive 

toward a communist society through socialism. However, as the ulti¬ 

mate aim seemed to recede further and further, the methods used to 

reach it could diverge considerably. In 1919, Rakovski considered that 

centralization would save the first proletarian state from particular¬ 

ism, provincialism and democratic “bourgeois” prejudices, and con¬ 

centrate all resources for the benefit of the Revolution. Nationalism 

could then only appear to him as a divisive and, hence, counterrev¬ 

olutionary force. Yet, three years later, Rakovski became one of the 

most fervent and efficient advocates of national independence for the 

autonomous republics of the Federation, against the high-handed ef¬ 

forts of Great Russian bureaucrats to concentrate power in their own 

hands. Ironically, he put the following words in the mouths of the 

partisans of centralism: “Well, you know, we have settled the prob¬ 

lem of the nationalities since the time of the October Revolution; we 

are a communist country, we are all for internationalism.”51 

In April 1923, which saw the climax of his efforts to reinforce 

the independence of the Soviet Republics, Rakovski declared to the 

Twelfth Party Congress that “we must deprive the Union Commis¬ 

sariats of nine-tenths of their rights and give these rights to the na¬ 

tional Republics.”52 

If we try to understand why Rakovski had traveled so far from 

the views he held in 1919, we shall find that he had simply adapted his 

views to changing external and domestic circumstances. Indeed, one 

of his firmest beliefs was that “only the imbecile never changes.”53 

Rakovski’s initial conception of the way to build a true socialist soci¬ 

ety had be revised because the revolutionary wave, which was thought 

to have gathered enough momentum in the years 1918-1920 to break 

over Western Europe, had finally receded. For how long it had re¬ 

ceded, no one could say, but the Bolsheviks soon realized that the 

miserable peasant masses of the East could give a new impulse to the 

advance of revolution. 

As early as November 1918, Stalin had emphasized the “world 

significance of the October Revolution,” whose impact had created a 

“new revolutionary front” running “from the proletariat of the West 

through the Russian Revolution to the oppressed peoples of the East, 

against world imperialism.”54 In his address of November 1919 to 
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the Congress of the Peoples of th East, Lenin stated the importance 

of the fact that the Oriental masses were gradually awakening to a 

historical and political consciousness of their individuality and of their 

independence: 

That majority, which up until then had been completely 

outside the orbit of historical progress because it could not 

constitute an independent revolutionary force, ceased, as we 

know, to play such a passive role at the beginning of the 

twentieth century.55 

The Russian Bolsheviks considered that, if they could only chan¬ 

nel and lead the nationalist movements outside the Soviet republics 

into the fight against world imperialism, the masses of the East would 

become a decisive factor in favor of world revolution. With this idea 

in mind, Lenin claimed that “the period of the awakening of the East 

to the contemporary revolution is being succeeded by a period in 

which all the Eastern peoples will participate in deciding the destiny 

of the whole world.”56 In pronouncing these words, Lenin clearly real¬ 

ized that this constituted an adaptation of the strict Marxist theory, 

which applied to the industrialized proletariat of Western Europe and 

to the large peasant masses of the East. In itself, this adaptation was 

similar to that which Lenin had already made in adjusting Marxist 

theory to the social conditions of Russia. These problems had to be 

thought over with a genuine independence of mind, because, as Lenin 

declared to the Congress of the Peoples of the East, “you will not find 

their solution in any communist book.”57 

Rakovski considered that Lenin had succeeded remarkably in 

adapting Marxism to the new circumstances created by the move¬ 

ment of history. The problem of nationalities and that of colonialism 

already existed but, Rakovski argued: 

In Marx’s time, the problem of nationalities arose as a purely 

European problem, in connection with the striving for uni¬ 

fication in both Italy and Germany, in connection with the 

Polish aspiration for liberation from the tsarist yoke. The 

movement of the nationalities had not even seized the whole 

of Europe, and there was no question of taking into account 

such a movement in India or Africa.58 

In his article on “Lenin and Marx,” he wrote that Marx brought 

to the understanding of history what Newton had brought to that of 

physics. Taken by itself, the law of the class struggle is as easy to 

grasp as the law of gravity, but Newton’s law only becomes meaningful 

when applied to mechanics, and Marx’s law when applied to such a 

problem as that of nationalities. Then, Rakovski added, “continuing 
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the work of Marx, Ilich laid the the foundation of Leninism, i.e., 

the application of the law of class struggle to the existing historical 

circumstances.” 59 

Thus, in the last notes that he wrote at the beginning of March 

1923, Lenin explained with more insight than ever before the signifi¬ 

cance that the revolutionized masses of the East were acquiring: 

In the last analysis, the outcome of the struggle between 

socialism and imperialism will be determined by the fact 

that Russia, India, China, etc. account for the overwhelming 

majority of the population of the globe. And during the past 

few years it is this majority that has been drawn into the 

struggle for emancipation with extraordinary rapidity. . . . 

In this sense, the complete victory of socialism is fully and 

absolutely assured. . . .60 

Lenin, however, was not primarily interested in meditating on 

the “inevitability” of the victory of socialism, because this did not 

help the cause of revolution in the least. What interested him was 

the working out of the tactics that would further the cause. The 

purpose of these tactics was not only to increase and maintain the 

revolutionary spirit of the Eastern masses; it was, more precisely, to 

make “the hundreds of millions in Asia” enter the stage of history 

in the wake of Russian Bolshevism. To reach this aim, there was 

only one method: to gain the confidence of these primitive masses by 

showing the concrete and palpable progress that the socialist order 

of society would represent for them over the capitalist-imperialist 

order. At that time, Lenin reckoned that these large masses, which, 

in his eyes, the capitalists of Western Europe were exploiting without 

mercy, would have enough strength to start their revolution. They 

had only to be shown how to free themselves. 

At this stage, the Russian Bolsheviks could offer their personal 

experience of a successful revolution in a huge peasant country; they 

had to attract the masses of the East by showing them that the na¬ 

tionalities that lived within the borders of the former Russian Empire 

had reached an unprecedented state of development under the new 

order of society. At the Twelfth Congress of the Russian Commu¬ 

nist Party in April 1923 leading Bolsheviks—from Zinoviev, Radek, 

and Stalin, to Bukharin and Rakovski—showed themselves acutely 

aware of the international importance of a Soviet “nationalities pol¬ 

icy. Stalin himself proclaimed that “the entire East is looking at our 

Union Republic, as at an experimental field [optynoe pole].”61 

On 30 April 1923, Rakovski wrote that the first socialist state 

had become the arena and the school” that would coordinate the 
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activities of the Communists of all countries. Pursuing Lenin’s ideas, 

he considered that the Soviet republics had to become such a school 

“not only by its program” (as Stalin tacitly assumed), “but mainly 

by the way this program is carried out.”62 Rakovski thought that the 

nationalities outside the union, and more particularly the emerging 

nationalities, would feel confident only if the peoples within the re¬ 

publics were treated according to the true spirit of socialist legality. 

This, he argued, was not the case. Not only was Stalin’s program 

regarding the nationalities of the Soviet Union not put into practice, 

but the program itself was insufficient and suffered from bureaucratic 

and administrative deficiencies. Rakovski did not hesitate to declare 

to the Twelfth Party Congress: 

If, for a whole series of reasons, we do regret the absence of 

Vladimir Ilich among us, the treatment of the nationalities 

is one of these reasons. His authority, his understanding of 

both internal and international circumstances, his author¬ 

itative words are lacking to give a resounding blow to our 

party, to show our party that it is making fatal errors as far 

as the nationality problem is concerned.63 

He stated that this was the third time that the nationality prob¬ 

lem had been discussed officially at the congress, and argued: “the 

more we raise this question, the further we move away from a com¬ 

munist understanding and solution of the nationality problem.” He 

claimed that the October Revolution had, as yet, brought no solution 

whatsoever to this question. The point was to elaborate a new under¬ 

standing of the concept of revolutionary internationalism in connec¬ 

tion with the nationalist movements existing within the first socialist 

state. He admitted that the great difficulty of the moment was 

to find a link between our proletarian and communist in¬ 

ternationalism and the national development of the broad 

peasant masses striving for a genuine national life, for na¬ 

tional culture, national self-government.64 

He feared that this alliance would prove almost impossible to 

realize, not because these two elements could not be allied, but be¬ 

cause three factors were at work to prevent the union (smychka): the 

aggressive force of Great Russian nationalism, the oppressive force of 

Great Russian bureaucracy, and also the widening gap between the 

theory and practice of socialism. Rakovski rested his argument on the 

tremendous danger for socialism of “this cardinal divergence which 

is created day after day, which grows wider and wider between, on 

the one hand, our party and our program, and, on the other, our po¬ 

litical apparatus.”65 The danger was the greater in practice because 



2\8 The Reality of Ukrainian Diplomacy 

the so-called communists leading the Party apparatus were “yield¬ 

ing to the psychology of their own bureaucratic apparatus,” which 

Lenin had rightly defined as “an aristocratic and bourgeois remnant, 

annoited with the communist chrism.” Rakovski declared bluntly to 

the Twelfth Party Congress: 

The point is that our central organs have come to look at 

the direction of our country from the point of view of their 

bureaucratic convenience. Of course, it is inconvenient to 

rule over twenty republics; well, they say, if we made a whole 

of the lot of them, if by pressing one button we could govern 

the entire country, this would really be convenient.66 

At the head of the Soviet Ukraine since the hard days of 1919, 

Rakovski was in a very good position to talk about the fight the so- 

called autonomous republics had to sustain for their very existence. 

There were “perpetual examples of Russian commissariats signing in¬ 

ternational agreements in the name of the Ukraine,” whereas, “even 

according to the Union constitution, they have no right to do this.”67 

If the central organs were incapable of controlling their own bureau¬ 

cratic tendencies and impulses, Rakovski argued, the huge masses of 

the nationalities that strove for independence within the republics, as 

much as outside, would turn away from Soviet Russia: Great Russian 

bureaucracy would transform the forces of these nationalities into 

counterrevolutionary forces, although historical circumstances were 

pushing them on the road to bolshevism. Again and again, he warned 

his colleagues about the real importance of the danger: 

Comrades, this [national question] is one of those questions 

which are pregnant with very serious complications for So¬ 

viet Russia and the Party. This is one of those questions 

which, this must be said openly and honestly at a Party 

Congress, threaten civil war, if we fail to show the necessary 

sensitivity, the necessary understanding with regard to it. It 

is the question of the link of the Russian revolutionary pro¬ 

letariat with sixty million non-Russian peasants, who under 

the national banner raise their demands for a share in the 

economic and political life of the Soviet Union.68 

At this time, Rakovski wrote a very revealing pamphlet entitled 

The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics: A New Stage in the Con¬ 

struction of the Soviet Union. He gives us a detailed analysis of the 

interconnection between socialism and the three forces of nationalism, 

internationalism, and bureaucracy. He wrote that the Russian Revo¬ 

lution of October 1917 had only begun to create the conditions “that 

would lead, after a long process, which could last not tens, but hun- 
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dreds, of years to victory over those national pecularities that have 

grown out of human history.”69 Language, customs, and local habits 

are all the products of a certain historical development. The peoples 

awakening to a form of national consciousness would never allow for¬ 

eigners to crush the very symbols of their independence. However, a 

first misunderstanding of the meaning of internationalism had denied 

any sort of independence to the nationalities; then, bureaucracy had 

arisen. The nationalities that had been denied existence in 1919 by 

such communist theoreticians as Bukharin were not mishandled by 

the bureaucrats. Now, Rakovski thought as Lenin did, that it was 

“better to stretch too far in the direction of complaisance and soft¬ 

ness toward the national minorities than too little.”70 To suppress 

completely a nascent imperialistic relationship with the oppressed 

nationalities, and to try and gain their confidence, Lenin had gone a 

long way in his recommendations to the Twelfth Party Congress: 

We must in no way renounce in advance [the idea of] turning 

back . . . that is, retaining the Union of Soviet Socialist 

Republics only in the military and diplomatic spheres and 

in all other respects restoring the full independence of the 

separate commissariats. ... It would be unforgivable 

opportunism if, on the eve of the emergence of the East and 

at the beginning of its awakening, we should undermine our 

prestige there with even the slightest rudeness or injustice 

to our own minorities.71 

With this aim in mind, Rakovski insisted on the necessity of 

adding a second chamber to the Union legislature that would repre¬ 

sent the national groups. In this way, the Soviet Union was to become 

a confederation. In November 1922, Stalin had first opposed Rakovski 

on this issue, stating that such a liberal view 

will undoubtedly find no sympathy in the national republics, 

if only because the two-chamber system with the existence 

of an upper chamber is not compatible with the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment, at any rate, at the present stage of its development.72 

In February 1923, however, Stalin was obliged to change his 

mind, largely under the pressure of other leading Bolsheviks who had 

been convinced by Lenin’s last notes on the urgency of a compromise 

with the feeling of independence of the nationalities. A Council of 

Nationalities was formed and officially mentioned in the Soviet con¬ 

stitution: in practice, it was the same Council of Nationalities that 

Stalin had formed as part of the Commissariat for Nationality Affairs 

in April 1921, with the addition of deputies from the three Union 

Republics. Stalin staffed the new council with devoted followers, who 
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completely obliterated the significance of this body. When he realized 

the full extent of and the reasons for forcible centralization, Rakovski 

foresaw the degeneration of the Communist party and the possible 

failure of Soviet Russia in its efforts to build socialism. He declared 

to the Twelfth Party Congress: “I must frankly admit that, when 

I look at the calm with which particularly the Russian part of our 

party contemplated the debates [over the national question] ... I 

am alarmed for the fate of our Party.”73 

When his fears about the passivity of a great number of Commu¬ 

nists were confirmed by the rejection of the motion he had proposed— 

to give more independence to the nationalities—Rakovski voiced his 

disapproval of bureaucratic centralization with the greatest energy 

and political courage. He wrote: 

If by centralization is understood the concentration of power 

in the hands of a central organ and the transformation of the 

entire mass into the obedient instrument which will execute 

the orders of the central power; if by centralization is un¬ 

derstood the elimination of all initiative, of all economic, 

political, and administrative independence; if by centraliza¬ 

tion is understood a dead bureaucratic centralization which 

is the synonym of tyranny, then there is no greater enemy 

of the Soviet power than centralization. ... If political life 

becomes the privilege of a handful of people then, of course, 

there will never by any participation of the working masses 

in the direction of the country; and the Soviet power will 

lose its main support. Against such a centralization, Com¬ 

munists will always fight with the greatest determination.74 

Thus, Rakovski outlined the meaning of his uncompromising op¬ 

position to Stalin. In the same pamphlet on the building of the So¬ 

viet Union, he distinguished between two conflicting conceptions of 

socialism: “democratic socialism,” which he favored, and Stalin’s “bu¬ 

reaucratic centralism,” which he had decided to fight. That was the 

time when, almost simultaneously, Lenin accused Stalin of being “too 

rude,” while he referred to Rakovski as to “a genuine European.”75 

But then Stalin had already begun “to emerge with increasing promi¬ 

nence as the organizer, the assigner of tasks, the dispenser of jobs, 

the trainer and master of Soviet bureaucracy.” 76 

On 6 July 1923, the second session of the Central Executive Com¬ 

mittee of the USSR proclaimed the new Constitution of the Union, 

and launched the All-Union Commissariat for Foreign Affairs.77 The 

very same day, the London Times published the news of the impend¬ 

ing appointment of Rakovski as the new Soviet representative in Lon- 
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don. Kamenev later affirmed that this was the first time that Stalin 

dared use administrative repression against a high-ranking Bolshevik 

official to remove a vociferous opponent from the political scene.78 
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Chapter 13 

British-Soviet Relations(1923) 

The relationship that developed between Great Britain and the 

Soviet Republics from 1921 until 1927 can be compared to the regular 

ebb and flow of a tide. The motion of the tide was governed by the will 

and, at times, the obsessions of the British politicians who succeeded 

one another in power, even more than by the economic and political 

context of Europe and of the world at that time. Lloyd George’s “le¬ 

niency” toward the Bolsheviks started the flow, which rapidly reached 

the high waters of the Trade Agreement of March 1921 and saw the 

evident effort of the British prime minister to come to an understand¬ 

ing with the Soviets at Genoa in the spring of 1922. With the fall of 

Lloyd George and the rise of Lord Curzon, a reaction inevitably set 

in, which led to the presentation of an ultimatum a year later in May 

1923. Almost immediately, however, the tide turned when Ramsay 

MacDonald came to power; it reached the high mark of official recog¬ 

nition seven months later after the Curzon ultimatum, of 1 February 

1924; then it subsided again with the rise of Austen Chamberlain. As 

a Conservative who had been an ally of Lloyd George, Chamberlain 

could afford to have more patience with the Bolsheviks than Curzon 

ever had. Progressively, however, starting with the isolation of the 

Soviet Republics after the Locarno Conference of the fall of 1925, the 

tide receded until the rupture of diplomatic relations in May 1927. 

It is significant to note that, while Lloyd George and MacDonald 

struggled to come to terms with the Soviets, they had averted their 

eyes from Bolshevik activities in the British Empire, and tended to 

focus their attention on the future of Europe. Given the same gen¬ 

eral circumstances, Curzon and then Chamberlain came to a break 

with the Bolsheviks because they were primarily concerned with the 

future of the Empire, and blinked at the consequences that an open 

break with the Soviets might have on the future of Europe and of the 

world. The Liberal and Labor parties emphasized the advantages of 

an economic rapprochement with the Soviets while the Conservatives 

mainly stressed the political disadvantage. 

A. British-Soviet Relations before Rakovski’s Arrival in Britain 

On their way back from Lausanne, both Chicerin and Rakovski 
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realized that the Soviet Republics were in a far worse position than 

before the conference. 

1. The Aftermath of the Lausanne Conference 

In the west, the Bolsheviks had failed to secure a rapprochement 

with France while they had antagonized Britain on the problems of the 

East. In the Near East, Turkey had taken its distance from Moscow, 

and the settlement of the problem of the Straits was decidedly un¬ 

favorable to the Soviet Republics. Moreover, the former Allies were 

giving the impression of getting closer to one another, even if this was 

done to the detriment of Turkey and Germany. D’Albemon noted in 

his diary that all reports from Moscow agreed that Chicherin “had 

lost a great deal of his influence.” 1 He was criticized for having let the 

Turks act independently and come to an agreement with the British 

regarding the Straits. Chicherin himself admitted in an interview he 

gave to the British journalist A. Ransome in February 1923 that 

I and my colleagues of the Russian government have been 

much saddened by the effect which the Lausanne Conference 

had on our relations with Britain. We saw that the British 

delegates pursued a policy that must necessarily alienate 

Russia.2 

Chicherin had indeed some reasons to feel dejected, for all the 

plans that he and Rakovski had tried to implement had failed. Rakovski 

had come to the conclusion that Curzon was “the representative of 

the policy of seizure and conquest” and concluded: 

We are aware that Curzon personifies the arrogance of thor¬ 

oughbred British aristocracy, who regards what is now the 

highest achievement of human progress—the Soviet Power, 

the Workers’ Government, and Communism—as mere delusion.3 

In a way, the Lausanne Conference had shown that the Soviet 

Republics were a country that had to be reckoned with in all inter¬ 

national problems. It had also shown that they were not yet strong 

enough to play a leading role on the international stage, nor to im¬ 

pose their will on the Western Powers. This was to be clearly demon¬ 

strated in May of the same year when the British government, and 

Lord Curzon in particular, felt it was high time to ask the Soviets to 

account for their incessant propaganda both in Great Britain itself 

and throughout the British Empire. 

2. The Effects of Bolshevik Propaganda in Great Britain 

and in the British Empire 

At the time of the first British-Soviet negotiations, which started 

at the end of May 1920 and led to the trade agreement of March 1921, 
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Lord Curzon had already been infuriated by Bolshevik propaganda, 

and had exacted the expulsion of L. B. Kamenev, who was nego¬ 

tiating with Krasin and Lloyd George. Indeed, British intelligence 

had intercepted a telegram to Chicherin in which Kamenev expressly 

wrote: “All the intelligence work which it was possible to do has been 

done.”4 In effect, the British services had intercepted so many of these 

compromising telegrams5 that Churchill himself could claim in Jan¬ 

uary 1921 that these perfectly illustrated “the perfidy and malice of 

these ruffians.”6 By July 1920, it was already clear that the majority 

of the Soviet delegates to London were spending part of their time 

and all their money making anti-British propaganda. They had been 

less than a month in London when it became obvious that the pro- 

Soviet organization, Hands Off Russia, had received money from a 

Soviet envoy (Nogin). A telegram Krasin received from Theodore 

Rothstein on 9 September 1920 advised “energetic action among the 

masses” through the medium of this society. Moreover, there was 

“definite evidence that Krasin, on instructions from Moscow, had 

made use of the Daily Herald for the purposes of propaganda.” Both 

he and Klyshko were present at the luncheon party Francis Meynell 

and George Lansbury gave on 9 June at which a subsidy for the 

Daily Herald was agreed to. It was then arranged that Krasin would 

bring the promised subsidies; a few days later, it was learned from a 

deciphered telegram that the Soviet delegation disposed of ,£40,000, 

which they handed over to the newspaper, and that they expected 

to realize another ,£60,000, out of which a further £10,000 was to 

be paid to the Daily Herald? Thus, the evidence had accumulated 

in ever increasing volume that the Soviet representatives were “not 

only daily and deliberately breaking their pledge,” but also that they 

were fomenting in Britain an agitation that, as Curzon claimed, “was 

intended to destroy our institutions and to produce a revolution in 

this country.”8 In September 1920, Curzon had thus come to the con¬ 

clusion that “the presence of these unscrupulous agitators is too high 

a price to pay even for the chances of a peaceful settlement.” 9 He was 

never to change his opinion, as witness his ultimatum of May 1923 to 

the Soviets. 

After the fall of Lloyd George at the end of 1922, Curzon felt 

that, at last, he could have a free hand in dealing with the Bolshe¬ 

viks, and that he was at liberty to put them in their place in the East 

and the Middle East. By this time, however, the Soviets had con¬ 

siderably reduced their propagandist activities in these parts of the 

world, and a Foreign Office memorandum of May 1922 on the “anti- 

British activities of the Soviet government” clearly showed that these 

activities were “objectively on the wane.”10 
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The author of the memorandum (R. A. Leeper) argued that the 

Bolsheviks were still doing what they could to damage British in¬ 

terests in the East “though more secretly and with more limited re¬ 

sources.” The chief center of intrigues in the East seemed to be Baku, 

which was the headquarters of the Council of Action and Propaganda. 

All instructions continued to be sent from Moscow to Baku, and, from 

the latter center, they were distributed farther, mainly to Meshed and 

Tashkent. In May 1922, the school of propaganda in Tashkent still 

remained open. According to a British Secret Intelligence Service 

(SIS) report dated 13 February 1922, the number of students was 

about 100, chiefly Sarts, Persians, Afghanis, and Indians.11 Propa¬ 

ganda literature was being produced at Tashkent in large quantity, 

and attempts were made to send it into India via Persia across the 

Baluchistan frontier. In his review of Bolshevik activities in the var¬ 

ious countries of the East, R. A. Leeper noted that the Bolsheviks 

were still particularly active in Persia, especially along the southern 

coast of Caspian, in Meshed, which was considered as an outpost 

for India, and in Teheran. In Persia, Bolshevik activités were led 

by Theodore Rothstein, who had been appointed Soviet ambassador 

there at the beginning of 1921.12 He was charged not only with the 

execution of the Russo-Persian Treaty (26 February 1921), but also 

with propaganda work on behalf of the Comintern in Persia, Azer¬ 

baïdjan, and Georgia. He had large sums of money at his disposal 

(some «£183,000) “for the support of Persian Communists and for the 

establishment of a Bolshevik Academy.”13 In November 1921, eighty 

Iraqi notables had sent a secret letter “to our dear friend the protector 

of the oppressed,” the Russian minister in Teheran: 

As the Federal government of Russia is well aware of the 

selfish and destructive designs of the oppressive British gov¬ 

ernment, and our beloved friend the government of Russia 

holds the same views as ourselves on the matter, we put 

forward the following points in our petition. That today is 

the day of vengeance, and if the Russian government will 

support our enterprise, we can drive the perjured British 

back to India and thus obtain our object. . . . We re¬ 

quest that when you have been informed of our miserable 

and heart-rending condition, you will send us a reply giving 

us the necessary instructions so that we may put the work 

to hand.14 

In his reply, Rothstein informed the Iraqi notables that he had 

held several sessions with “our comrade the Afghan minister and the 

Keamlist Committee.” He told them that “a secret committee of 
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Mesopotamia in Teheran” had just been formed, and sent them two 

of his agents. As the British were perfectly well informed of these 

moves, they had no difficulty in counteracting them. The British 

official who minuted the report noted only that “the list of dignitaries 

should prove useful” to the local police.15 

Soviet intrigues with Indian revolutionaries were still flourish¬ 

ing in 1922, but were meeting with “little success”: according to 

the Foreign Office official, the Indians were still devoting the great¬ 

est part of their energy to squabbles among themselves rather than 

intrigues against the British. In the same way, information from 

Afghanistan showed that Bolshevik propaganda there was being whit¬ 

tled down, and that Raskolnikov, the Soviet representative in Kabul, 

was “discouraging the dispatch of any further Indian [revolutionaries] 

to Afghanistan.”16 As Leeper compiled several memoranda for Lord 

Curzon, he felt that it sounded quite innocuous, and attached a series 

of SIS reports dealing with recent Bolshevik activities throughout the 

East, but nevertheless came to the following conclusion: 

The information contained in these reports is not very defi¬ 

nite and the general impressions conveyed is that though the 

Bolsheviks have not abandoned their plans in general, they 

have slowed down considerably in practice chiefly owing to 

lack of funds.17 

Curzon’s reaction when reading the memorandum tells us indi¬ 

rectly a great deal about his mentality and his attitude toward the 

“Bolshies”: “I can’t help thinking that with a more vigilant watch 

we might have done better.” 18 It was clear that Curzon was deter¬ 

mined to chastise the Soviets as much for what they had done as 

for what they were doing. His intention was to denounce the trade 

agreement of 1921, which had been signed against his will, and which, 

he thought, would never bring great relief to British economy. One 

might give a precise example to show how Curzon acted at that time. 

A month before the ultimatum, at the beginning of 1923, Vickers 

Ltd. pressed for permission from the Foreign Office and the Admi¬ 

ralty to sign an important contract with the Soviets. The firm had 

been offered an order of 500 submarine mines for the Soviet govern¬ 

ment. Vickers argued that the contract would relieve unemployment 

not only at their construction works at Barrow, but also in other dis¬ 

tricts where component parts of the mines would be manufactured.19 

The Admiralty was influenced by the argument and thought that 

it was “preferable that Russia should be in possession of mines the 

characteristics of which are known to us rather than those of foreign 

manufacture, the nature of which is uncertain, and which may there- 
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fore cause considerable trouble if the minefield has to be swept later 

on.” The Admiralty further argued in favor of Vickers’ demand that 

Russia would undoubtedly obtain the mines from another country if 

British firms were refused an export licence.20 Curzon was infuriated 

by this last argument and by the idea of selling British arms that 

could kill British soldiers. He wrote in revealing fashion: 

I have the utmost contempt for this [commercial] argument 

which is always used to justify our doing some shady thing. 

How can I possibly ask the Cabinet to consider whether we 

should break off relations with the Soviet government if at 

the same time we are selling them submarine mines?21 

In consequence, the Foreign Office made it clear to the Admiralty 

on 25 April that Vickers should be informed that, “for the present 

on political grounds the proposed transaction is considered as highly 

undesirable.” 22 The ultimatum to the Soviet government followed two 

weeks later, at a time when Bonar Law was on the verge of resigning 

for ill health, and when Curzon believed that he would at last become 

prime minister. 

3. Conservative Public Opinion and the Bolsheviks 

If Lord Curzon was able to send his ultimatum to the Soviet 

government despite the “rather meager” discoveries of the British 

intelligence services on Bolshevik propaganda, it was largely due to 

the strength of conservative public opinion at home as well as abroad. 

In Britain, many conservatives considered bolshevism as a disruptive 

force, wild and blind, and the Bolsheviks as dangerous persons who 

would never be capable of learning the fair rules of competition and 

decent rivalry. In August 1922, for example, at a time when the Soviet 

government still thought that Lloyd George would grant them official 

recognition, the British representative in Moscow, R. Hodgon, wrote 

to Lord Curzon a report that was characteristic enough and summed 

up the conservative case: 

Experience has abundantly shown that the individuals who 

control the destinies of Russia at the present time are re¬ 

fractory to reason; that it is only a driving force of circum¬ 

stances that can impel them to adopt policy in harmony 

with that of the outside world—in other words, that evolu¬ 

tion is taking place in Russia, not with their goodwill, but 

in spite of their effort to retard it. . . . They are to a 

man conspirators, ex-convicts or fugitives from justice, who 

have spent their lives as outcasts. They have the tortuous 

brain of the conspirator, his suspiciousness and the inabil- 
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ity to be straightforward themselves or to understand the 

straightforwardness of others.23 

Thus, the agents of the Russian Revolution appeared as “wild 

men” to the Conservatives who felt repelled, first of all, on moral 

grounds. But Conservatives mainly feared for the security of the 

British Empire. To them, as Churchill claimed with the greatest 

energy, bolshevism was essentially a disease; and it was the more 

dangerous that it could spread to 

the enormous countries leading up to the frontiers of India, 

disturbing Afghanistan, disturbing Persia, creating far to 

the south great agitation and unrest among the hundreds of 

millions of our Indian population.24 

On the other hand, nothing was more alien to British democ¬ 

racy, and to Western European democracy as a whole, than bolshe¬ 

vik “tyranny.” Bolshevism was pestilent and, as the Daily Telegraph 

proclaimed on the eve of the Curzon ultimatum: 

The infamy of Bolshevism had best be left to rot to pieces 

in isolation. It is a process which no action of our own 

government can hasten or retard; and why should its hands 

be fouled by any sort of contact with that uncleanliness.25 

French conservative opinion had similar views of bolshevism, 

even if these were colored by the Gallic temper. A characteristic 

example appeared in the semiofficial newspaper Le Temps, which de¬ 

clared in August 1921: 

Le monde civilise doit se protéger contre cette barbarie re¬ 

naissante. C’est le premier devoir de l’Etat et le premier 

devoir de chaque ciyoyen. C’est le devoir des pères et des 

mères de famille dont les enfants sont exposés à la conta¬ 

gion révolutionnaire. Il faut une hygiène morale à la France 

menacée du pire des fléaux. 

British Tory politicians referred to the same key ideas: sentiment, 

civilization, honor, and often added Christianity. They thought of 

themselves as defending Western civilization against the “barbarity” 

of the “Asian” Bolsheviks; they felt they should fight for “the Roman 

heritage,” “the West,” and “the sacred rights of Democracy.”26 All 

of them agreed with the “firm and straight line” that had been taken 

in 1919 by President Wilson against “the present Soviet tyranny”: 

In view of this government, Wilson proclaimed, there can¬ 

not be any common ground upon which it can stand with 

a power whose conceptions of international relations are so 

entirely alien to its own, so utterly repugnant to its moral 
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sense. There can be no mutual confidence or trust, no re¬ 

spect even, if pledges are to be given and agreements made 

with a cynical repudiation of their obligations already in the 

mind of one of the parties.27 

In the same way, British Conservatives such as George A. B. De- 

war thought that the idea of befriending the Bolsheviks was, in itself, 

“debasing”; he argued as Curzon did, and considered that Britain 

had “to adhere to such things as national honor,” for “there are a few 

great national questions which must be decided on other grounds than 

those of commerce and finance.” On moral grounds, they reproached 

both Labor and Liberal leaders with their desire to “traffic freely and 

speedily” with the Bolsheviks because “no matter what their crimes 

and plots may be, if we do not, we shall lose money, and other nations 

who do go in with them will make money at our expense.”28 

Thus Curzon felt he would be backed in his anti-Soviet move, and 

decided at the beginning of May 1923 to take a decisive step: that of 

sending an ultimatum to the bolshevik government with which Lloyd 

George “had almost danced a quadrille” a year before. 

4. The Curzon Ultimatum and the Soviet War Scare (May 

1923) 

On 8 May 1923, the British representative in Moscow handed to 

the Narkomindel a strong, lengthy, and by then unexpected note of 

protest that recalled many recent (or less recent) Bolshevik activities: 

these were condemned as inhuman, unjust, and disruptive. The note 

declared that, unless the Soviet government within ten days under¬ 

took “to comply fully and unconditionally with the request” it con¬ 

tained, His Majesty’s government (HMG) would “consider themselves 

immediately free from the obligations of the Trade Agreement.” 

The immediate motives for such an abrupt and resentful note 

were twofold: the execution of Msgr. Butkevich and the seizure of 

three British trawlers. In the first case, the injustice wrought by the 

Bolsheviks had apparently been followed by some insolence. Msgr. 

Butkevich, who was a Roman Catholic priest, was condemned to 

death on 26 March 1923, for what the Soviets alleged to be counter¬ 

revolutionary activities. Four days later, the British representative in 

Moscow, R. Hodgson, handed a note to the Narkomindel stating that 

“such an execution could not fail to produce throughout the civilized 

world a feeling of horror and indignation.” The next day (31 March), 

the head of the Western Department of the Narkomindel, Weinstein, 

replied that this intervention was an attempt “to protect spies and 

traitors in Russia”; he went on to give details of what had happened 

and what was still happening under British rule in Ireland, India, and 
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Egypt, and argued that the Soviet government could hardly “regard 

an appeal in the name of humanity and sacredness of life from the 

British government as convincing.” Hodgson replied on the spot that 

he could not accept this insolent message. The next day—supposedly 

in the absence of Chicherin29—the rather tactless Weinstein did not 

fail to retort that, in the future, it was hoped that the British gov¬ 

ernment would refrain from attempts of any kind at interfering in the 

internal affairs of the Soviet Republic.”30 

Curzon took this rather acid, if unimportant, correspondence 

as a pretext to start the prosecution. To the Weinstein notes he 

added the case of the execution of one British agent in 1920 and 

the imprisonment of another; the seizure of three British trawlers 

also found its place in the note.31 The relative insignificance of these 

British complaints made the accompanying demand stand out more 

clearly. This demand touched Bolshevik propaganda in the East, and 

was obviously the real reason for the ultimatum. The Soviets were 

accused of having violated the pledge given in the preamble of the 

British-Soviet Trade agreement by organizing propaganda in Persia, 

Afghanistan, and India. The note went as far as quoting extracts from 

telegrams and memoranda sent to Moscow by Soviet representatives 

in those countries. It demanded that these Soviet representatives 

(mainly Raskolnikov) should be “disowned and recalled.”32 The tone 

of the British note was so abrupt, and the delay for the reply so short, 

that the Daily Herald immediately pronounced the fatal word of war. 

It claimed that 

such a note sent by one Great Power to another would, be¬ 

fore 1914, have meant war. Today, the only hope of avoiding 

a rupture of relations is that the Soviet government may dis¬ 

play, in the face of provocation, a restraint which the tsar’s 

Ministers would certainly never have shown.33 

Indeed, the restraint had to come from the Soviet government, 

who knew too well Curzon’s aggressiveness. After the verbal clash a 

few months earlier at Lausanne between Curzon and Chicherin, and 

after the defeat of Soviet diplomacy on the question of the Straits, the 

Bolsheviks had some grounds to wonder how far Curzon intended to 

go on the path of war. They wondered what degree of premeditation 

was implied in such an ultimatum, as the Lausanne Conference had 

just left the Straits open to the military fleets of the Western Powers. 

We know that, as early as 1923, Rakovski had warned his col¬ 

leagues that the Lausanne Convention would be “one of these innu¬ 

merable conventions that mark the termination of one war and the 

beginning of the preparation of the next one.”34 Isolation in the midst 
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of aggressive bourgeois states being the greatest fear of the Soviets, 

all the bolshevik leaders who had been connected with the defense 

of “the first proletarian state” at the time of the foreign interven¬ 

tion were haunted by the idea of a new onslaught.35 In articles and 

pamphlets he wrote at the time, Rakovski said repeatedly that “the 

capitalist countries, which are preparing for a new war, are taking the 

necessary steps to keep open the ways through which it will be easier 

to fall on us.” 36 

Two days after the ultimatum, there was what Rakovski called 

“the illustration of the ultimatum.”37 The Soviet envoy in Italy, V. 

V. Vorovski, was shot dead in Lausanne, and two of his assistants 

(Ahrens and Divilkovski) were wounded at the same time by the same 

individual, a Swiss citizen called Conradi. Rakovski was most upset 

by the assassination of Vorovski whom he had known on the eve of 

the October Revolution, when they had published the Vestnik russkoi 

revoliutsii in Stockholm together with Radek and Ganetski.38 

It happened that, a few days before the ultimatum, French and 

British military leaders had been dispatched to inspect troops of sev¬ 

eral countries bordering on the Soviet frontiers. On 2 May, Marshal 

Foch arrived in Poland, where he inspected troops and attended mil¬ 

itary parades; he then went on to Czechoslovakia, while the chief of 

the Imperial Staff, Lord Cavan, was visiting military units in Poland. 

Moreover, a British military mission was supposed to arrive in Roma¬ 

nia while Lord French was visiting Bessarabia. The Soviets immedi¬ 

ately claimed that all these visits and parades had only one aim, i.e., 

war. Curzon, wrote Radek, had finally obtained complete control of 

British foreign policy. He had concluded his peace with Turkey 

in order that he might have a free hand; then he sent an 

ultimatum to Soviet Russia. The man whose agents have 

surrounded the Soviet Union on all sides and organized all 

the hostile forces against it decided to demand from Russia 

that she abandon propaganda in the East. He decided to 

humiliate her at all costs in order to show the peoples in the 

East that it was enough to raise the whip and the unruly 

“rabble”—the Russian workers and peasants—would show 

the Soviet Union that he could unleash his dogs against it. 
39 

The Soviet leaders did not fall on their knees, but, under the in¬ 

fluence of Trotsky, decided they could not afford open warfare. While 

Chicherin felt quite defiant,40 the leader of the Red Army declared 

soberly: 

In the present tense situation in Europe, this would be a 
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life-and-death struggle; it would be a struggle which would 

last for months, perhaps for years, which would swallow up 

all the resources of the country, which would interrupt our 

economic and cultural work for years. That is why we say: 

“May this cup pass from us.”41 

There is no doubt that the ultimatum had a strong effect on the 

bolshevik leadership. The British representative in Petrograd could 

claim that, in spite of the cleverness of the Soviet government in 

disguising the blow from their “gullible flock,” it had “momentarily 

brought the Bolsheviks to their senses,” and “partly restored British 

prestige.”42 The Soviets decided to pay compensation for the three 

trawlers, and even for the execution of the British agent. But they 

could not refrain from irony in their reply to Curzon’s demand that 

they stop all propaganda activities in the East. The Soviet reply of 

14 May argued that this last exaction “gave reason to suppose that, 

in the opinion of the British government, the Russian Republic ought 

in general to have no policy of its own, but everywhere to support 

British aspirations”; and “such an obligation,” it concluded, “the 

Russian government has never assumed.”43 The antagonist aims of 

Britain and Soviet Russia in Central Asia and in the East made both 

bolshevik and British propaganda indispensable. 

As we know, the Bolsheviks immediately thought that the Cur- 

zon ultimatum might lead to a new war if they refused to submit to its 

main conditions; they were not alone in thinking so, and the British 

Labor party was determined to support the first socialist state to the 

limit of its powers.44 

B. Toward British Recognition of the Soviet Government 

At a mass meeting that gathered in Moscow on 13 May 1923 

to protest the Curzon ultimatum, an appeal was made to Ramsay 

MacDonald and the British Labor party “begging them to do their 

utmost to prevent an irrevocable step.” 45 When the Soviet reply to 

the ultimatum was discussed in the House of Commons on 15 May, 

MacDonald opened the debate with a detailed criticism of the govern¬ 

ment’s policies. He centered his speech on the defense of the British- 

Soviet Agreement and proclaimed that “‘if the Trade Agreement is 

tom up, there is not the least doubt that a state of incipient war will 

have been created.”46 

1. Labor and the Bolsheviks 

If the Bolsheviks and the Labor party leaders seemed to agree, it 

was mainly because they thought that the danger of war was immi¬ 

nent. In fact, the relationship between these two trends of socialism 
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was not simple or smooth. British Labor felt in sympathy with the 

Soviets’ aims inasmuch as the latter were building the first social¬ 

ist country and were isolated. Both political parties knew that they 

had to walk part of the way together, for they shared opposition to 

the conservative forces of Europe.47 In 1920, MacDonald had even 

written with calculated enthusiasm: 

Labor is drawn to Lenin, not because it associates itself with 

all that Lenin does or stands for, but because it is fighting 

its battle, and because it is not deeply influenced by the 

accusations of tyranny. . . . The Russian revolution has 

been one of the greatest events in the history of the world, 

and the attacks that have been made upon it should rally 

to its defense everyone who cares for political liberty and 

freedom of thought.48 

On the other hand, the Labor party was radically adverse to 

bolshevik methods, and had always been careful enough to keep its 

distance from Moscow on political grounds, while advocating de jure 

recognition and the development of trade relations. To oppose his 

attitude to that of the Conservatives who were in power, MacDonald 

wrote in 1923: 

A Labor government would recognize Russia without de¬ 

lay. This has been mixed up with bitter political and social 

prejudice. It is true that the Russian revolution has been 

marked by a ruthless dictatorship, by cruel repression, and 

by bloody events. . . . But as soon as the revolution is 

over, both wisdom and interest demand the resumption of 

responsible and normal relations. The community of states 

cannot decree that any important state shall be outlaw or 

pariah except at grave risk and heavy cost.49 

Thus, MacDonald flattered himself on his “sense of reality.” What 

he wanted was “to return to calm common sense policies that take 

the world as it is and tackle its problems objectively.” This was said 

with the obvious aim of fighting the systematic anti-Soviet attitude of 

Lord Curzon, whose “incorrigibly sentimental policy embalms some 

obsolete idea from the nineteenth century, and takes little account of 

the part which our relations with Russia must play for the future in 

the shaping of Imperial and foreign relations.”50 The leader of the 

Labor party had decided to end what he called “the pompous folly of 

standing aloof from the Russian government.” 51 

If Labor leaders thought it necessary to state their political oppo¬ 

sition to the Soviets, the latter did not fail to do the same. In a way, 

the Laborites were considered by the Bolsheviks as the worst enemies 
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of the working class, which they lulled into obedience and passivity 

by their reformist methods. For the Bolsheviks, the Laborites were 

“traitors” to the working class; they were the members of the Sec¬ 

ond International whom they had constantly ridiculed and bitterly 

fought since 1903. We know that, at that time the fear and detesta¬ 

tion of “economism” and “reformism” had been the essential factor 

that had determined the nature of the breach at the Second Party 

Congress. Since the split of the Russian socialist movement, Lenin 

“always fostered an active intransigeance in the Party and an ever 

mounting hostility both to Menshevism inside Russia and to Social- 

Democracy abroad.”52 After October 1917, the former Mensheviks, or 

those who had been closer to the Mensheviks than to the Bolsheviks, 

were the harsher toward their former allies. Thus, Trotsky referred to 

MacDonald as “a Christian Menshevik,” and proclaimed that it was 

impossible to expect from him “that on coming to power he would 

seize a broom and sweep the cockroaches from his monarchy.”53 As 

a close friend of Rakovski put it in his analysis of the Labor party: 

It is a mixture of representatives of the bourgeoise, of ideol¬ 

ogists of the upper bourgeoise and of the intelligentsia, and 

also of the workers’ aristrocracy ... In the oldest capitalist 

country, [this party] represents the penetration of bourgeois 

ideology into the bosom of a part of the workers, and into 

the worker’s movement of all the world.54 

Yet, in order to get some support in Great Britain, the Bolshe¬ 

viks were ready to tone down their attacks for a while and stress the 

community of interest between Russian and British workers. At the 

time of the Curzon ultimatum, direct contacts between British Labor 

leaders and the Soviet government certainly helped to reach a peaceful 

and rapid settlement: in face of the onslaught of the die-hards, Bol¬ 

sheviks and Laborites thought of themselves as “comrades-in-arms.” 

Thus, in reply to a telegram urging Moscow to adopt a conciliatory 

attitude toward the ultimatum of the Conservative government, Mac¬ 

Donald received two telegrams from Litvinov and Kamenev agreeing 

to conciliation and appealing to the Labor party to make every effort 

to avert irremediable steps by the British government.55 Rakovski, 

for his part, sent an official note of protest to Curzon and took care 

to address a copy of it to MacDonald. In his capacity as head of the 

Predsovnarkom and Narkomindel fo the Ukrainian SSR, he wanted 

to draw the attention of the British government to the dan¬ 

ger to which it exposes the economic relations between the 

Ukraine and Great Britain, which have recently been strength¬ 

ened by the sending of Ukrainian corn to English ports, and 
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promise in the near future to expand in the interest ... of 

both countries.56 

If this did not move Curzon very much, it had a direct effect on 

both the attitude and the policy of the British Left. On 24 May 1923, 

the General Council of the Trades Union Congress (TUC) adopted 

the following resolution for communication to Stanley Baldwin, who 

had just been appointed prime minister: 

The General Congress of the T.U.C. welcomes the concilia¬ 

tory note of the Russian reply to the British government. 

. . . In view of the abnormal unemployment prevailing 

for a long period, the council, as representing the organized 

workers, protests against the adoption of any policy on the 

part of the government retarding the development of trad¬ 

ing activities between this country and Russia. The Council 

calls upon the government to act, in further negotiations, in 

such a manner as will lead to a continuation and extension 

of the trading agreement, and the complete recognition of 

the Russian government.57 

The same day, the Labor party issued a similar statement to the 

press, and its impact on the government was certainly not negligible. 

A few days later, G. Lansbury and “some of his confreres” were invited 

to an “informal conference” by Ronald McNeill, the under-secretary 

for foreign affairs, and by J. D. Gregory, the head of the Northern 

Department. The two sides could hardly be expected to come to an 

understanding about Soviet Russia, and they did not even seem to 

be talking about the same thing. While the Foreign Office officials 

endeavored to explain to the Labor members that “there really was 

an active religious persecution going on in Russia” and stuck to the 

idea that they could give “irrefutable proof” of it,58 Lansbury insisted 

that trade relations with the Soviets were absolutely vital to relieve 

unemployment, and that these relations would only develop favorably 

if the Soviet government were officially reocognized.59 MacDonald 

emphasized the same ideas in his criticism of Curzon’s policy toward 

Russia: 

This policy . . . which was a mixture of conflicting motives 

and thoroughly unsound political principles, had some emo¬ 

tional and short sighted support, but it was foredoomed to 

failure and had been very damaging to our interests. . . . 

When the refusal to recognize a people diplomatically car¬ 

ries with it a refusal to trade with them, the folly is all the 

more expensive, and in the end punishes those who would 

inflict chastisement more than the people chastised. . . .60 
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The tide had now turned in favor of recognition of the Soviets: 

by the end of 1924, a cartoonist for Izvestiya was to picture Chicherin 

showered with notes of recognition. The Soviet diplomat who did 

most to assist the entry of the Soviet Union onto the stage of European 

political life was Rakovski. 

2. Rakovski’s Appointment as Soviet Representative in Lon¬ 

don (March-September 1923) 

The circumstances of Rakovski’s appointment as Soviet repre¬ 

sentative in London give an insight into the inner workings of the 

British government on the one hand, and of the Soviet leadership on 

the other. At the beginning of March 1923, and before the name of 

Rakovski was ever mentioned, Vorovski, and then Litvinov, were first 

proposed as Soviet representatives in London. For reasons we shall 

try to elucidate, Rakovski was finally sent to London and accepted 

as persona grata, but this was done against his own will and notwith¬ 

standing the fierce campaign waged by the British die-hards from 

July until September 1923 against his appointment. 

a. The position of Soviet representative in London. 

Since the negotiations leading to the conclusion of the British- 

Soviet Trade Agreement during the summer of 1920 and at the be¬ 

ginning of 1921, L. B. Krasin had been the regular Soviet envoy to 

Britain. With this appointment abroad, Krasin combined his work as 

commissar for foreign trade, and commuted regularly from Moscow 

to London.61 In the British capital, he had acquired the reputation 

of being more a businessman than a politician, and was appreciated 

as such in the City. 

Krasin, however, had complained as early as September 1921 of 

the official position that the Foreign office granted him in London. As 

we know, Lord Curzon always refused to meet a representative of the 

Bolsheviks and did everything in his power to oppose the development 

of trade relations between the two countries. A year later, in the 

autumn of 1922, after the failure of the Genoa and Hague conferences, 

it was decided in Moscow that Krasin 

should make a further effort to be received by one of the 

senior officials of the Foreign Office failing which the [So¬ 

viet] Commissariat for Foreign Affairs would prevent Mr. 

Hodgson seeing either Chicherin or Litvinov.62 

After the meeting Curzon had with Chicherin at Lausanne in De¬ 

cember 1922, the Soviet and British government realized that any fur¬ 

ther discussion was impossible and that they had reached a dead end. 

J. D. Gregory considered that the result of the Lausanne conversation 
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“was in effect to render any further conversations between members of 

the [British] government and Soviet leaders purposeless.” 03 Precisely 

in the same spirit, Chicherin had himself cabled after the meeting that 

the general impression he had gathered was that “under Curzon, seri¬ 

ous agreements with England will never be.”04 This is, in fact, what 

happened: in January 1923, Krasin sent the following telegram to 

Moscow: “Practically, we have no political relations whatsoever with 

England for, as I foresaw, Bonar Law and the members of his cabinet 

do not show any desire to meet and negotiate.”65 

From this new angle, we see again that Curzon prepared the 

ground for his ultimatum immediately after the Lausanne Conference, 

and that he strove by all means to isolate the Soviet Republics. In 

February 1923, the Soviet government tried again to get closer to 

Great Britain. Litvinov, who was the most Anglophile personality of 

the Narkomindel, told Hodgson: 

It is useless for Mr. Krasin to be in London, for he is not 

given access to persons with whom he can transact business 

of importance. He was recently at his post for three weeks 

during which he could not send a single telegram, since “he 

had nothing to telegraph about except the weather.”66 

A month later, the Soviet government decided to take a new step 

to try and improve British-Soviet relations. This was to appoint a 

permanent Soviet representative in London. 

b. The appointment of a permanent Soviet representative 

(March-July 1923). 

In the interview he had with R. Hodgson on 7 March 1923 (i.e., 

two months before the “Curzon ultimatum”), Chicherin stated that 

his government was “dissatisfied with the present working of the 

Soviet delegation in London.” He admitted that its activity was 

“chaotic,” and attributed the disorder “to the absence of a perma¬ 

nent responsible head.” To remedy this state of things, the Soviet 

commissar for foreign affairs 

proposed that Mr. Krasin, while remaining titular head 

of the post, should not return to London—or at all events 

should only return at rare intervals—and that Mr. Vorovsky 

should have equal rank with him, but should be the official 

who would actually carry on the work of the post.67 

Both Chicherin and Litvinov were anxious to have Vorovski in 

London. In particular, they wanted him to find out “whether the 

apparent tendency on the part of the British government to adopt 
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an anti—Soviet policy was definite and irrevocable.”68 At that time, 

Krasin himself wrote in a personal letter to his wife: 

With my departure [from London] and Berzin’s illness, the 

situation there is difficult. The appointment of Vorovski as 

representative in London has been discussed, while I would 

be altogether freed from this task. For the moment, it has 

been decided to let things stand as they did in the past. On 

the one hand, Vorovski is not very suitable, on the other, he 

is still needed in Italy ... as for me, I would be glad to 

use the first pretext to leave London where both Bonar Law 

and Curzon have refused to receive me.69 

At this stage, the candidacy of Litvinov was proposed to the For¬ 

eign Office. On 15 March, a member of the Soviet trade delegation in 

London (Klyshko) came to the Foreign Office to make a “confidential 

inquiry.” He told J. D. Gregory that 

before putting forward an official application, they [the So¬ 

viet government] would like to ascertain whether the old 

objections to Litvinov still hold good.70 If they do, an ap¬ 

plication will simply be put forward for Vorovski, but the 

Soviet government would prefer to send Litvinov.71 

Curzon’s reaction was immediate and indignant: he was “aston¬ 

ished at even Klyshko having the courage to propose Litvinov’s re¬ 

turn,” and proclaimed that “of course we ought to refuse categorically.” 72 

Under these circumstances, and as Vorovski was considered by the 

Foreign Office as “less offensive than most of his colleagues,” the 

proposition to make of him the effective Soviet representative in Lon¬ 

don was accepted on 21 March.73 

When the Soviet government had already informed the Foreign 

Office of Vorovski’s appointment, something quite unexpected hap¬ 

pened. Vorovski refused to go to London. As W. Strang put it, with 

some amazement, in his minutes of 17 April 1923: “Vorovski has not 

appeared and it seems that he is unwilling to come.”74 The situation 

was quite revealing: at that time, we see that a prominent Bolshe¬ 

vik could still please himself whether or not he accepted a particular 

post. This is made particularly clear in the letter Litvinov wrote to 

Vorovski on 6 April 1923: 

Your refusal to go to London has put me in a very difficult 

position. I continue to hope that the decision is not final. I 

quite understand the personal motives you bring forward— 

your reference to the climate, the illness of your wife. . . 

I also understand your personal disinclination to leave 

Rome, where you have a more or less stable position, where 
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you are treated as the representative of a recognized state, 

for a place like London where the Right II. Lords will for 

a long time consider it beneath their dignity to enter into 

direct relations with our political representative, referring 

him to junior employees of the ministry. There is also a 

great deal in what you say in there being practically no 

diplomatic work to do in England, as to there being very 

little hope of a change in the present relations, and as to it 

being almost hopeless to expect to come to an understanding 

with England so long as the present reactionary government 

and Foreign Office sabotage continue. ... I ask you to 

think over the question of your going to London. I repeat, 

at present we have no other candidate. . . . Krasin is 

remaining in Moscow. Berzin is too often ill and cannot 

be counted on. No other candidate knowing the language 

and knowing international politics can be moved by us to 

London at present. . . ,74 

A month later, on 8 May, Lord Curzon sent his ultimatum to the 

Soviets. On 10 May, Vorovski was assassinated in Lausanne. In July, 

Rakovski was proposed and accepted at once as Soviet representative 

in London, something that no one expected, not even himself. 

c. The problem of Rakovski’s nomination to London (July— 

September 1923). 

Rakovski’s nomination to London was due to a combination of 

objective and subjective factors. To put British-Soviet relations on a 

new basis after the ultimatum of 8 May, the Soviet leadership had to 

send a really prominent and authoritative envoy whose difficult task 

would be to engineer a rapprochement between two countries that 

found themselves at loggerheads. 

The Soviet side. 

There is no doubt that the Soviet Narkomindel had, at that time, 

real difficulties in finding suitable representatives. Krasin himself 

admitted to J. D. Gregory that “they were entirely bankrupt in pre¬ 

sentable representatives and said that this was their main weakness.” 76 

As a matter of fact, when Hodgson described the Bolsheviks as “be¬ 

ing to a man conspirators, ex-convicts, and fugitives from justice who 

had spent their lives as outcasts,” he was not altogether wrong. We 

saw that many Conservatives considered them as vulgar criminals, 

and this psychological obstacle was, for the Soviets, one of the most 

difficult to fight. Even such a Westernized aristocrat as Chicherin 

reminded Lord D’Abemon of 
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a rather amiable and agreeable man—not devoid of kindly 

feeling toward the world in general and toward rabbits in 

particular, provided they surrender their lives without too 

much fuss. . . . The fangs are there at the disposal of 

theoretical conceptions fanatically held. . . .77 

In fact, the Foreign Office considered that there could be “no 

harm in rejecting a succession of candidates,” as “all the bolshe¬ 

vik leaders are undesirable.”78 Yet, many British officials had met 

Rakovski at Genoa, and had obviously been favorably impressed by 

his urbanity and apparent smoothness. In a way, they would have 

preferred to agree to the appointment of “an uncouth monster like 

Weinstein . . . as it would necessarily bring discredit on them.” 

Unfortunately, Gregory commented, “they are wise enough to have 

realized this,” and they chose Rakovski who was considered in Lon¬ 

don as “the only Communist leader besides Krasin who is in the least 

presentable.”79 Moscow had few men at its disposal, and such out¬ 

standing diplomats as A. A. Ioffe were already in great demand for 

missions to countries where the Soviets hoped to obtain favorable 

treaties. He had recently been in Persia and then in Tokyo to try 

and settle the major differences that opposed the Soviet Republics to 

Japan. It was precisely at this stage that Stalin used the necessity of 

working for a British-Soviet rapprochement as a pretext to dismiss 

Rakovski from his position in the Soviet Federation and send him to 

London. At the same time, a close friend of Trotsky was removed 

from the center of power. 

Since the Twelfth Party Congress of April 1923, at which Enukidze 

accused him of having “eclipsed in his ardor [to defend the national¬ 

ities] all the Caucasians taken together,” Rakovski had refused to re¬ 

treat before Stalin and stuck to his position.80 In mid-June, Rakovski 

was still opposing Stalin in the last discussions that led to the for¬ 

mation of the Soviet Union. Against Stalin’s “bureaucratic central¬ 

ism,” we know that Rakovski opposed the concept of “democratic 

centralism.” The Foreign Office was well informed of the feud, and a 

secret report of the SIS noted that Rakovski’s “independent attitude 

in the Ukraine” was “causing anxiety in Moscow.” A few days later 

(June 25), the Soviet government was making a discreet enquiry in 

London “to ascertain privately” whether Rakovski’s appointment was 

acceptable.81 Western observers did not fail to make the link between 

Rakovski’s clash with Stalin and his “diplomatic exile.” Thus, when 

his biography was studied in the Foreign Office, British officials knew 

that some Moscow leaders wanted “to get him out of the way by send¬ 

ing him to London. 8~ The head of the Northern Department wrote 
very much to the point: 
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Their chief reason in appointing Rakovski is to get rid of 

him, as under the new federative or absorptive scheme they 

want to submerge the Ukraine altogether and the real ob¬ 

stacle is Rakovski whose object in life is to be the Ukrainian 

Lenin. If the scheme of absorption is to succeed, he must be 

eclipsed.83 

In top Party circles, people understood perfectly well the mean¬ 

ing of Rakovski’s nomination to London, and Krasin himself com¬ 

mented in a letter to his wife (3 July): “The appointment of Rakovski 

‘po raspadand is essentially caused by the desire to get rid of him in 

the Ukraine.” 84 

For the first time, communist leaders realized that Stalin could 

use appointments abroad as a covert form of administrative repres¬ 

sion. It is, of course, nothing unusual for governments to select for 

foreign service prominent individuals whose opinions or personalities 

are liable to lead to friction at home. Even in Soviet Russia in 1921, 

nobody had thought it strange in communist circles that Krestin- 

ski, after his dismissal from the Party Secretariat at the Tenth Party 

Congress, should be sent on a mission to Germany. Yet, in Rakovski’s 

case two years later, Party members clearly saw that it was not only 

because the head of the Soviet Ukraine had expounded and defended 

his views on the status of the nationalities within the Soviet Fed¬ 

eration that he was dismissed from his post. It was more precisely 

because, by so doing, he was opposing the first steps Stalin was tak¬ 

ing as the foremost political leader of the Soviet Union. Moreover, he 

had done this in the one field in which the commissar for nationalities, 

Joseph Stalin, could pride himself on being recognized as the Party 

theoretician and practitioner. 

On the other hand, by dismissing Rakovski from a key posi¬ 

tion, Stalin was winning a first point in the struggle that opposed 

him to Trotsky. Thus, during the four years 1923-1927, which saw 

the feud between Trotsky and Stalin and the eventual victory of the 

latter, Rakovski was more or less eliminated from the most acute 

intra-Party strife. Trotsky was later to write on how Stalin had then 

“begun to emerge with increasing prominence as the organizer, the 

assigner of tasks, the dispenser of jobs, the trainer and master of So¬ 

viet bureaucracy.”85 It is clear that, already at that time, Trotsky 

could not prevent the departure of his friend to London. One may 

wonder if Trotsky effectively tried to prevent this departure. This 

if, of course, difficult to tell, as the question never crops up in their 

correspondence. 

On the one hand, we know that Trotsky hardly backed his friend 

at the Twelfth Party Congress, during the discussions that concerned 



212 British Soviet Relations 

the nationality question: to him this had always been a lost cause. 

On the other hand, there is no doubt that Trotsky then played a very 

important part in the determination of Soviet foreign policy. It was 

he who wrote the Soviet reply to the Curzon ultimatum, and who, at 

a heated session of the Politburo, insisted on Krasin’s dismissal from 

his post in London when the latter refused, for three days, to hand the 

Soviet reply to the British government.86 Indeed, the man who was 

still the leader of the Red Army wanted to reduce, as much as possible, 

the possibility of a break between the Soviet Union and Great Britain 

and work for a rapprochement between the two countries. He knew 

that his friend could be an excellent diplomat. But, at this stage of his 

struggle with Stalin, he cannot have welcomed Rakovski’s removal. 

Before sending Rakovski to London, the first secretary of the 

Party had to overcome the opposition of the Ukrainians and of 

Rakovski himself. Every Party member knew that, in the Ukraine, 

comrade Rakovski has gained immense prestige.”87 His popularity 

was so great that, when he came back to the Ukraine in 1926, “he 

was carried to the third floor of the house where he was to deliver 

a speech; there, the room was crammed with people to such a point 

that he had to stand on a table to deliver his speech.”88 In 1923, the 

Foreign Office knew that Rakovski’s appointment had been “against 

the wishes of the Ukraine.” A “special resolution” had to be passed 

by the Central Committee of the Ukraine to allow his departure. 

Rakovski himself was absolutely outraged by Stalin’s autocratic 

methods, and did not hesitate to reveal his resentment in an official 

interview he gave to Izvestiya on 1 August 1923. He declared that 

it was “with great regret” that he left the Ukraine where he had 

“worked at the head of the government for five years.”89 In 1929, 

while he was in exile in Astrakhan, he admitted to Louis Fischer: “I 

was made a diplomat in 1923 not because of my qualities, but because 

of my oppositionist tendencies.” On 6 July, Rakovski’s nomination 

as Soviet representative in London was reported in the Times; on the 

same day, the Second Session of the Central Executive Committee 

approved the formation of theUnion of Socialist Soviet Republics and 

of Union Commissariats. Rakovski ipso facto lost his post as foreign 

commissar of the Ukraine, but received a new post ten days later: 

he was appointed deputy commissar for foreign affairs of the Soviet 

Union, which made him the equal of Litvinov.90 If the problem was 

solved, it was only on one side. 

The English side. 

As soon as Rakovski’s appointment was announced in London, 

the conservative press, led by the Morning Star, started a bitter cam- 
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paign against the Bolshevik representative designate. On 7 July, 

Rakovski was qualified as “one of the most bitter and implacable en¬ 

emies of this country.”91 The mildest accusation was that Rakovski 

was coming to Britain not to devote himself to the commercial side 

of his functions, but exclusively to political matters. 

In mid-July, several questions were asked in Parliament that re¬ 

ferred to Rakovski as to “one of the most notorious of the Bolshevist 

propagandists.”92 Conservative MPs, such as Sir R. Richardson, tried 

to stir up Rakovski’s past and enquired whether he was “the same 

individual who was expelled from France for his propagandist activi¬ 

ties against the Allies during the war.”93 Rakovski was also accused 

of being determined to lead the disruptive forces of the Third Inter¬ 

national both in the British Empire and in Great Britain, which, as 

we know, was one of the major reasons for discord between the two 

countries. It was reported that, on 15 July, at a farewell meeting 

of the Ukrainian Central Executive Committee at Karkov, Rakovski 

declared that 

Great Britain is at present being reduced by the growth 

of Nationalist movements in her colonies to the status of 

Austro-Hungary, and the collapse and dismemberment of 

the British Empire is merely a question of time.94 

At the same meeting, he was said to have called on the Third In¬ 

ternational “to prepare to supplant the British colonial administration.” 

Rakovski was also charged with hatching a similar plot against Britain 

itself, and he was supposed to have openly proclaimed that “the ef¬ 

fect of the revolutionizing of the British was proceeding apace,” and 

that the primary object of his appointment in London was “to enable 

him to be better able to await the most favorable opportunity for 

the Third International to intervene in the internal affairs of Great 

Britain.”96 The accusations were indeed so serious and the reference 

to Rakovski’s alleged speeches so precise that the Foreign Office of¬ 

ficials were somewhat taken aback and felt they had overlooked an 

interesting case. The reaction of Sir Eyre Crowe, “but the Home Of¬ 

fice told me we had no evidence against him,” was characteristic in 

this respect.97 On the other hand, defenders of the Soviets, such as 

Lieutenant Commander Kenworthy, enquired whether it was in ac¬ 

cordance with the custom of Parliament for attacks to be made on 

the accredited representative of another government. To this, Foreign 

Office officials replied in its minutes that it was most unfortunate that 

such “lurid questions” should appear on the order paper “when the 

subject is the official representative of a foreign government to whose 

appointment we have formally agreed.”98 
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Yet, the strength of the campaign and of the arguments was too 

great to let Rakovski into the United Kingdom without further en¬ 

quiry. On 2 August, Peters informed the Narkomindel that Rakovski’s 

visa was suspended “until the matter was cleared up.”99 In Moscow, 

the official reaction was one of “astonishment.” In party circles in¬ 

terested in the exile of a follower of Trotsky, the reaction was one of 

awkward consternation. From Moscow, Peters wrote to the Foreign 

Office: 

The one topic of conversation here is the Rakovski incident, 

which has really seriously perturbed the Soviet government. 

I think they thoroughly realize the unfortunate position in 

which they have been placed.100 

Moscow’s first move was to emphasize the importance attached 

to the choice made of Rakovski as the chief negotiator between Britain 

and Russia, and a member of the Narkomindel (Nurteva) reminded 

Peters that “Rakovski had been specially selected for London as be¬ 

fitted his negotiating abilities to promote the establishment of normal 

relations with Great Britain.”101 Nurteva added that the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment was “all the more perturbed by the recent evidences of a 

deliberately organized campaign against Rakovski,” and concluded 

by expressing his conviction that His Majesty’s Government “would 

not desire to create artificial difficulties.”102 Chicherin was imme¬ 

diately asked by the Politburo to produce a memorandum showing 

that the accusations made against Rakovski were groundless, stressing 

Rakovski’s personal qualities as a diplomat. In the aide-memoire he 

handed Peters on 9 August, Chicherin argued that the words ascribed 

to Rakovski by the Morning Post had never been pronounced by him. 

Moreover, the speech reproduced in the pamphlet England and Rus¬ 

sia had been made at the height of the May crisis and showed no 

anti-British bias. The Soviet commissar for foreign affairs emphat¬ 

ically repudiated the allegation that had been made by Rakovski’s 

pretended Anglophobia, and concluded on a significant note: 

The nomination of one of the foremost political men of the 

Soviet Federation to a post in London after his serving as 

head of the Ukrainian government for five years in conjunc¬ 

tion with the concessions made by the Soviet government 

during the Anglo-Russian crisis and with the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment’s consent to sign the Straits Convention is a strong 

evidence of the Soviet government’s desire to develop polit¬ 

ical and economic relations with Great Britain.103 

Foreign Office officials were divided on the problem posed by 

Rakovski’s nomination. Most of them, such as Ronald Lindsay, showed 
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a remarkable sense of realism. They were ready “to condone the busi¬ 

ness” because they considered that “a high priest cannot be blamed 

for resembling his Diety.”104 J. D. Gregory took a more aggressive 

stand, and advocated the refusal of Rakovski, arguing that the latter 

was “not a tradesman at all, but solely a politician . . . and as it 

turned out, a particularly anti-British one at that.”105 Yet, he per¬ 

fectly understood that, if the Foreign Office rejected this particular 

Soviet envoy, it would have to “reject every other candidate.” Lord 

Curzon’s reaction to the dilemma was quite different. He considered, 

first of all, that his assistants started from the wrong premises. For 

him, the general question to know “whether all Communists may be 

expected to make offensive speeches” was “quite irrelevant” so long 

as they let Britain and the British Empire have none of them. He 

thought that the sole issue was to try and ascertain: (a) “whether 

this man is to be on good terms with us”; (b) “whether if any man 

had made the same kind of speeches we should accept him.”106 

The first point was thus to check if the series of statements made 

by the Morning Post with extracts and allegations were true or not. 

In particular, the head of the Foreign Office was determined to know 

whether Rakovski had, in fact, made a speech during which he was 

supposed to have pointed to the banners with the words “Death of 

Curzon” and “We demand Curzon’s blood.”107 

Throughout the month of August, British agents in Britain, the 

Soviet Union, and France tried to gather the necessary material to 

reply to the enquiries of the secretary of state. In London, the For¬ 

eign Office had enquiries made of the Morning Post as to where they 

got their information and how reliable it was. Sir William Tyrell 

himself spoke to one of the directors of the newspaper, who told him 

he was hoping to receive the originals of the Proletarian in which 

Rakovski’s speech was supposedly reported. A few days later, how¬ 

ever, the Morning Post directors were obliged to admit that their staff 

in Berlin had enclosed, by inadvertence, a copy of Communist. By 

the middle of August, the Foreign Office came to the conclusion that 

the newspaper had, in effect, deceived them, as it could furnish no 

corroborative evidence to substantiate the accusations. On 23 Au¬ 

gust, they received a letter from Peters who, in the Soviet Union, 

had been shown the files of the two incriminated newspapers Pro¬ 

letarian and Communist for the period 11-25 July. Peters reported 

that he had found “no statements like those quoted by the Morning 

Post.” 108 Already on 18 August, R. Lindsay had considered that, for 

the abuse committed, the newspaper had “to be brought to book”; 

he suggested sending for the foreign editor who was to be held re¬ 

sponsible for leading the campaign. A fortnight later, he noted that, 
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as the latter “had still been unable to produce substantiation for his 

journal’s statements, action had been taken.”109 

On 10 August, the Soviet official agent in Britain, Jan Berzin, 

had sent a letter to the editor of the Morning Post, in which he 

claimed that “all the invented statements concerning the non-existent 

speech of Rakovski” were to be found in a Riga telegram of 28 July 

to Posledniya novosty, the well-known newspaper edited in Paris 

by Pavel Miliukov.110 The source for the Riga correspondent was 

“a small clique of people at Petrograd and Moscow of secret anti- 

Bolshevik tendencies and issuing bulletins.” 111 Meanwhile in France, 

the agent of the British SIS had been through the relevant records of 

the Sûreté Générale, but could find no trace of the charges alleged by 

the British newspapers, and no special mention of anti-British trends 

in Rakovski’s past activities and utterances. 

Notwithstanding the obvious fact that “all the Soviet leaders 

have at one time or another made speeches attacking the British Em¬ 

pire,” and that Rakovski’s reputation was that of a “violent theoret¬ 

ical communist,” Lord Curzon and the British government decided 

on fair play.112 On 30 August, instructions were given to the Home 

Office to the effect that Rakovski was finally to be admitted to Great 

Britain and accorded the customary facilities on arrival. The same 

day, a telegram was sent to Lord D’Abemon in Berlin and to Peters 

in Moscow according to which Rakovski was to be granted a diplo¬ 

matic visa when he applied for it.113 He was by this time in Berlin114 

and felt no urge to precipitate his arrival in Britain, where he did not 

arrive before 30 September.115 

There, he was to play a vital, if almost forgotten, part in en¬ 

gineering a rapprochement between the Soviet Union and Western 

Europe. In 1924, he was to speed up the official recognition of the 

country he represented by Britain in February 1924, and then by 

France in May of the same year. Through official conferences and 

personal negotiations, he was to try and solve the vexed question of 

tsarist Russia’s debts which, from 1924 until 1927, remained closely 

linked with that of eventual credits to the Soviet Union. 
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Chapter 14 

Rakovski as Ambassador to Great Britain 

A. Rakovski and British-Soviet Relations (October 1923— 

August 1924) 

Rakovski had to linger a whole month in London before being 

received at the Foreign Office. Just as he had turned his back on 

Krasin in 1921, Curzon now refused to meet Rakovski and ordered J. 

D. Gregory to receive him in his place. Already on 14 October, a long 

article had appeared in the Observer that attacked the “discourtesy 

of the Foreign Office.” Its author, J. L. Garvin, wrote that the new 

Soviet representative had already revealed himself as “a man not only 

with the desire to understand the Western mind, but with a natural 

aptitude for such an understanding.” He further considered that 

while the City, impressed partly by the reports of a number 

of highly competent observers, partly by the success of the 

revival of the Russian export trade in grain, shows a dis¬ 

tinct inclination to enlarge the scope of trade with Russia 

. . . important negotiations are suspended owing to the 

uncertainty of the British government’s attitude.1 

For the editor of the Observer, the “snub” to Rakovski appeared 

as most detrimental to British interests, because such a negative pol¬ 

icy seemed, in fact, “indistinguishable from a lack of policy.” To this 

absence of determination, Garvin opposed what he described as “the 

remarkable firmness of purpose so characteristic of post-war France.” 

The reaction corresponded only to the fear of being outstripped by 

France in trade relations with the Soviet Union. This was indeed an 

unbearable idea for all Liberals since the time of the Genoa Confer¬ 

ence, and Garvin noted significantly on 7 October that 

we ought to have given full recognition long ago. Instead of 

that, we have maintained the Bourbon etiquette until Mr. 

Chicherin has come to hate his fellow aristocrat Lord Cur¬ 

zon, and is naturally favoring the French who have changed 

their policy and are working as hard as they can to conclude 

an agreement with Moscow.2 
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1. Rakovski’s First Interview at the Foreign Office (October 

1923) 

When Rakovski was at last received at the Foreign Office, on 

31 October, he immediately realized that the tone used by Gregory 

on behalf of the secretary of state for foreign affairs was still that of 

an ultimatum mixed with deliberate insolence. In this first interview, 

Rakovski enquired about the attitude of His Majesty’s Government in 

regard to the settlement of outstanding questions and the conclusion 

of a general peace treaty. Gregory replied with some priggishness 

that 

there was no reason to suppose that H.M.G. had departed 

from the attitude which they had consistently adopted, or 

that they did not stand today exactly where they stood at 

Genoa and at the Hague. Mr. Rakovski, he pointed out, 

must be perfectly acquainted with the obstacles standing in 

the way of improved relations, and should enquire in Moscow 

and not in London why it was that the question debated at 

various times in the course of the preceding year had slum¬ 

bered since the Hague Conference. On Mr. Rakovski press¬ 

ing again the question where H.M.G. stood in this matter, 

Gregory informed him that he could only reply by asking 

where the Soviet government stood.3 

It was clear that Gregory was putting into practice the motto he 

had adopted in all his negotiations with the Soviets: “We non-plus 

them by polite aloofness.”4 The tone of the conversation was already 

in danger of deteriorating when Rakovski launched the capital prob¬ 

lem of debts and credits. For him, credits had to come first: they 

would set Russian production to work and allow the Soviets to pay in 

due course the debts of the tsarist government. But to start paying 

debts out of the meager resources of the Soviet government would 

simply mean to stifle it at its birth. For Gregory, on the contrary, 

debts had to be paid first, because only such a gesture could restore 

the climate of confidence that would entice the City to offer new cred¬ 

its to the Russians. Moreover, Gregory added, debts were only a part 

of the problem. The question of the restitution of the nationalized 

property of British subjects in Russia, or effective compensation for 

it, was equally important if not more so. Here was “a perfectly simple 

question” that “only required a quite straightforward “yes” or “no.” 

Again, Rakovski was obliged to say that the problem was not so sim¬ 

ple as it looked, and that the question of nationalized property was 

“as much tied up with Soviet requirements in the matter of credits 

as was that of the debts.” The Soviet representative considered that 
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“all that was necessary was for H.M.G. to bless the proposal to give 

credits and they would be forthcoming.” Unless the Soviet govern¬ 

ment was assured of this, “public opinion in Russia would never allow 

it to enter into fresh engagements with Great Britain.” Gregory was 

absolutely infuriated by Rakovski’s logic, which appeared to him as 

incredibly hypocritical, and he put an end to the interview in a state 

of scandalized frenzy. He pointed out that Rakovski’s last argument 

was 

palpable nonsense, as the opinion of the public in Russia 

was neither Communist nor anti-Communist, nor anything 

else. The public merely wanted to live, and, according to 

all the information available, was in no sense animated by a 

dislike or a distrust of Great Britain. Whatever the Soviet 

government might do or think, it was no use its appealing to 

public opinion. The conclusion evidently was that the gov¬ 

ernments were still in the vicious circle in which they had 

always been, and that the Soviet government was showing no 

real disposition to escape from it. Moreover, Mr. Rakovski 

was practically doing nothing more than to suggest a bar¬ 

gain, a thing particularly disliked in this country.5 

This was quite an abrupt ending for an interview, the first and 

last that Rakovski had with a Foreign Office official until the coming 

to power of the Labour government three months later. Through 

Gregory, the British Conservative party had made it clear to the 

Soviet envoy that relations between the two countries would be kept 

barely alive for the sake of a part of British public opinion. In the 

memorandum he sent to Hodgson in Moscow, the inspirer of this 

policy, Lord Curzon, concluded on a significant note: 

Mr. Rakovski . . . departed expressing the hope that there 

might be further opportunities of discussing these questions. 

He was, however, evidently disappointed at receiving so little 

encouragement.6 

2. Rakovski and the British Left on the Eve of the Formation 

of the First Labour Government and of Its Recognition of 

the Soviet Union (August-December 1923) 

In Britain at the turn of 1924, Labour leaders were as deter¬ 

mined to help Rakovski engineer a genuine rapprochement between 

their country and the first Socialist state, as was the Conservative 

party to prevent such a rapprochement. Labour had taken a vivid 

interest in Rakovski’s mission and in his personality from the time 

when the Morning Post started its press campaign against the rep- 
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resentative of the Soviets. The Labour party’s secretary Arthur 

Henderson—was putting into practice the idea he had repeatedly 

stressed to his colleagues, i.e., that “the Labour and Socialist par¬ 

ties must take every opportunity of bringing Russia once more into 

the comity of nations.”7 These words seemed to be directly borrowed 

from Lloyd George, and there was much in common between the con¬ 

ceptions that Liberal and Labour leaders had of a rapprochement 

between the two countries. The arguments were very similar: on the 

one hand, such a step would relieve unemployment at home and be 

profitable to British industry and commerce. On the other hand, 

trade might “tame” the Bolsheviks. Philip Snowden, for example, 

thought of recognition not only as an incentive to trade, but also as a 

device to compel the “throwing away of the last shreds of Bolshevism 

and Communist by which it is presently fettered.” 8 On 16 August, 

Henderson had written to the Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin to ex¬ 

press his concern about the Foreign Office apparently putting every 

difficulty in the way of the Soviet government’s representative at a 

time when a British delegation led by F. I. Baldwin (a cousin of the 

prime minister) was touring the Soviet Republics. This “hitch was 

most unfortunate,” as F. L. Baldwin soon confirmed that there was 

some hope of trade in Russia.9 In an interview he gave to the press, 

he declared frankly that Britain was in a better position to trade with 

that country than any other European nation, for it could “extend 

them credits.” 10 

The Labour party agreed with the idea of granting credits to the 

Soviets, and MacDonald promised to do so if he came to power. A 

Labour government, he wrote, would “take immediate steps to begin 

trade with Russia by direct consultations with Moscow.” Officially, 

in the existing state of political relations between Great Britain and 

the Soviet Union, the British export credit schemes could be extended 

to Moscow, as they were extended, for example, to Austria. On 15 

November 1923, the future under-secretary for foreign affairs of the 

MacDonald government, Arthur Ponsonby, closely linked the problem 

of the recognition of the Soviet government with that of credits.11 

In an article written at the end of October 1923 on the economic 

future of Russia, Rakovski also linked the problem of recognition with 

that of debts and credits. He showed that the then economic crisis 

that the Soviet Union was going through was primarily “a price crisis 

presenting many difficulties for a workers’ and peasants’ government.” 

As Lenin had done so often, Rakovski frankly admitted that the first 

reason for the crisis was the inefficiency and ignorance of the Soviet 

administrative apparatus: 

We have not yet succeeded in organizing well our economic 
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apparatus and the control of our industry. Both our financial 

and administrative institutions stand in need of thorough 

reorganization. . . . The prices of our goods still bear the 

weight of excessive administrative machinery.12 

Rakovski considered that the most detrimental factors were the 

absence of circulating capital for the Soviet industry, the absence of 

credits for the peasants, and the lack of opportunity for the state to 

conclude loans that would allow it to restore order in its finances. The 

natural results were that, lacking capital, industry was forced to sell 

dear, in the absence of loans the state was forced to increase taxes, 

and deprived of credits, the peasants were forced to curtail consump¬ 

tion. Thus, the Soviet government was unable to import necessary 

goods and indispensable machinery, while Britain kept its dangerous 

pools of unemployment. The conclusion of the Soviet representative 

was logical: two such economies had obvious complementary inter¬ 

ests, and it was to the advantage of both countries to settle their 

outstanding political and economic divergences. 

In London, many influential journalists and left-wing politicians 

proved extremely helpful in furthering the cause of British-Soviet 

rapprochement. Many of them, as we saw, considered themselves 

comrades-in-arms of the Soviets. Thus, editors of well-known 

periodicals—J. L. Garvin of the Observer, N. H. Brailsford of the New 

Leader, and E. D. Morel of the London Foreign Affairs—served many 

times as intermediaries between Rakovski and the Labour leaders. 

On 22 October, J. L. Garvin wrote to Rakovski: “You may rely on 

me firmly and always to do all in my power to promote good relations 

between our peoples. There will never be a happier and safer Europe 

until they agree.” 13 

Brailsford, A. Ponsonby, Charles Trevelyan, the Webbs, and oth¬ 

ers wrote pamphlets and prefaces on the same subject and seemed as 

unconditionally pro-Soviet. In November, Brailsford wrote a preface 

to a pamphlet by W. P. Coates in which he clearly showed that the 

cause of British-Soviet relations would only advance when a British 

negotiator sat down with the ambassador of the new Russia to con¬ 

sider “in a creative spirit” how best, for the common good of Russia 

and the West, her resources could be developed with British aid.14 

In his view, “only when this positive aim inspires both sides, will 

the muddle of financial claims and counterclaims sink into relative 

unimportance, and find its solution as a detail in a bigger plan.”15 

On 20 December, Brailsford, who had been in correspondence 

with Rakovski in 1913 during the Balkan Wars, came to see him to 

speak freely on a number of problems that still cast a dark shadow 

over the rapprochement. He told him of the bad impression that 
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religious persecutions made on such Labour leaders as Clynes, who 

was a Catholic. He stressed the fact that, among the events that had 

damaged the Russian reputation in the world of British Labour, the 

communist invasion of Georgia and the persecutions of Mensheviks 

and Social Revolutionaries stood out prominently. Thus, MacDonald 

had written an introductory note to two documents on the Georgian 

question, which was printed in the Socialist Review shortly before the 

Genoa Conference. There he stated that 

it is the duty of the European governments in entering into 

negotiations with the Moscow government to see to it that 

the oppression of the Caucasus is not increased when the 

menace of attack is removed from Russia. Our government 

will not have done its duty if it does not insist upon an 

all-round settlement with Moscow and include the freeing 

of the Caucasian peoples from the Moscow armies in any 

agreement come to.16 

In 1922, it was the “harsh and unjust treatment of the Russian 

Social-Revolutionary prisoners by the government of Russia” that 

was criticized at the annual conference of the Labour party.17 But, 

on the whole, as we shall se later, this kind of criticism was more char¬ 

acteristic of continental Socialists than of the British Labour party. 

As soon as the latter was to come to power after the general election of 

December 1923, Tom Shaw was commissioned by the Administrative 

Committee of the Labour and Socialist International to take up the 

question of the treatment of the Socialists in Russia with Rakovski. 

These conversations between members of the Labour party and the 

Soviet representative clearly show that MacDonald and his friends 

reckoned on the power of words and of direct intercourse to smooth 

difficulties. This was indeed one of the main tenets of their faith in 

humanity, and MacDonald declared in the program speech that he 

gave on 8 January in favor of the recognition of the Soviets: 

I want to trade, I want negotiations. I want a settlement, a 

settlement from the coasts of Japan to the coasts of Ireland. 

If I have to protest against what is being done in Afghanistan 

. . . how can I protest unless I have channels to use for my 

protest? If I am going to say to this man, if I am going to 

say to any foreign country—“We are going to deal straight 

with you, we are going to treat fairly with you,” how can 

this be done if I have to whisper to someone behind his back 

to go and tell somebody to tell somebody to tell somebody 

to tell somebody to tell Moscow?18 

Such a declaration could only be welcomed by the Bolsheviks 
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who had proudly declared at the Second All-Russian Congress of 

Soviets of Workers’ and Peasants’ Deputies in November 1917 that 

“the government abolished secret diplomacy and on its part expresses 

the firm intention of conducting all negotiations absolutely openly 

before the entire people.”19 But since 1922, which saw the beginning 

of the NEP in foreign policy, the problem for the Bolsheviks was 

to find worthwhile interlocutors. Rakovski had clearly understood 

after his interview with Gregory that nothing could be done as long 

as the Conservatives were in power. But, on 21 January 1924, the 

Conservative government had to resign after the House of Commons 

had given a vote of no confidence. The new election gave the Liberals 

158 seats, so that they held the balance between the Conservatives 

(258 seats) and Labour (191 seats). Lloyd George and his friends 

agreed to support a Labour ministry “for a few months at any rate, 

because there was no practical alternative for the moment.” But 

Labor, they declared, “must behave itself.”20 Under these conditions, 

all the initiatives aiming at a real British-Soviet rapprochement might 

be thwarted, even if the Liberals did not refuse to back a move that 

they had been advocating since 1920. 

In the light of the recent Labour victory, the Bolsheviks saw 

new vistas opening to their ambitions. Thus, Chicherin swiftly got 

in touch with his socialist “ally” MacDonald to declare in a show of 

rapture: 

When I learned the results of the elections, my first thought 

was: if we could only work together with the British Labour 

party for the sake of universal settlement! ... A great 

responsibility before history lies now upon us both. It is a 

unique opportunity. . . . “The elephant and the whale” 

striving together towards universal peace, what a sight!21 

Chicherin was ready to concur with MacDonald that “personal 

confidence and direct intercourse without the fetters of officialism” 

would be “of the greatest help in the enormous task” that awaited 

them. Indeed, the Labour leader had thought it necessary to write 

a “personal word” to express the warmth of his feelings. In his let¬ 

ter of 1 February 1924 to Chicherin, he proclaimed the necessity for 

such a relationship, for “official communications are apt to appear 

cold and lifeless, and necessarily leave unexpressed the sentiments 

which underlie them.”22 Both men were also pleased to note that, 

fortunately, they could rely on their “mutual friend Rakovski” who 

was the most active and efficient negotiator and spokesman. Indeed, 

Rakovski had established direct personal relations with the leader of 

the Labour party as soon as MacDonald had clearly stated his atti- 
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tude toward the recognition of Russia in his celebrated speech in the 

Albert Hall on 8 January. Three days later, Rakovski had written 

to his “dear MacDonald,” whom he had known since the time of the 

prewar congresses of the Second International. In his note, the Soviet 

representative did not fail to emphasize his “joy” on seeing the desire 

of the Labour party “to make mutual confidence and equality the 

basis of relations between their country and Russia.”23 This word, 

“equality,” was extremely important, for it meant that, if the Labour 

government considered the Moscow authorities as their equal, it could 

not but grant them “immediate and unconditional recognition.” Only 

such a form of recognition, Rakovski argued, could “acquire that vast 

political significance which ought to sanctify a new page in the his¬ 

tory of our countries.” 24 To prove the good will of the Bolsheviks, he 

then proposed a thing that, two months before, had exasperated the 

head of the Northern Department of the Foreign Office: that was to 

suggest a bargain. He now gave MacDonald “the formal assurance” 

that, if confidence were accorded to the Soviets, they would, in their 

turn, “reciprocate by an act of confidence.” 

As we see, Rakovski deduced many things from the word “equal¬ 

ity.” In the past, he had insisted again and again that it was impossi¬ 

ble for the Soviets to deal with “bourgeois” governments, as the rules 

of the game were too different. “Bourgeois” diplomats could only 

scorn the Bolsheviks, and the latter often hated the former. Now, on 

the contrary, a new spirit might be created that would help to bring 

the two countries closer one to the other. At the same time, Rakovski 

did not hide the difficulties that stood in the way of an understanding. 

During his conversations with Brailsford, as in his letter to MacDon¬ 

ald, he noted that the British-Soviet conflict in Afghanistan, around 

which the Curzon ultimatum had largely revolved, still constituted 

a hindrance. He felt he had to give some verbal assurance, and de¬ 

clared that suspicion toward Russia was “absolutely unfounded.” He 

then made a transparent reference to the eternal interests of Russia in 

that part of the world, saying that the causes of such incidents were 

to be sought “in the relations which existed between Afghanistan and 

Great Britain long before the Soviets came to power.” 

But this did not deter him from proposing a bargain that could 

not fail to surprise the Labour leaders: he offered Russian media¬ 

tion in the British—Afghan conflict. When he had first proposed this 

possibility to Lord Curzon, the latter had been astounded and had 

replied on the spot that such a mediation was “inadmissible.”25 It 

was obvious that a Labour cabinet that had come to power under 

the conditions described had to watch over the British Empire with 

the same vigilance as a Conservative ministry. Thus, MacDonald and 
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Rakovski preferred to turn to economic problems to find subjects of 

agreement. 

Already on 3 January, MacDonald had written to his friend E. C. 

Grenfell to ask what precise economic advantages they could get by 

recognizing the Soviet government immediately and unconditionally. 

MacDonald could not help thinking that “if, for example, recognition 

was not followed by the solution of the unsettled problems, this would 

have drastic consequences for the Labour government.” He also asked 

Grenfell about the intentions of Moscow concerning the use of British 

capital by means of concessions (of forests, minerals, etc.) or of in¬ 

vestments (e.g., in the railways). He wondered what had come out 

of the negotiations that Urquhard was having with the Soviets and 

wanted to know more about Soviet demands for credits. What guar¬ 

antee would Moscow give? Did they expect a government guarantee 

or direct credits from the City? If necessary, and if Rakovski wished 

it, could he (Grenfell) go to Moscow on his behalf for information?26 

All these questions clearly show the delicate position of the Labour 

leader. Yet, at the first meeting of the cabinet, a vote was taken to 

fulfill the party pledge and recognize Russia. 

3. The De Jure Recognition and the Appointment of Chargés 

d’Affaires (February 1924) 

On 1 February 1924, that is ten days after the Labour govern¬ 

ment came to power, R. Hodgson was instructed to present an of¬ 

ficial declaration to Chicherin.27 Recognition was unconditional de¬ 

spite Snowden’s warnings; diplomatic relations were to be resumed, 

communist propaganda against Britain was to cease, and an invi¬ 

tation was extended to the Soviet government for a conference on 

outstanding difficulties. Three days later, MacDonald informed all 

his colleagues of the reasons that had led him to act so swiftly “with¬ 

out calling a special meeting to consider the question.” Two motives 

had actuated him: 

He had found that if he delayed matters to consult other 

powers it would involve a postponement of three months; he 

had learned that the representative Congress of the USSR 

dispersed on Saturday, 2 February.28 

In fact, MacDonald had been careful enough to inform Poincare 

of the step he was taking in his letter of 26 January; both statesmen 

realized that, if they advocated different policies, they should try to 

be “frank without being hostile, and defend [their] countries’ interests 

without being at enmity.”29 Each of them clung to his position, and 

if MacDonald “grieved to find so many unsettled points causing us 

trouble and concern,” Poincare answered in the same negative way, 
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saying that he “also deeply regretted that several questions of im¬ 

portance to our two countries have not been settled.”30 The French 

press had few illusions and, on the whole “commented in a detached 

manner on the recognition of the Soviet government.” 31 

On the contrary, the British move was welcomed in Moscow with 

real satisfaction, and even with some relief. Since 1921, the Soviets 

had striven to obtain an acknowledged status in European diplomacy, 

and at last a great power had recognized them. The reaction of the 

congress was also typical. When Litvinov read a translation of the 

British note to the 1,500 delegates assembled in the big theater, it 

was approved “unanimously.” The allusion to Comrade Chicherin as 

“Your Excellency” and the mention of “His Majesty’s Government” 

evoked “a slight outburst of merriment among an unkempt minority,” 

as Hodgson reported, “but this was immediately suppressed.” 32 

Thus, without asking from the Soviets any kind of assurance, 

MacDonald dealt with recognition “on its own merits,” after he had 

come to the conclusion that “it would be a great mistake to mix up 

economic discussions” with such a question. This was his first step 

in diplomacy, and he stuck to the high ideals he had explained to 

Rakovski in the following words: 

I should like to bring into diplomacy the same sense of moral 

fair play as animates the ordinary decent man in his private 

conduct. I should like to feel that you and I understand each 

other and respect each other so much, despite differences 

in our views, that we can cooperate to promote, not only 

common interests but that which is much higher and more 

important in a way, the widest international cooperation.33 

This letter shows us the importance the new British prime minis¬ 

ter attached to direct contacts and to the personalities he had to deal 

with. Indeed, it is well known that one of the main rules of diplomacy 

is that “manner of execution is always a factor in diplomacy of no less 

importance than concept.”34 In one of his first letters to Chicherin, 

MacDonald stressed this fact with insistence. He argued convincingly 

that the personality of the representatives which both governments 

were to send to each other” was a question on which, “in the interest 

of good relations, almost as much depends as the conclusion of con¬ 

crete agreements.” MacDonald did not hesitate to remind the Soviet 

commissar for foreign affairs that British opinion was still “sensitive,” 

and asked him to be particularly careful in appointing a first Soviet 

charge d affaires in London. MacDonald’s good will and naivete were 

patent when he felt it necessary to tell Chicherin that they “ought 

. . . to be very careful at the outset and not make a false move.” 
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Indeed, he was convinced that an immense amount of prejudice could 

be removed if the Soviets would send to Britain “someone who would 

at once command general confidence and popularity.” He even went 

as far as advising his Russian colleague to “make a selection” from 

among the “people who had had personal ties with Britain or had 

been known in it for other than political interest.”35 As we can see, 

MacDonald considered that, in his being a Socialist, he could try 

to influence the choice of an ambassador, because he wanted him to 

have “a warm welcome in every quarter.” Yet, his plans failed to 

materialize. 

To begin with, the appointment of ambassadors was opposed by 

King George V, who could not forget that the Bolsheviks had mur¬ 

dered his cousin Tsar Nicholas II. Then, when he seemed to yield a 

few months later, the British-Soviet Conference on debts and cred¬ 

its was already showing that recognition had not changed either the 

methods or the aims of the Soviet government. Personal attacks were 

now leveled at MacDonald himself, whose good will and sympathy 

rapidly diminished. Thus, in a speech in Tiblisi, Trotsky spoke of 

the policy of the British prime minister as “menshevism in action.” 

In Baku, a few days later, he proclaimed that it was impossible to 

expect from MacDonald, “the leader of the Second International, . . 

. that on coming to power he would seize a broom and sweep the 

cockroaches from his monarchy.” Zinoviev also felt obliged to attack 

MacDonald,36 who listened with too much attention to the demands 

of British shareholders, and thus protracted the London negotiations. 

Referring to an article that the Times had published on the activi¬ 

ties of the Comintern, Zinoviev claimed that it merely showed that 

the shafts of the organization he headed had found their mark among 

“honorable hereditary lords.” After accusing MacDonald of “infamy,” 

after emphasizing the fact that the latter was going to “betray the 

workers,” he went on to say of the bondholders: 

Let them roar; their savage shrieks and howls give us the best 

satisfaction. They show that our international organization 

grows, that we really have become an International Com¬ 

munist Party, which will find the means to settle the bond¬ 

holders once and for all, and at the same time smash those 

who, notwithstanding their proletarian origin, now manage 

King George’s household.37 

The king was very upset when he read these lines. He thought 

it “outrageous” that, while the Soviet delegation was in London and 

was “being treated with every consideration by the government, such 

attacks should be made against H. M. Ministers.”38 As soon as Mac- 
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Donald learned of Zinoviev’s speech and of the king’s reaction, he 

sent Rakovski a letter of reproach, which gives the precise measure of 

his disappointment. He wrote, paraphrasing in part the king’s words: 

I have hitherto refrained from addressing any protest to you 

against the attacks upon H.M. Ministers which have so con¬ 

stantly been made by prominent members of the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment and others. ... I now note a recrudescence of 

vituperation on the part of Mr. Zinoviev which passes all 

bounds of decent political controversy. ... I can therefore 

no longer refrain from expressing to you my surprise that 

while you and your delegation are receiving courtesy and 

consideration at the hands of H.M.’s Government, a mem¬ 

ber of the Politbureau should indulge in such virulent abuse 

of your hosts. . . . These incidents . . . are creating a 

feeling of resentment among all classes of H.M.’s subjects.39 

Under these conditions, ambassadors were not exchanged: Hodg¬ 

son in Moscow, as Rakovski in London, remained mere chargés 

d’affaires until the end of their tenure.40 The direct consequence of 

this “feeling of resentment” was that British-Soviet relations failed to 

develop as both sides had first thought they would. Yet the British- 

Soviet Conference shows us how the British and the Soviets tried hard 

to come to an agreement, notwithstanding tremendous difficulties. 

4. The British-Soviet Conference (14 April-4 August 1924) 

The conference officially opened in London on 14 April 1924 to 

negotiate a settlement of the issues outstanding between the two coun¬ 

tries. The difficulties that lay ahead were exactly the same as at 

Genoa or the Hague, but circumstances were very different. Britain 

could now hope to come to some “Rapallo Agreement” with the So¬ 

viet Union, for MacDonald was drawn back neither by France nor 

by awkward members of his cabinet as Lloyd George had been at 

Genoa. Moreover, both he and Rakovski were determined to rely on 

“unofficial diplomacy” whenever the formal sessions of the conference 

failed to produce a satisfactory result. Indeed, both men thought it 

was vital to come to an agreement. In a letter dated 11 February, 

the British prime minister wrote to Rakovski that his “earnest desire 

and hope” was that the appointed commission should “produce the 

framework of an inclusive agreement between the two governments at 

the earliest possible moment.”43 

The commission was soon divided into two committees, which 

would deal respectively with political and economic questions. The 

political committee was instructed to begin with a review of all the 

bilateral and multilateral treaties in force on 7 November 1917. It had 
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to frame for submission to the main commission broad recommenda¬ 

tions as to which should be renewed, which should be abrogated, and 

what agreements, if any, should be substituted for those annulled. 

Last, this committee was required to draft “a general treaty of com¬ 

merce and amity to take the place of the Trade Agreement.” The 

economic committee was instructed to begin with discussion of the 

claims and counterclaims, but both sides knew from the start how 

difficult it would be to agree on the details of such claims.44 

When Rakovski answered MacDonald at the opening session of 

the conference, he refused to limit himself to these two basic problems, 

or rather, he took advantage of the publicity that would be given to 

his speech to broach much wider questions. This was precisely the 

technique of “revolutionary diplomacy” that had been that of Trotsky 

at Brest-Litovsk and, to a lesser degree, that of Chicherin at Genoa. 

But if the intentions were the same, Rakovski in London was careful 

to put the stress more on diplomacy than on revolution. He pro¬ 

claimed that, although the present conversations were concerned with 

clarifying British-Soviet relations, he believed that their significance 

“reached far beyond the limits of the two countries.” Thus, while 

he declared that the British and Soviet governments had adopted 

“as a starting point the principle of respecting the independence and 

sovereignty of the Eastern states,” he emphasized the strength and 

vitality of the revolutionary factor in the East. He declared that the 

war had “awakened the national consciousness of the peoples of the 

East,” and that “any attempt ... to obstruct that legitimate con¬ 

sciousness would be not only a crime . . . but also a piece of folly, 

because such a policy is bound sooner or later to fail.” He then dwelt 

on the question of disarmament, which “should be carried to the fur¬ 

thest possible limits” to switch to the League of Nations and to the 

“reorganization of Europe.”45 

Rakovski’s attitude was not a surprise for the members of the 

Foreign Office who were used to Soviet methods. In March 1924, V. 

A. Wellesley, who sat on the political committee of the conference, 

commented on this issue with cold realism. He considered that, the 

more latitude the British delegation gave the Soviet representatives, 

the wider the opportunities for propaganda and obstruction which 

they immediately exploited, and argued that 

if we adopt a reasonably tolerant and conciliatory attitude, 

the less opportunity we give for extraneous irrelevances and 

political red herrings and the more strictly we limit the scope 

of the Conference to the purposes for which it is called . . . 

[the better].46 
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After four months of negotiations, the same Wellesley had not 

changed his mind, and noted that the Russians were “by nature dis¬ 

cursive, disputative, and unbusinesslike. They are past masters in the 

art of obscuring main issues to suit their own aims.”47 Such opinions 

clearly show us the absence of unity that was the lot of the British ne¬ 

gotiators. Indeed, the willingness of the Labor ministry to come to an 

agreement was opposed not only by permanent officials of the Foreign 

Office. Since the first day of the negotiations, the top London bankers 

had made a public show of their refusal to give any sort of credits to 

the Soviets. Their memorandum was a businesslike document that 

indicated the essentials for the restoration of Russian credit in Great 

Britain. The conditions were: 

1. That a recognition of debts, public and private, should be agreed 

upon acceptability to both countries 

2. That an equitable arrangement for restitution of private property 

to foreigners should be made 

3. That a proper Civil Code should be brought into effective op¬ 

eration, independent courts of law created, and the sanctity of 

private contract again firmly established 

4. That the Russian government should definitely guarantee that, 

in the future, private property shall in all circumstances be free 

of danger of confiscation by the state 

5. That bankers, industrialists, and traders in this country should 

be able to deal freely, without interference by government au¬ 

thorities 

6. That the Russian government should abandon its propaganda 

against the institutions of other countries, and particularly against 

all those from whom they propose to request financial assistance. 

The bankers felt able to say that, when these conditions would 

be complied with, “confidence in Russia will begin to be restored, and 

the flow of credit will recommence.” But they added that the process 

would be “gradual,” for “credit and confidence can be destroyed at 

a blow; they take years to restore.”48 Such a memorandum could 

only appear to the Soviets as a declaration of war. They were all 

the more disappointed because they had always hoped to see the rich 

bankers of Western Europe “scrambling for the Russian market.”49 

In his comments to the press on the British bankers’ memorandum 

that combined firmness of purpose with cold irony, Rakovski tried to 

discredit the bankers’ methods. He declared that 

although paragraph 6 . . . gives, as one of the chief condi¬ 

tions for restored confidence between the two countries, mu¬ 

tual non-interference with each other’s home affairs, para- 
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graphs 3, 4, and 5 are an actual attempt to make us renounce 

the very foundations of the Soviet Socialist organization. 

The memorandum demands the re-establishment of private 

property. The memorandum demands the abolition of the 

monopoly of foreign trade. The memorandum demands a 

change of our code. Our answer to such an attempt is a 

categorical “never!”50 

As the bridge that led to private capital had broken 

down, Rakovski had to turn definitely toward the Labour govern¬ 

ment, and show them that his acceptance of a general treaty was 

necessarily dependent on the raising of a loan. The Soviet chargé 

d’affaires knew very well that the important man in the negotia¬ 

tions was A. Ponsonby, the under-secretary of state for foreign af¬ 

fairs, in whom MacDonald had the greatest confidence. Ponsonby 

and Rakovski had, in fact, struck up a friendship a few months be¬ 

fore, and were always in contact before and after the official sessions 

of the conference.51 Their abundant correspondence is most revealing 

in this respect. Thus, on 29 May, at a time when many observers 

thought that the conference was going to reach a dead end, Rakovski 

wrote quite frankly to his new “friend” without bothering about pro¬ 

paganda: 

As regards the loan, the British delegation hands us over to 

the City, but the City people on their part impose upon us 

new economic and political conditions which are unaccept¬ 

able to us. . . . For us the keystone of the whole matter is 

to obtain the real assistance of H.M.G. on the question of a 

loan or of real credits in some form for the relief of Russia. 

This object would in our eyes and in the public opinion of 

our country afford justification for the sacrifices which we 

are prepared to make to effect liquidation of pre-war debts. 

I can affirm that the solution of this first problem would also 

facilitate the solution of the question of nationalized private 

property. In my view, the success of our negotiations on 

the question of pre-war debts and the loan will decide the 

success of the whole conference.52 

As at the Genoa and the Hague conferences, the question of 

claims and counterclaims was an incredible tangle. Now, roughly 

speaking, the British delegation was placing all its demands in three 

groups: the first group, including all state debts, various claims 

for bonds and obligations, and claims for nationalized properties, 

amounted to 2,450,000,000 gold rubles; the second group comprised 

war debts amounting to 5,373,000,000 gold rubles; the last group con- 
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sisted of the interest on all debts and amounted to 2,816,000,000 gold 

rubles. The British claims were thus 10,639,000,000 gold rubles in all. 

The Soviet claims for the destruction caused by the intervention, 

for the gold seized by Kolchak and for losses in Transcaucasia, were 

said to exceed the British demands by 2 milliards, a claim the Foreign 

Office delegates to the conference found absolutely “fantastic” and 

that exasperated them.53 Thus, O’Malley wrote in his memorandum 

on the “Soviet Claims against Great Britain” that the Bolsheviks 

were “importing the methods of [bazaar] horse coper into what was 

intended to be serious and businesslike international conference.” °4 

But the problem that proved the most difficult to solve was that of the 

nationalized properties. Indeed, the Labour government could always 

guarantee a loan if it wanted, and this was what happened in the end; 

claims and counterclaims could be annulled in the last resort, but the 

nationalized properties involved an important question of principle. 

The Bolsheviks claimed that 

the revolution was fought in order to defeat the bourgeoise 

. . . and it would be ridiculous to think that the work¬ 

ers, after suffering tremendous sacrifices and shedding their 

blood on so many fronts in the defense of their rights, should 

now, when building up their peaceful fabric, begin to return 

property rightfully seized by revolution.55 

After this failure to extract anything in the nature of admission 

of liability from the Russians, it was decided to bring them into di¬ 

rect contact with the bondholders, on the one hand, and into direct 

contact with the property owners, on the other hand, in the hope 

of their being able to come to terms on a purely businesslike basis 

and so exonerate the British negotiators from the impossible task of 

inducing the Russians to admit their liabilities.56 This, however, also 

proved to be a failure within a few weeks. Another solution had to 

be found to prevent the blocking of the conference. 

After many proposals, Rakovski envisaged two possibilities to try 

and meet the 115 claims, for a total of 600 million rubles, from British 

citizens whose properties had been nationalized. He first thought of 

differentiating between claimants as follows: (a) poor people who had 

lost everything, and who could be paid a proportion; (b) others who 

had lost a certain amount, but did not intend to return to Russia— 

these might receive some concessions; (c) the chief claimants who 

intended to return to Russia, and who could not be paid. 

Rakovski absolutely refused a mixed commission for arbitration, 

as it would lay down principles of abstract, or, as he called it “theo¬ 

retical” right, whereas they wanted “practical” right. 
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Ponsonby would not hear of such a solution: his Russian col¬ 

league “might be able to defend this purely arbitrary division of the 

claims,” but he “certainly could not. It would be absolutely absurd.” 

Rakovski then changed his ground and said that these claims were 

greatly exaggerated, and mentioned the figure of 439 million rubles 

as being nearer the mark. The second solution he proposed was sim¬ 

pler: the Soviet government “might agree to pay a lump sum to be 

distributed” by the British government “to those to whom concessions 

cannot be given, and continue negotiations with others.” Should it 

be found possible to deal with any claimant by means of concessions, 

his name would be removed from the list of those receiving compen¬ 

sation. In any case, Rakovski went on, the attitude of his government 

toward the whole question “would be greatly modified once a loan 

were realized.”58 

As we can see, the conference was mainly revolving by then 

around the basic problems of the nationalized properties and of loan. 

In effect, both sides soon agreed to put the Soviet counterclaims and 

the war debts into cold storage, so that the debts due from and to 

other countries were not prejudiced. By the end of July, the Labour 

government, under the influence of Ponsonby, began to consider guar¬ 

anteeing a loan to the Soviets. It perfectly understood that the Rus¬ 

sians were unable to meet their financial liabilities in any direction 

“unless the Russian machine could be set going again by financial 

assistance from outside, and that assistance could only be given by 

government intervention.”59 Hence, the emergence of the proposition 

that the only way out was to guarantee the Soviet Union a loan, the 

proceeds of which would be devoted (l) to meeting the first install¬ 

ments of numerous liabilities to Britain; (b) to financing orders for 

machinery, shipping, etc. to be placed in the United Kingdom. 

The loan would amount to £ZQ million, and the Soviet delegation 

committed itself to spending in Great Britain no less than two-thirds 

of the money raised.00 Thus, even if the Soviet Union were not to 

get the usual trade facilities and export credits, a solution was now 

in sight. Indeed, no one had forgotten throughout the negotiations 

“the P.M.’s instructions that the Russians should be given plenty of 

rope,”61 and that the Labour government had promised the opposi¬ 

tion a statement before the summer recess (i.e., at the very beginning 

of August).62 Yet, after a plenary session which lasted twenty hours 

on 4 and 5 August, it was suddenly announced that negotiations had 

broken down. When the news reached them, a group of Labour mem¬ 

bers of Parliament offered to serve as intermediaries between the two 

delegations, refusing to believe that no solution could be reached.63 

They knew that progress had been slow, but that both sides had 
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made all efforts to reach an agreement. Phrase after phrase to which 

the Russians took exception had been amended with patience and 

ingenuity. The political treaties had been revised. The commercial 

treaty was drafted in its final shape. Yet the settlement had been 

shipwrecked on a single issue: on the eternal question of nationalized 

properties. The actual words to which objection was taken by the 

Soviet delegation were on “the amount and the method of payment 

of the compensation to be paid by the government of the Union in 

respect of claims preferred by British nationals, etc.”04 

While they were ready to make exceptions to the Soviet de¬ 

gree on nationalization, they wished to retain the power to discrimi¬ 

nate between various classes of property owners. This was precisely 

what Ponsonby considered “absurd,” as we saw from the conversation 

which he had had with Rakovski on 2 June. As the head of the Soviet 

delegation stuck to his idea, Ponsonby proposed a series of new for¬ 

mulae. In the end, the alternative wording that proved acceptable to 

both sides was “an agreed settlement of property claims other than 

those directly settled by the government of the USSR.”66 When the 

cabinet finally decided on 30 July that it was ready “to recommend 

that Parliament guarantee a loan to be issued to the government of 

the USSR,” Ponsonby immediately wrote in this significant letter to 

Rakovski: 

May I impress on you the importance of the concession which 

has been made by the Cabinet. ... I would urge you 

therefore to make your utmost endeavors to induce your 

government to take full advantage of the most favorable 

moment which is likely to occur for years to come and to 

persuade them to consent to an agreement which, in my 

opinion, will not only promote good will between our two 

countries but will be a substantial contribution towards Eu¬ 

ropean recovery.67 

Rakovski fully understood Ponsonby’s arguments, and realized 

the magnitude of the concession. This, however, had only been 

granted because Rakovski had shown, for his part, that the Soviet 

government was ready to meet the British on some essential points. 

Thus, he had quarrelled with Krasin on the question of the status of 

the Soviet trading company in London. In the discussions relating to 

the commercial treaty, Rakovski had come across two major difficul¬ 

ties: the extraterritoriality of the Soviet Torgpredstvo and the problem 

of tax-free imports. To remedy these difficulties, he proposed to sup¬ 

press the Soviet trading company as it existed and create in its place 

joint-stock companies that would not come under the control of the 
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Commissariat for Foreign Trade. As the head of this commissariat, L. 

B. Krasin was exasperated by what he saw as a direct attack on the 

monopoly of foreign trade, which he had always defended against its 

numerous critics within the Soviet leadership. He immediately wrote 

to the Narkomindel: 

We must fight with the greatest energy against this free- 

trade deviation of Rakovski . . . who does not want to 

understand that the spreading of innumerable independent 

trading companies abroad, acting on the basis of foreign 

codes, would come in fact to nullify control over our foreign 

trade and abolish the monopoly.68 

A month later, Krasin wrote to his wife that he did not know 

how Rakovski would manage “to coordinate what he has promised 

[in London] with what Moscow can concede.”69 Krasin alluded here 

to a major concession that Rakovski extracted from his government, 

while failing to convince them on the question of the trading com¬ 

panies: this was the admission of certain liabilities with a view to 

restoring Russian credit in the City. Thus, when MacDonald signed 

the British-Soviet treaties on 8 August, the Soviet government had 

agreed to pay the prewar debts “inasmuch as they were contracted in 

foreign currency, and inasmuch as they were in the hands of British 

citizens before the conclusion of the trade agreement of March 1921.” 

From this it followed that: 

1. The Soviet government would pay nothing of the internal tsarist 

Russia’s loans that might be in the hands of British citizens; 

2. The Soviet government agreed to satisfy the other claims that 

were the consequence of the revolutionary events—for example, 

the claims concerning confiscated goods; 

3. The Soviet government undertook to come to an agreement with 

the former proprietors and with the British government on the 

appropriate methods to satisfy the former proprietors of nation¬ 

alized enterprises whose claims would be found to be just.70 

We can see that the Soviet government finally decided to make 

significant concessions to get British help. This was largely due to 

Rakovski’s influence, as he did not hesitate to write, in contrast to 

the “revolutionary mood” of such Bolshevik leaders as Zinoviev: 

I must remind you that every agreement between two powers 

is the result of some compromise, for an agreement cannot 

be signed if it does not correspond to the interests of both 

sides. In our case, this difficulty was even more consider¬ 

able as we had to coordinate the interests of two states that 

possess different social organizations: a socialist state, and 



296 Rakovski as Ambassador to Great Britain 

a capitalist state. . . . You understand, of course, that 

the conclusion of such an agreement is unthinkable without 

concessions, but we have obliged ourselves to put precise 

limits to them: we could not conclude an agreement that 

would have imposed a heavy burden upon the workers’ and 

peasants’ masses.71 

Rakovski’s diplomatic skill was readily recognized in Moscow, 

where he was triumphantly received after signing the treaties with 

MacDonald. As at Genoa, Rakovski had known how to drive his 

point home and to convince both the British and the Soviets. On 20 

August 1924, a whole article was devoted to his outstanding qualities 

as a diplomat and it was published on the front page of Izvestrya.72 

In London, both official and unofficial diplomacy had justified 

themselves, and Rakovski was determined to try and induce other 

countries to follow the path Britain had just taken. He turned next 

toward the country he knew best in Europe, that is France, where 

Poincare’s government seemed to be losing the favors of a volatile 

electorate. 

B. Rakovski and Franco-Soviet Relations (1924) 

1. The Soviet Union and France at the Turn of 1924 

At the turn of 1924, many French politicians and businessmen 

realized that decisions affecting the whole future of the relations be¬ 

tween their country and the Soviet Union must soon be taken, as the 

Bolsheviks had decided to play the card of recognition. As we saw, 

Great Britain was the first country to take this “bold” step. One 

of the arguments of both Liberal and Labor leaders had been that, 

if their country neglected to avail itself of the opportunity of deter¬ 

mining the course of Russia’s foreign policy while it was taking final 

shape, “France would assuredly seize it.” France would once more 

“constitute herself the traditional friend of Russia.”74 

In fact, France was wavering, while many countries followed into 

the wake of Great Britain: Italy recognized the Soviet Union on 7 

February, Norway on 13 February, Austria on 31 July, Arabia on 6 

August, Hungary on 5 September. Even France, which had always 

passed for the devoted champion of the émigré cause until the autumn 

of 1923, now seemed to be giving up her intransigent attitude toward 

the Bolsheviks. She was even making a bid to win Russia over to 

her continental policy. This change was heralded by the participation 

of Russia in the important Lyons Fair, organized on April 1923 by 

the city’s major, Edouard Herriot.75 The leader of the French Rad¬ 

ical Socialist party had made direct contact with the Soviet leaders 
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during his trip to Russia in September 1922. As early as 1917,he had 

written a book on L’Effort russe, which was a sympathetic study of 

Russia’s plight. In 1922, he warmly supported the Nansen mission 

that was fighting the famine, and, a year later, he endeavored to es¬ 

tablish Franco-Russian cooperation at the Lausanne Conference. His 

attitude was not governed by any pro-Soviet inclination. On the con¬ 

trary, he was induced by the NEP to believe that “communism is only 

a fiction now.’76 This was also what French industrialists thought 

when they urged their government to establish regular relations with 

Russia. Some of them even decided to go directly to Moscow to try 

to ascertain what were the prospects for trade. 

At the end of May 1923, the representative of an important 

French oil syndicate—a Mr. Andriot—arrived in the Russian cap¬ 

ital and, with the consent of the Chief Concession Committee, went 

to Baku for the purpose of investigating the possibilities for an oil 

concession. A French commercial mission followed in his wake a few 

weeks later. In an interview given to Ekonomicheskaya zhizn’, the 

chairman of the mission stated that the group represented by the del¬ 

egation included important French industrialists and financiers repre¬ 

senting the oil, metallurgical, chemical, and textile industries, besides 

the timber and grain trades. A company had been formed exclusively 

with French capital, and the precise object of the mission to Moscow 

was to negotiate for industrial mining and other concessions on behalf 

of the company.77 

In fact, the pro-Russian campaign started in the French press at 

the close of 1923 was certainly instigated by Poincare. The French 

premier simply repeated the maneuver he had made on the eve of the 

Genoa Conference in 1922. This consisted in having a few articles 

written in the press, and in starting secret negotiations that would 

be immediately denied if they proved inconclusive. In this respect, it 

is important to remember that, whenever Britain stiffened its attitude 

toward the Soviets, the French government became more amenable 

to them and vice versa. Thus, on 10 May 1923, two days after the 

Curzon ultimatum, Poincare had made a friendly gesture that was 

much noticed at the time: he had given permission to the Russian 

Red Cross to come to Marseilles and visit the Russian émigré soldiers 

who intended to return home.78 Then, after the vociferous campaign 

in Britain against Rakovski during the summer of 1923 and the refusal 

of Curzon to meet the Soviet representative, Poincaré felt that he 

ought to take a step toward Moscow. On 22 December 1923, a long 

article by Jean Herbette in Le Temps dwelt on the need to improve 

Franco-Soviet relations. Its conciliatory tone made a great impression 

on the Moscow leaders, since it was through Le Temps that the Quai 
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d’Orsay made its own views known.79 A few days later, in an interview 

he gave to Izvestiya on New Year’s day, Chicherin reviewed various 

aspects of relations between France and Soviet Russia, and concluded 

in most revealing terms: 

I consider it quite impossible that the French people should 

for long continue to oppose without reason its own economic 

and political interests, particularly when, on our side, we 

show the greatest readiness to meet French interests and 

to put an end to the present estrangement between us and 

France.80 

Chicherin had come to stress the idea of “estrangement” after 

analyzing the negative aspects of the relations between the two coun¬ 

tries. He argued that the French government under Poincare’s lead¬ 

ership had not stopped working against the Soviet Union both in 

Poland and in the countries of the Little Entente: thus the Franco- 

Czechoslovak agreement then under negotiation (and duly signed in 

January 1924) was thought by the Soviets to be a continuation of the 

policy of the “cordon sanitaire.” Further, the Soviet commissar em¬ 

phasized the'importance of two events that added to the difficulties 

in the way of a Franco-Soviet rapprochement. First, the French gov¬ 

ernment was trying to sell the Russian ships that had been taken out 

of the Black Sea by the White “rebels,” i.e., by Wrangel. Second, the 

French government had just helped to sanction the confiscation of So¬ 

viet goods, which had taken place in Marseille in March 1921.81 Now, 

in December 1923, the Seine tribunal had attributed these goods to 

the prerevolutionary owners, the White émigré brothers A. and M. 

Bunatian. Moreover, the two years’ experience of trade with France 

had given very meager results: this, L. B. Krasin argued, was due 

to the lack of proper juridical basis in the relations between the two 

governments, as one refused to recognize the other.82 

Notwithstanding all these impediments, or rather to remedy them, 

Poincaré decided to answer Chicherin’s call and to make contact with 

him as he had done in 1922, by way of “the eternal go-between” 

Beneâ. On 3 January 1924, the Czechoslovak foreign minister an¬ 

nounced most secretly to Iurenev, the Soviet representative in Prague, 

that the efforts he had made to bring France and Soviet Russia to¬ 

gether had not been fruitless: 

France, he said, is ready to enter into negotiations with 

Russia but puts a number of preliminary conditions to it. 

Poincaré asked the Soviet government to give answers on 

two points: (l) Were they ready to respect international 

agreements? (2) Do they agree in principle to recognize the 
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prewar debts (some 20 milliard francs)? The question of 

compensation for the losses endured by French citizens in 

Russia would also be on the agenda of the negotiations, but 

is of lesser importance. The first two questions have to be 

answered positively before the negotiations start.83 

Despite Poincare’s peremptory tone, the Soviets thought it im¬ 

portant to reply positively. In their telegram of 11 January, they 

agreed to discuss both questions in direct negotiations with the French 

government and “saw no insurmountable obstacles that could prevent 

their satisfactory solution.” Yet, as Rakovski had done when deal¬ 

ing with the imperious J. D. Gregory while the British Conservative 

government was still in power, they stressed that it was impossi¬ 

ble to reply simply “yes” or “no” to such discussions: it was neces¬ 

sary to discuss them, and “this could only be done through direct 

representatives.”84 Thus, they refused to be kept at a distance by the 

French authorities, but knew by now how to express their discontent 

in a diplomatic manner. 

When the conversations that had started in October 23 under the 

direction of the director of the Soviet State Bank (Scheinmann) were 

resumed in January, there was some hope of coming to an agreement. 

A month later, however, they petered out again when the Soviet rep¬ 

resentatives made de jure recognition a prerequisite to the settlement 

of the basic financial questions. As was his wont, Poincare denied the 

fact that he had initiated the talks and at the beginning of March 

1924, Chicherin asked the Moscow press to publish a communique 

whose tone was one of virtuous indignation: 

The Soviet government has not only never refused direct ne¬ 

gotiations with the French government,84 but, on the con¬ 

trary, insisted on them, when the foreign minister of one 

of the states maintaining de facto relations with the USSR 

[i.e., Czechoslovakia. F. C.] officially requested the Soviet 

government, in the name of Mr. Poincare, to make a state¬ 

ment of its attitude on the question of debts, claims, and 

former treaties. The Soviet government requested this min¬ 

ister to transmit to the French government the proposal to 

enter into direct negotiations with the Soviet government 

on these and other questions, through representatives armed 

with full powers.86 

As we can see, the Soviets had as hard a time dealing with 

Poincaré as they had had with Curzon. At the beginning of 1924, 

Franco-Soviet relations were in a worse state than they had been for 

a long time. After the failure of this attempt to negotiate, Poincare 
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took a new step that exasperated the Soviets, and Rakovski in partic¬ 

ular: in March 1924, the French premier ratified the Paris Protocols, 

which assigned Bessarabia to Romania, and this single act touched off 

an exceedingly acrimonious exchange of telegrams between Chicherin 

and the French premier.87 By then, there seemed to exist no relations 

at all between France and the Soviet Union, as the head of the Soviet 

Trade Delegation in Paris, Mr. Skobelev, had moved from Paris to 

London in February 1923.88 

In the review he wrote on the disastrous state of Franco-Soviet 

relations in May 1924, Rakovski made a very sharp attack on Poincare’s 

policy and on Poincare himself. He recalled that 

everywhere the Soviets are running across the intrigues of 

French diplomacy directed against them: in War¬ 

saw, Bucharest, Prague, Belgrade, and London. When the 

French policy which aimed at preventing the recognition of 

the USSR in Europe was defeated, Poincaré found an ally in 

the person of Wise in the United States. The French press 

and the French government tried by all means to prevent the 

recognition of the USSR by England. In addition, France 

tried to take part in the Anglo-Soviet conversations with 

the object of transforming London into a second Genoa.89 

Rakovski was right in pronouncing this last sentence, and he 

could hardly be wrong in dwelling on Poincare’s hostility toward the 

Soviets. During the heated session that took place in the French Sen¬ 

ate on 9 April 1924, de Monzie had addressed to the premier ten 

practical questions based on the feasibility of according the USSR de 

jure recognition.90 Poincare had admitted in a bitter and sarcastic 

speech that conversations had already taken place between his emis¬ 

saries and the Soviets, but that the latter had “showed no sign of 

accepting any of the French offers made at Cannes, Genoa, and the 

Hague. . . . [He] desired an open-door trade policy concession for 

French firms,” but noted that “the monopoly of foreign trade made 

commercial and credit transactions difficult.” 

Rakovski knew that Poincare would block all negotiations while 

he remained in power, as the French premier constantly harked back 

to a time when the talks with the Soviets had notoriously failed and 

refused to take a step to meet them. But he also knew that general 

elections were to take place in France in a month’s time and that 

Herriot and his followers, who were fighting for a rapprochement with 

the Soviets, might take power. This is the reason why Rakovski was 

careful to conclude his article by stating the main condition that 

his government would put before a foreign government prepared to 
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negotiate: 

The future of Franco-Soviet relations depends entirely on 

the French government which, apparently, does not under¬ 

stand as yet the importance of establishing friendly ties with 

the peoples of the USSR, irrespective of the point of view 

which we hold on the question of private property.91 

Rakovski had worked at the turn of 1924 to negotiate the recog¬ 

nition of the Soviet Union by Great Britain on the most advantageous 

terms for the country he represented, and now he was to act along 

the same lines in connection with France. His personal role was to be 

extremely important, and really made of him, as E. H. Carr rightfully 

notes, “the leading Soviet diplomat” in the 1920s.92 

2. French Recognition of the Soviet Government (28 October 

1924)93 

On 11 May 1924, the general elections in France brought Edouard 

Herriot to power: this meant the victory of the Left bloc and the 

retreat of the National bloc, which had guided the destinies of France 

for most of the time since World War I. One of the main ideas of 

Herriot in matters of foreign policy was to reconcile France with the 

three major European countries, Germany, the Soviet Union, and also 

Great Britain.94 One of his first moves on coming to power was to 

make contact with the Soviet representative in London, Rakovski, to 

prepare the ground for the de jure recognition of the Soviet Union 

by France. His arguments were the same as those that had urged 

MacDonald and the British Labour party to take the decisive step. It 

was impossible to keep outside the political orbit of Europe a nation 

of more than 110 million inhabitants. Socialists stressed the serious 

inconvenience of excluding from the European economic sphere a vast 

territory with inexhaustible resources at the very moment when the 

old continent was in need of all the raw materials it could get for its 

general consolidation and recuperation. 

On 30 May, even before his cabinet was organized, Herriot wrote 

a letter to Rakovski in which he declared that he would be glad to 

meet him in London within a few weeks: indeed, the French premier 

eagerly desired to see his “Socialist colleague” Ramsay MacDonald to 

discuss with him the problem of European security.95 Herriot called 

on Rakovski on the evening of 22 June, and focused the conversa¬ 

tion on the issue of recognition. He first promised the return of the 

Russian fleet taken by Wrangel from the Black Sea and interned in 

Bizerte.96 This was a significant proof of good will for, although the 

maintenance of the fleet cost money, the French government had al¬ 

ways refused to give it back to the Soviets, and Romania had never 
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ceased to be grateful for that. On the question of recognition itself, 

Herriot did not give any formal assurance, as there were a number 

of definite obstacles to granting immediate and unconditional recog¬ 

nition. “The first obstacle,” Herriot stated, “is our promise to the 

United States not to give a definitive answer without their agree¬ 

ment; the second obstacle is the need to obtain some guarantee for 

the small bondholders.” 97 

Rakovski then held out some promise of financial settlement, and 

thought that a mixed company of French creditors and former prop¬ 

erty holders should be formed to ask for concessions in Russia, even 

if the Soviet government were to refuse recognition of old debts.98 At 

the end of the conversation, Herriot assured the Soviet representative 

that, if the Soviets agreed to give some formal assurance on the ques¬ 

tion of prewar debts, recognition would be granted at the end of July 

or the beginning of August 1924. 

Yet a number of other obstacles delayed recognition until the au¬ 

tumn of that year. On the one hand, Herriot thought that the German 

question had to be settled first, and postponed all meetings with the 

Soviets. Yet, on 15 July, he telegraphed to Chicherin reaffirming his 

intention “to arrange for the resumption of normal relations” between 

the two countries but “only after the London Conference.”99 On the 

other hand, opposition to unconditional recognition of the Soviets 

in France came not only from the right-wing political parties. As 

Rakovski noted in the article he wrote in August 1924 on the state of 

Franco-Soviet relations, the French Socialist party was “not, on the 

whole, enthusiastic about the recognition” of the Bolsheviks. Indeed, 

the French Socialists were divided on this burning issue. Thus, Albert 

Thomas had been one of the first to congratulate his “dear friend” 

MacDonald on “the practical and rapid nature of (his] decision in the 

matter of the Soviet government.” 100 On the other hand, such social¬ 

ist leaders as Pierre Renaudel considered that, if “recognition should 

be effected without preliminary conditions,” it did not mean that it 

could be done “without reservations.”101 Indeed, his attitude toward 

the Bolsheviks lacked the particular confidence that had been one of 

the most important characteristics of the relationship that developed 

between British Labour leaders and the Soviets on the eve of British 

recognition. While demanding recognition, Renaudel proclaimed in 

the name of the French Socialist party that he had “no intention 

of abandoning the right to criticize the methods and tactics of the 

Soviet government in regard to what might be called the handling 

of its domestic socialism as well as in its conception of international 

relations. Renaudel did not hesitate to accuse the Bolsheviks of 

hypocrisy, and noted that “it would be easier if, on the question of 
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peace, bolshevik policy were more clearly defined, less insidious and 

inclined to stir up strife.” He took as an example the fate of Georgia, 

whose Menshevik government had been expelled by the Red Army in 

February 1921 and had taken refuge in Paris.102 Hypocrisy seemed 

patent to him, for a treaty had been concluded on 7 May 1920, by 

which the Russian government recognized both the right of nations 

to self-determination and Georgia’s individual right to independence. 

Military intervention to facilitate a political takeover was repugnant 

to the French Socialists. 

When a journalist asked Rakovski what he thought of such reser¬ 

vations, he replied that they characterized the representatives of the 

Second International who were influenced by anti-Soviet émigré groups 

and proclaimed: 

Georgia exists, progresses, and becomes stronger. Yet it 

is not a menshevik Georgia, but a Soviet Georgia. This 

change is a matter of internal policy and does not in the 

least concern foreign governments.103 

Such an argument was, of course, a fallacy, for it implied that all 

the former territories of the Russian Empire still naturally depended 

on the central Russian government. But Rakovski, who fought with 

such courage to defend the rights of the independent republics (mainly 

Georgia and the Ukraine) against Stalin’s “bureaucratic centralism,” 

now declared with an eagerness which seemed intended to convince 

himself that 

at the present time, Georgia has an independent govern¬ 

ment. A Soviet government. I repeat, an independent gov¬ 

ernment which is now linked by definite federal ties with our 

Soviet Union as are all the other Soviet republics. She can, 

at her own discretion, renounce them as provided in our So¬ 

viet constitution. I can assure you that nowadays Georgia 

has more Georgian characteristics, in the way of the devel¬ 

opment of its national institutions and its national culture 

than under the former menshevik government. 

As we see, Rakovski seemed, from the outside, to approve entirely 

the official line he had bitterly criticized a year before. Although he 

refused to be “only a reflection of the general will, of general Party 

directives”104 as a Sverdlov had always been for example, he was 

“guided by that military solidarity which dominated the Bolshevik 

leaders.”106 But we shall also see that, if Rakovski did not criticize 

the general Party line in the years 1924-1925, at the height of his 

involvement in diplomatic work, it was largely because he feared to 

read his own words reproduced by all the anti-Soviet journalists of 
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Western Europe. This could only weaken the first proletarian state. 

Yet in the period 1924-1925, one could easily guess that, if he was 

proud to be a Bolshevik and to act as such, his European education 

and his past as a Social Democrat differentiated him from most of 

the other bolshevik leaders. If he attacked Renaudel or Vandervelde, 

whom he had known very well when he was a member of the Second 

International, he considered that it was “their right” to resent bolshe¬ 

vik methods. As for him, his work as a Soviet diplomat and member 

of the Central Executive Committee of the Soviet Union was to prove 

them wrong. 

In the same interview which he gave in London on 24 July, 

Rakovski was clever enough to show that recognition was not simply 

“a question of debts and private property,” and dwelt on the prob¬ 

lem of French security, which was one of the main preoccupations 

of all French governments between the world wars. He argued that 

France would “find its much desired security only in Soviet Russia.” 

Now that it was going to abandon the Ruhr, France needed some real 

security against “the possibility of a military danger from German 

nationalism”: the Soviet Republic could act as a counterweight to 

“the growing nationalist movement in Germany.”106 In itself, such 

an argument showed the progress that Soviet diplomacy had made 

on the chessboard of European politics. Until the Genoa Confer¬ 

ence, two years before, the Bolsheviks had still feared an attack from 

the Western powers, as they always thought that this was the main 

preoccupation of bourgeois statesmen. Now, a Soviet representative 

could propose an alliance that certainly was reminiscent of prewar 

diplomacy and could not leave France entirely indifferent. 

Although Herriot’s idea of French security was to get closer to 

Great Britain and to have less inimical relations with Germany, he 

thought it important to appoint a commission of five to draft the 

terms of recognition of the Soviet Union. This was done in September 

1924, and the key figure in the impending Franco—Soviet negotiations 

was to be a close friend of Herriot and a long-time acquaintance of 

Rakovski: A. de Monzie, the Radical senator who had interpolated 

Poincare on the Russian question a few months before. Rakovski had 

known de Monzie since 1900, when he was a medical practitioner in 

France and seriously thought of entering French political life. With 

this in mind, he had asked de Monzie, then a promising young barris¬ 

ter, to help him acquire French citizenship, which proved impossible 

on account of Rakovski’s past and present revolutionary activities.107 

In August 1923, de Monzie had made a trip to the Soviet Union, 

where he had visited not only the capitals, but also Nizhni-Novgorod 

and Serpukhov.108 On his way back, he was more determined than 
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ever to fight for the recognition of a country without which, as he 

said, “European peace was impossible.”109 The French senator ar¬ 

gued, as the British Liberals had done some time before, saying “We 

ought not to arrive too late, so that we may obtain from Russia what 

we can, now that Moscow is weak and friendless.” After this invo¬ 

cation of French self-interest, he dwelt on considerations of security 

and on the balance of power in Europe, for it appeared to him, as to 

many French politicians, that a Franco-Russian rapport was “in the 

natural law of the European balance.” This was a favorite argument 

of Rakovski and of Chicherin who could only approve of de Monzie’s 

words: “We have the power and the duty to recall Russia to the Oc¬ 

cident. In saving Wrangel and Pilsudsky, we thought we were saving 

Western civilization. We were only saving Poland.”110 

On the subject of debts, which seemed to many to be the main 

obstacle to immediate recognition, de Monzie referred to an earlier 

project of Gaudain de Vilain, that France avail herself of tsarist gold 

deposited during the war in Franco-Russian banks.111 

As time passed and Herriot showed no sign of extending recog¬ 

nition, the Russians became more instransigent and showed a pro¬ 

nounced hostility toward the use of the debt question as blackmail. 

The Soviets persisted in their stand that the resumption of diplo¬ 

matic relations ought to be divorced from the debt question or, at 

least, not made contingent on the solution of the latter.112 When 

Rakovski wrote to his “Cher sénateur et ami” that the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment resented these waverings as much as the attacks on the part 

of the French press against immediate and unconditional recognition, 

de Monzie replied on 2 October 

I thank you for thinking that I have not abandoned either my 

ideas or my sympathies in accepting the presidency of the 

commission charged to prepare the recognition of the Soviet 

Union. It is not in the mind of the Herriot government to use 

dilatory means in order to defer this recognition which has 

to the contrary to be defined. I am obliged to you for putting 

me on guard against the theses which the present polemics 

are using. But I think I may tell you . . . that our point 

of view is absolutely different from the one adopted by your 

opponents or political enemies. It seems important to me 

that there should not be, on the day after recognition, any 

surprise on one or the other side. It seems necessary to me 

to demarcate the field of policy in which has to be situated 

the act of recognition and that of the economic negotiations 

which have to follow.113 
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For a fortnight, de Monzie and Rakovski exchanged telegrams, 

letters, and telephone calls in an attempt to draft the two notes of 

recognition and to agree on terms. “To avoid any misunderstanding 

and delay,” de Monzie asked Rakovski to meet him either at Dover 

or at Folkestone. Moreover, on 16 October, the Russian commission 

presided over by de Monzie reported in favor of unconditional recog¬ 

nition to be followed by negotiations about debts. Here again, as we 

see, both official and unofficial diplomacy was used, and the relation¬ 

ship between Rakovski, Herriot, and de Monzie soon came to recall 

that which had developed a few months before between our diplomat, 

Ponsonby, and MacDonald. Thanks largely to his personal skill, the 

Soviet representative obtained recognition on the most favorable con¬ 

ditions. When he met de Monzie at Dover in mid-October to discuss 

the final text of the French note, Rakovski obtained from his “friend” 

three major amendments: 

1. The writing down of the word de jure, although the Quai d’Orsay 

and de Monzie himself thought it “inutile peut-être à la precision 

de notre pensee” ; 

2. An indication that the resumption would be effected by an ex¬ 

change of ambassadors; 

3. The adaptation of the sentence that “worried” Rakovski on ac¬ 

count of the Georgian problem and in which “there would be no 

more talks of third powers.”114 

Apart from these modifications of importance, the text of the 

French note of recognition had been based on and followed fairly 

closely the report of the de Monzie Commission, which itself betrayed 

very clearly the influence of the British example. Thus, the very first 

recommendation, viz., to recognize the Soviet government as the [de 

jure) rulers of all those territories of the former Russian Empire, which 

acknowledged its authority, was an exact copy of the British formula. 

But Rakovski had succeeded in persuading the French to go further 

than the British: instead of exchanging mere chargés d’affaires, the 

French note proposed “to open at once regular diplomatic relations 

with the government of the Soviet Union by the reciprocal appoint¬ 

ment of ambassadors.” For the Soviets, this was undoubtedly an 

improvement on the de Monzie report, which spoke of the French 

government nominating its ambassador to Moscow only if the nego¬ 

tiations that would follow recognition led to a satisfactory result.115 

De Monzie and Rakovski also discussed the choice of ambassadors. A 

few days before recognition, on 16 October, de Monzie had made it 

clear to Rakovski that he did not want himself to be appointed ambas¬ 

sador in Moscow, as he preferred “to remain in Paris to conduct future 

negotiations.” 116 He then asked Rakovski whether the candidacy of 
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Jean Herbette was acceptable to the Soviet government. On the other 

side, Rakovski thought that, in view of the part he had just played 

in the recognition, and because of his personal knowledge of French 

political life, he would be appointed Soviet ambassador in Paris. He 

is indeed reported to have told the French ambassador that, if he were 

appointed in Paris, “his friendship with Mr. de Monzie, which goes 

back more than twenty-five years, will make agreement more easy 

to reach.”117 He was not, however, to take up residence in the rue 

de Grenelle as Soviet representative until November 1925, apparently 

for two reasons: on 4 November 1924, Chicherin informed Brockdorff- 

Rantzau in confidence that Rakovski had been “passed over in view 

of his recent indiscretion in Izvestiya,” in which he had stressed “the 

possibility of military danger from German nationalism.”118 The sec¬ 

ond reason was that the Soviet government preferred to appoint the 

“businessman” Krasin, to emphasize the predominantly commercial 

character to be given to Franco-Soviet relations. 

When recognition was extended to Moscow on 28 October, a 

great part of the French press made a show of scepticism. Le Quoti¬ 

dien simply reproduced on 30 October the careful words of de Monzie: 

“The era of impossibilities had ended; the era of difficulties now com¬ 

mences.” The Journal des débats had not hesitated to proclaim a 

fortnight earlier: “With a candor that borders on cynicism . . . 

the French government recognizes the Soviet Union at a moment 

when other governments which have done so are disappointed and 

disgusted.” 

In the same way, Figaro warned on 30 October that the French 

ambassador in Moscow would be helpless while the Russians “could 

now use Paris as the headquarters of the Third International.” This 

was a transparent allusion to the celebrated “Zinoviev letter,” which 

had helped to defeat the British Labour party in the general elections 

of October 1924, and which came as a great shock to Herriot’s gov¬ 

ernment at the very moment when it was extending recognition to 

the Soviet Union. 
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Chapter 15 

The Locarno Spirit (1925) 

A. The Zinoviev Letter and the Fall of the Labor Government 

(October-November 1924)1 

On 8 October 1924, the Labour government suffered defeat in 

the House of Commons. Parliament was dissolved, and a general 

election was scheduled for 29 October. Two events had “perturbed 

the country a good deal and shattered the faith of a good many 

of the electors” that MacDonald’s government “could handle difficult 

situations with firmness and with some continuity of purpose.” 2 These 

two events were the signing of the British-Soviet treaties, and the so- 

called Campbell case. 

After MacDonald had signed the treaties, the conservative press 

started a campaign against their ratification by Parliament, stressing 

as the Daily Telegraph did, their “uselessness,” or claiming with the 

Morning Post that British interests had been “betrayed.” Then the 

attack on MacDonald’s Russian policy switched to two cases of un¬ 

equal importance, but which both involved charges of incitement to 

mutiny and revolution in Great Britain. Both cases had the greatest 

importance for British Labour: the first one brought their defeat in 

the House, while the second helped to defeat them in the country. 

On 25 July 1924, the Workers’ Weekly, edited by J. R. Campbell, 

published an appeal to the British forces that said: 

Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, definitely let it be known that 

neither in the class war nor in a military war will you turn 

your guns on your fellow workers, but will use your arms on 

the side of your own class. Refuse to fight for profits. Turn 

your weapons on your oppressors.3 

A Crown prosecution was initiated against J. R. Campbell, but 

then, in the middle of August, counsel for the prosecution announced 

that “no evidence could be offered,” as the object of the article was 

“not to seduce men in the fighting forces from their allegiance, but 

was a comment on armed forces being used by the State for the sup¬ 

pression of industrial disputes.”4 When the attorney-general with¬ 

drew the prosecution, the suggestion that certain members of the 
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Labour party were intervening to cover “communist sedition” could 

only embarrass the Labor government and make bad propaganda for 

the British-Soviet treaties that had just been negotiated. There is no 

doubt that, in his article, Campbell was in fact obeying the injuncion 

that had just been repeated at the Fifth Congress of the Comintern, 

in July 1924, to carry on “persistent and regular propaganda and or¬ 

ganization work in bourgeois armies.”5 Under these conditions, the 

publication of a letter purportedly written by Zinoviev on the same 

topic and sent to the Central Committee of the British Communist 

party could only exasperate the Labor government, and add to the 

determination of the Conservatives to come back to power and put the 

Bolsheviks in their place. Indeed, the letter attributed to the head 

of the Comintern stated unmistakably in its address to the British 

Communist party: 

From your last report it is evident that agitation and pro¬ 

paganda work in the Army is weak, in the Navy very little 

better. ... It would be desirable to have cells in all units . . 

. and also in factories working on munitions and at military 

store depots. In the event of danger of war, with the aid of 

the latter and with the transport workers, it is possible to 

paralyze all the military preparations of the bourgeoise and 

make a start in turning an Imperalist war into a class war.6 

One can easily understand that MacDonald’s reaction when he 

first read the letter on 14 October, while canvassing far from London, 

was one of embarrassment before British public opinion and before 

the permanent officials of the Foreign Office who had always been op¬ 

posed, in their great majority, to his policy of friendship and openness 

toward the first “Workers’ Republic.” MacDonald replied the follow¬ 

ing day to the Foreign Office that “the greatest care would have to 

be taken in discovering whether the letter was authentic or not,” and 

that, pending the investigation, the draft of a protest to the Soviet 

charge d’affaires should be prepared. Then, on 22 October, a mys¬ 

terious report appeared in the Manchester Evening News that the 

Zinoviev letter was already in the possession of the press, implying 

that the best thing to do for the Labor government was to publish it 

and not try to hide it.7 Somebody had obviously taken care to com¬ 

municate the “letter” to the press, and somebody also contrived to 

have a stem note of protest sent to Rakovski. Indeed, as MacDonald 

explained a few days later, a rough draft of this note reached him on 

23 October. He had “altered it and sent it back in an altered form, 

expecting it to come back to me again with proofs of authenticity, 

but that night it was published.”8 MacDonald thought at first that 
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this had been done because of a misunderstanding in the way he had 

initialled the trial draft, but later revised his appreciation. Indeed, 

the note to Rakovski was signed by J. D. Gregory, the head of the 

Northern Department who had acted on his own authority without 

consulting either Lord Haldane, who represented the prime minis¬ 

ter in the Foreign Office, or the under-secretary of state for foreign 

affairs, A. Ponsonby. Such an omission was obviously deliberate, as 

Ponsonby “was actually sitting in on one of those days in conversation 

with Mr. Rakovski. Round about him in the office were responsible 

officials discussing the whole of the happenings connected with this 

business and never once did one whisper of it reach [his] ears.”9 It is 

evident that, if Ponsonby had known of the existence of the “letter,” 

he would have asked Rakovski for an explanation, the more so that, 

as the latter replied on 25 October, in his note to the Foreign Office: 

It was agreed . . . that, in the interests of the strengthening 

of friendly relations between the two countries, both parties 

would endeavor to settle by direct conversations any inci¬ 

dents which might arise, resorting to the despatch of Notes 

only in the case of this friendly procedure failing to bring 

about a favorable result.10 

Indeed, one may wonder at the haste with which Gregory sent 

his note to Rakovski, while he had not said a word on the matter 

to Ponsonby or to MacDonald himself at the proper time. It soon 

became known that the “Zinoviev letter” had been handed to the 

Foreign Office on 10 October, that is while the prime minister was 

still in London, which he left only on the 13th. Thus, we see that, 

while the letter was quite in the spirit of Zinoviev’s usual declarations, 

it was “used,” as MacDonald stated in Commons on 9 December 

1924, “simply as an electioneering stunt . . . simply to create a 

certain panic in the minds of old ladies.” It was “kept up,” and 

then “handed out at the psychological moment, and from that you 

get a great panic and a big majority.”11 MacDonald came back to 

this idea in the private conversation he had with Rakovski at the 

very beginning of November. At that time, he considered that the 

Zinoviev letter” had “urged about one million people who usually 

abstained from voting to cast their vote in favor of the Conservatives.” 

He also added frankly that he would not have sent Gregory’s note, “at 

least not as it stood, and that it was done “without his knowledge” 

(pomimo nego).12 

Thus, if the “Zinoviev letter” was soon considered by the ex¬ 

prime minister as “a fraud perhaps unmatched in its cold calculation,” 

it could appear to Rakovski as a “gross forgery.” Indeed, the latter 
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had no difficulty in showing that the forgers had made two mistakes, 

one in the heading, and the other in the signature: 

In circulars of the Communist International ... it is never 

described as the “Third International”—for the simple rea¬ 

son that there has never been a first or a second Communist 

International. The signature is a similar clumsy forgery. 

Mr. Zinoviev is made to sign himself as the “President of 

the Presidium of the Executive Committee of the Commu¬ 

nist International,” whereas actually he is and always signs 

himself as “President of the Executive Committee.” 13 

The first objection made by Rakovski appears to be incorrect, for 

Izvestiya of 10 September 1924 bore the signature of “The Executive 

Committee of the Third Communist International,” a formula that 

was not, however, as frequent as that mentioned by the Soviet Rep¬ 

resentative. But this is only a detail, for the “Zinoviev letter” really 

was a forgery. Rakovski himself believed it to be a Polish forgery, 

and de Monzie’s secretary told him in confidence that this was the 

view of the Quai d’Orsay.14 The Soviets had immediate proofs of it, 

and Baldwin himself spoke in 1928, at a time when he was still prime 

minister, of a “gallant crowd” of forgers, and named Druzelkowski, 

Zhemchuzhinikov, Paciorkowski, and others among persons who had 

“a right to claim the honor” of forging the “letter.” 15 

If everyone agreed on this point, no one denied that it also was a 

clever forgery. After writing that it was “indispensable to stir up the 

masses of the British proletariat,” and “to bring into movement the 

army of unemployed proletarians,” the forgers made a link between 

insurrection and British-Soviet relations that implied that Labour 

was only a toy in Bolshevik hands: 

The proletariat of Great Britain, which pronounced its weighty 

word when danger threatened that the past negotiations 

would break down, and compelled the government of Mac¬ 

Donald to conclude the Treaty, must show the greatest en¬ 

ergy in the further struggle for ratification and against the 

endeavors of British capitalists to compel Parliament to an¬ 

nul it.16 

Repeated attacks by the Conservatives were intended to show, as 

Baldwin put it, that the Labour government had not enough “firm¬ 

ness” and “continuity of purpose” to remain in power, and continue 

to indulge in these intimate relations with such dangerous revolution¬ 

aries as the Bolsheviks. The Conservative government was brought to 

power on a powerful wave of hostility toward the Soviet Union, and 

the relations Rakovski was to have with the new secretary of state 
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for foreign affairs, Austen Chamberlain, were soon to recall the chilly 

reception he had got from Lord Curzon a year before. 

Yet, by the end of 1924, the two major European countries had 

officially recognized the “Workers’ Republic.” There is no doubt 

that Rakovski’s personal activities helped a great deal to quicken 

the tempo of recognition and to create a favorable climate, which 

could have led to more positive results had the general situation al¬ 

lowed. This is so true that such a cautious diplomat and historian as 

Ivan Maiski did not hide his personal admiration for Rakovski in the 

long conversation he had with the author in January 1967. He never 

referred to him as a “Trotskyist,” as R. F. Karpova never failed to 

do, but, on the contrary, stressed his remarkable qualities not only 

as a diplomat, but also as a man. Rakovski was very popular be¬ 

cause of his “democratic” ways, his kindness, and his urbanity. In 

the “London memoirs,” which Maiski published in 1968, he refers 

himself many times to “our political representative” (nash polpred) 

without mentioning Rakovski by name, but pays him the following 

tribute: 

Our ambassador enjoyed considerable respect in governmen¬ 

tal circles, often met MacDonald to discuss things with him 

and with the under secretary of state for foreign affairs, 

Arthur Ponsonby, and had free access to all members of the 

[Labor] government.17 

If Rakovski had been able to work in very close contact with 

MacDonald and his colleagues, the Foreign Office was to keep him at 

arm’s length as soon as Baldwin’s government came into office on 4 

November 1924. 

B. British-Soviet Relations on the Eve of the Locarno Con¬ 

ference (November 1924-October 1925) 

1. Baldwin’s Government and the Soviet Union 

The attitude of British Conservatives toward the Soviet govern¬ 

ment had always been one of hostility, and Baldwin’s government 

naturally remained faithful to a policy that had helped them to come 

to power. Members of the cabinet, such as Lord Curzon (who was 

lord president), Winston Churchill (chancellor of the exchequer), and 

Sir William Joynson-Hicks (Home Office), had always made virulent 

attacks against the Bolsheviks, and could not but take an opposite 

stand to that of MacDonald and of his friends.1^ Thus, a few days 

after the cabinet was formed, Churchill wrote a revealing letter to 

the new secretary of state for foreign affairs, Austen Chamberlain. In 

this letter, which is worth quoting at some length, Churchill goes as 
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far as advocating an immediate rupture with the Soviet government 

after giving a detailed analysis of the political situation and of the 

circumstances of the last election: 

When millions have been so excited [on the Russian issue] 

during the election, it would be most dangerous to disap¬ 

point their reasonable expectations and to lead them to sup¬ 

pose that now we are all in office we have receded from the 

views we expressed during the campaign. Failure on the 

part of the government to respond to the mandate given 

them by the electors would immediately cause widespread 

dissatisfaction. ... It is essential that action should follow 

a declaration of the authenticity of the Zinoviev letter. The 

question is what action. The more I reflect on the matter, 

the more sure I am that we should revoke the recognition 

of the Soviet Government. . . . We should strip a power 

which has violated its engagement of the diplomatic status 

it had sought and received at our hands. . . ,19 

Chamberlain, however, refused to see in a sudden rupture of re¬ 

lations with the Soviet government the “strong and sensible act” that 

his friend advocated. For his part, he attached great importance to 

such a gesture, but believed that any “precipitate action” that would 

amount “to handling Rakovski his passport and recalling” the British 

representative in Moscow could be harmful.20 At least, it was “not 

a matter to be decided without grave thought.” Chamberlain had 

his own idea about the way the Bolsheviks should be dealt with, as 

he was to make it clear to Churchill some time later. His policy was 

“not a hostile policy,” but a policy of “aloofness”21: this word “aloof¬ 

ness” is indeed the one that was to be quoted by all the confidants 

of the Secretary of State, and it sums up the attitude of the British 

government from the end of 1924 until 1927.22 It was also the word 

that J. D. Gregory had used in September 1923 to explain one side of 

Curzon’s policy.23 The other side was, of course, a far more “active” 

policy that saw its climax in the celebrated ultimatum of May 1923. 

In the same way, Chamberlain first considered sending an ultimatum 

to the Soviets in October 1925, and finally broke diplomatic relations 

with them in May 1927. 

As far as possible, Chamberlain had decided to “ignore” the So¬ 

viet Union, “to have as little to do” with it as was manageable; this 

meant that this country was to be progressively isolated, not with the 

intention of attacking it, as the Soviet leaders readily thought, but to 

try and teach them a lesson. If Lloyd George had tried to “tame the 

Bolsheviks through trade,” if Curzon had tried to curb their will by 
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menacing them, Chamberlain was determined to put them back in 

their place, which was outside Western Europe. A secret memoran¬ 

dum of his conveys this idea remarkably well with all its implications: 

It will be inexpedient to provoke a controversy with the So¬ 

viet government if it can be avoided, and the less attention 

we pay to them the more anxious they will be to come to 

terms with us. If we complain about any action, they feel 

that we are preoccupied with them and they are satisfied. 

If we make them the subject of our denunciations, they feel 

that we are afraid of them and they are pleased, but when we 

ignore them entirely, they are afraid, because it shows that 

we have no need of them and nothing to fear from them and 

that we can afford to leave them out of account.24 

A good example of this policy is the way Chamberlain treated 

Rakovski during the rare interviews he gave him. The two men only 

met four times, the first and the last time being formal meetings when 

Chamberlain came into office in November 1924 and when Rakovski 

was appointed Soviet ambassador to Paris a year later. In the first 

interview, the new secretary of state for foreign affairs took care to 

show Rakovski that, if MacDonald had made representations that 

dealt with the Zinoviev letter, he for his part considered that this 

letter was only “a fair specimen” of a “whole body of revolutionary 

propaganda” that would no longer be tolerated.25 When he next saw 

Rakovski, on 6 January 1925, Chamberlain categorically refused “to 

argue the question of the authenticity of the Zinoviev letter.” He 

added in a peremptory tone that he had “absolute proof of its au¬ 

thenticity,” and that he was “not prepared to discuss it.” The Soviet 

representative then tried to talk about trade relations between the 

two countries, but understood better than ever before from Cham¬ 

berlain’s reply that the development of trade relations depended, for a 

great part, on a political agreement between the two countries. Once 

he had said that “trade and especially the purchase of goods of British 

manufacture was much more restricted than [he] wished,” he could 

only add that “this was a question of credit.” These arguments had 

been repeated again and again, and the only way out was a policy 

of good will and mutual concessions, which neither the Bolsheviks 

nor the British Conservatives really believed in.26 On the question of 

propaganda, Rakovski was in fact quite frank with Chamberlain. He 

admitted that 

in the early years after the revolution they had no doubt 

indulged in a good deal of propaganda just because they 

were a revolutionary government and not very secure; but 
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they had now other means of defense. Such propaganda was 

no longer necessary to them.27 

Such a demonstration could hardly convince Chamberlain, even 

if it was partly true as the enquiries of the Foreign Office had shown 

on the eve of the Curzon ultimatum. The secretary of state was con¬ 

vinced that the Bolsheviks’ aim was, as he suggested to Rakovski, “to 

encourage anti-British feeling in Eastern States, or even within the 

British Empire.” 28 Such was indeed the main reason for the distrust of 

all British Conservative governments, for whom the question of trade 

with the Soviet Union was a matter of secondary importance as com¬ 

pared to the security of the British Empire. Chamberlain summed up 

his impressions when he told the Soviet representative that “unfor¬ 

tunately the policy adopted by his government did not enhance their 

credit.”29 As Rakovski knew this perfectly well, he had addressed 

himself directly to the City as soon as Labour had lost power. 

2. The Failure of Trade Relations between Great Britain 

and the Soviet Union 

In a speech delivered on 16 December 1924 at a dinner given 

by the Trade Delegation of the USSR in London, Rakovski dwelt on 

the same problem of “mutual confidence.” But instead of talking of 

political matters, he only stressed the fact that the Soviets were par¬ 

ticularly proud of having “always carried out loyally and punctually 

all obligations incurred by them in their dealings with British indus¬ 

trial, commercial, and financial firms.”30 Of course, he thought that 

trade relations between the two countries were not sufficiently devel¬ 

oped as compared to what they were before the revolution and his 

assistant, P. Rabinovitch, quoted the following figures issued by the 

Board of Trade.31 

Year Imports into Exports from Reexports from 

GB from Russia/GB into Russia/ GB into Russia/ 

USSR USSR USSR 

1913 £40,271,000 £18,103,000 £9,591,000 

1921 £ 2,695,000 £ 2,181,000 £1,210,000 

1922 £ 8,103,000 £ 3,641,000 £ 970,000 

1923 £10,595,000 £ 2,492,000 £1,989,000 

1924 £10,595,000 £ 9,672,000 £9,344,000 

(Jan.-Aug.) 

Total for the 

period 1921-24 £30,659,000 £ 9,672,000 £9,344,000 

Rakovski also understood that there were a number of obstacles 

that would be difficult to remove, as he did not hesitate to tell the 
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British businessmen who listened to him. One of the first reproaches 

made to the Soviets, as far as trade was concerned, was that they 

utilized much of the means they obtained from the sale of their exports 

to Britain in purchasing reexport goods. Indeed, the City thought 

it “undersirable” that the chief trading operations of the Soviets in 

Britain should be “limited to the purchase of re-exports, whereby 

the only profit made by British merchants [was] the so-called trading 

profit.”32 Rakovski clearly saw that it would be far more profitable 

to British businessmen were the Soviets to buy British manufactures, 

“as a result of which Britain would secure not only a trading, but 

also an industrial profit.” In fact, the situation as it existed was 

not exactly advantageous to the Soviet government. Owing to their 

shortage of foreign currency, they were forced to limit themselves, in 

the main, to the purchase of raw materials instead of satisfying their 

own requirements. 

British business circles considered that the greatest hindrance 

to the development of trade relations with the Soviet Union was the 

foreign trade monopoly. Already in 1923, an article published in 

the Times Trade Supplement had shown that “the obstacle to an 

expansion of trade with Russia [was] not the lack of de jure recognition 

but the Soviet Monopoly of Foreign Trade.”33 Its effect was said to be 

crippling, but the Soviet leadership held it both as one of its major 

conquests and as one of the best means to safeguard these conquests. 

We know that there were many discussions among the Soviet leaders 

on this question, and that Krasin had a very hard time to maintain 
it. 

The Monopoly of Foreign Trade, introduced in Russia by the 

decree of 22 April 1918, provides for the concentration of all foreign 

trade operations in the hands of the state. In the first years of the 

Soviet Republics, such a monopoly was absolutely necessary, as ev¬ 

erything was nationalized. But when the NEP was introduced, a 

number of Soviet economists and politicians wondered if it was not 

an absurdity to keep such a rigid monopoly in the foreign trade sec¬ 

tor, while the government “allowed a more or less complete liberty of 

trading on the internal market.34 Krasin considered that “the most 

dangerous moment” for the monopoly was the autumn of 1922, when 

Sokol’nikov, at the head of the Commissariat of Finance, wrote a note 

“on the regime of foreign trade.” He advocated “a number of excep¬ 

tions to the monopoly that were to be applied to certain frontiers and 

to certain goods.” In Krasin’s eyes the carrying out of such a plan 

would have meant “the ruin of the monopoly,” for it was “the equiv¬ 

alent of a hole in a balloon.”35 Lenin, Trotsky, and Rakovski always 

backed Krasin’s views, and only admitted limited reorganization to 
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prevent too great a rigidity of the system. Thus, on 13 March 1922, 

by a decision of the All-Russian Executive Committee, some state en¬ 

terprises were given the right to conduct foreign trade independently 

on condition that their contracts would be presented for approval to 

the Foreign Trade Commissariat or its foreign trade representatives. 

In his speech to the British industrialists, Rakovski took care to 

explain the real significance of the celebrated monopoly. Of course, 

its main justification was that 

in a Socialist State, the central authority must control the 

chief branches of the national economy. Without such con¬ 

trol, the State would be unable to direct the development 

of the economic life of the country in conformity with our 

fundamental law. 

But the second justification for the monopoly was, as Rakovski ad¬ 

mitted, the insufficiency of Soviet exports, their limited purchasing 

power, and their poverty: they had no money to buy abroad, and 

they were obliged to take the greatest care of their system of ex¬ 

change with foreign countries. The Soviet representative did not try 

to hide the drawbacks of the monopoly from his guests. He knew 

that “trade is a living thing and [that] if it is conducted by officials 

there is a danger that it may become bureaucratic.” He also bore in 

mind that the Soviets had “to give their trade machinery the neces¬ 

sary flexibility and business capability,” the more so that they were 

dealing with countries in which trade is in the hands of private in¬ 

dividuals. On the other hand, Rakovski did not forget to state one 

of the main advantages that foreign businessmen would find in the 

monopoly security. Indeed, since the state bore the responsibility for 

the trading operations of the Soviet economic organizations, British 

merchants buying from and selling to such organizations ran “no risk 

whatever.” 

Rakovski’s last argument to try and convince his guests to trade 

more readily with the Soviet Union was the fact that, economically, 

the two countries “supplement one another,” as Soviet exports to 

Britain consisted mainly of grain and raw products, which were es¬ 

sential to British industry.30 There is no doubt that a considerable 

number of British merchants eagerly desired to trade with the Soviet 

Union and to sell their manufactured products. They knew that im¬ 

portant orders had been placed in other countries of Western Europe, 

and only awaited the government’s permission. In January 1924, for 

example, the Foreign Office was informed that the Soviet government 

had just bought armaments and war materials in France to the value 

of seven million gold rubles, and that negotiations were pending for 
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the delivery of a large quantity of machine guns.37 A month later the 

Board of Trade learned that the Fokker works in Holland had received 

an order for 250 airplanes, the French Henriot works and the Italian 

firm Ansaldo in Turin had orders for “airplanes for study.”38 This 

could not leave the big British firm Vickers unmoved, and its directors 

had immediately asked permission from MacDonald’s government to 

export their products, to which the latter had “no objection.”39 Thus, 

in March 1924, an official memorandum stated that the Foreign Office 

was “prepared to consider the issue of export licenses to the Soviet 

Union, but each case [would] be treated upon its merits”: before a 

license could be granted, the government had to be satisfied “that 

the quantities are reasonable, that direct benefit to British industry 

will result, and that there is no specially disquieting feature in the 

political situation.” But MacDonald and his colleagues stated that 

“in no case can there be any question of government assistance in 

financing the transaction.” 40 This was indeed a reasonable solution, 

for the firms interested could trade freely, if “reasonably,” with the 

Soviet authorities without interference from the British government. 

In April 1924, a contract for the supply of 600 machine guns to the 

Soviets was already signed. In July of the same year, Rakovski had 

written to Ponsonby to inform him that a commission was to be sent 

by the Commissariat of Foreign Trade “for the purpose of acquainting 

themselves with British airplanes,” in which the Soviet government 

was greatly interested.” 41 They were already in contact with the 

Napier works in London, which had agreed to sell the motors in ques¬ 

tion and which eventually did sell them. 

As soon as the Conservative government came back to power, 

matters changed for the worse. A typical example is the case of 

the order for arms and ammunition to a value of £7,500,000, which 

the Soviet government had placed in September 1924. At the time, 

with MacDonald still in office, a member of the Northern Department 
noted on the report that 

if we object to this contract we shall be placing difficulties 

in the way of employment of a considerable number of men 

over an extended period in an industry, and indeed in a 

firm [Vickers] which has had great difficulty in employing 
its skilled staff.42 

MacDonald did not object to the delivery, but considered that 

this was a cabinet matter.” Before a decision was taken, Labour was 

out of office, and Chamberlain took the opposite stand in full agree¬ 

ment with his colleagues. At the end of November 1924, a Foreign 
Office note stated that 
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after consideration of a Memorandum by the late Secretary 

of State for Foreign Affairs . . . the Cabinet agreed “that 

it would be inconsistent with the attitude towards Russia 

taken up by members of the government during the recent 

General Election to sanction the equipment of Soviet Russia 

with arms and amunition of British manufacture.43 

On 25 December, the Foreign Office made the point clear to the 

Board of Trade in a way that was to prove fatal to all further develop¬ 

ment of trade between Great Britain and Soviet Russia: “In reply to 

your letter of December 19th, Mr. Chamberlain holds that the inten¬ 

tion of the Cabinet decision was to prohibit all exports to Russia at 

the present time.”44 The Soviet trade delegation immediately felt the 

result of this one-sided decision, and Rakovski soon complained per¬ 

sonally to Chamberlain “that the attitude of the British government 

in matters of trade was obstructive.”45 Moreover, as the big Lon¬ 

don banks still refused to grant any long-term credits to the Soviets, 

Rakovski implied during the same conversation that “the hostile at¬ 

titude taken up by English banks towards Russian trade” was due to 

the inimical attitude of the British Conservative government toward 

Moscow. To this it was easy to reply, as Chamberlain did, that “the 

British government had no control over British banks and did not 

inspire their policy.” For the banks, he added, business was business, 

and their attitude was determined by purely business considerations. 

If they were unwilling to give the credits which Russia sought, it was 

“because the City of London would never be willing to lend fresh 

money to a State which repudiated the ordinary obligations of inter¬ 

national law in respect to debts incurred by its predecessors.” 46 

3. Great Britain and the Soviet Union on the Eve of the 

Locarno Conference (April-July 1925) 

If Chamberlain was determined to give the Soviet authorities a 

lesson, it was only because he put political problems much higher 

than economic questions, as Lord Curzon had done before him. If 

he “did not encourage the idea of entering upon fresh negotiations” 

on the subject of trade relations or of the treaties concluded by the 

Labour government and that the new cabinet refused to ratify, it was 

because of the constant “anti-British” activities, which he denounced 

to Rakovski with growing exasperation. Indeed, he saw “little use” in 

entering into such discussions so long as he was under the impression, 

from which he “could not at present escape, that the political obli¬ 

gations of the Trade Agreement were not being fulfilled.” His main 

concern obviously was 
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that the influence of the Soviet government or of the Com¬ 

munist International, whose activities [he] could not disso¬ 

ciate from those of that government was continuously being 

employed in an unfriendly spirit to British interests.47 

In the conversations he had with the Soviet representative, Cham¬ 

berlain referred not only to anti-British propaganda, but also to vari¬ 

ous hostile activities such as the selling of arms to Persian and Afghan 

rebels who were under the influence of “Communist agents.” Thus, at 

the very end of 1923, Soviet Russia had handed over to the Afghanis 

2,000 rifles and four anti-aircraft guns they had bought in Britain. 

These were “the remainder of a consignment of arms promised by 

the Soviet government to Afghanistan.”48 This consignment, which 

apparently was considerable, also included field guns. Early in April 

1924, the Foreign Office was informed that the Soviet mission was 

to deliver airplanes to the same country, that it was sending spe¬ 

cialists in aerial navigation, and had undertaken the construction of 

an aerodrome. Other reports written from January to April for the 

same year showed that the Afghanis were buying arms in various Eu¬ 

ropean countries, a thing that could only increase the suspicions of 

the British government. Thus, the Afghan minister in Rome bought, 

at this time, 1,000 British rifles, twenty machine guns, and 240,000 

rounds of ammunition from the Italian government. These arms were 

transmitted to Afghanistan via Constantinople and Russia “in order 

to prevent the British from holding them.”49 A few months before, a 

secret report mentioned the fact that flying personnel from France or 

Germany were to proceed to Afghanistan via Russia. The funds for 

training and to defray expenses were sent to Paris from the Moscow 

Legation. Also at the end of 1923, a “well-known arms purchasing 

agent of Vienna” (Dorstein) had endeavored, apparently successfully, 

to purchase 250,000 rifles for transmission by Russia to Persia. 

This feverish activity had followed the Curzon ultimatum and 

may have been caused by it. It was not limited to the two countries 

we have mentioned, but seemed to range from Turkey to China. When 

Chamberlain read of these actions that MacDonald had preferred to 

ignore, he was most disquieted by their extent and their importance. 

When he met Rakovski on 1 April 1925, he cited “as an instance of 

what [he] had to complain of,” the activities of the Soviet ambas¬ 

sador in Peking, who continually denounced his foreign colleagues 

and their policy, and incited the Chinese government to repudiate 

their treaties with Great Britain and with other countries.^9 

In fact, Bolshevik anti—imperialist” activités were soon to worry 

French political leaders as much as their British colleagues. In a letter 

of 8 June 1925, which he sent to his friend W. Tyrrell, Chamberlain 
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emphasized the identical view that existed between Briand, who was 

then the French foreign minister, and himself. Both men had lunched 

the same day “at a quiet little restaurant on the borders of the lake” 

at Geneva where they “ran over several problems . . . besides 

much desultory conversation.” One of these problems, apart from the 

central question of Germany’s fate, concerned “Bolshevik activities.” 

Chamberlain recalled that the Frenchman 

thought that we should keep our eyes open. The Soviet 

government had given up the idea of a forcible revolution 

in Europe. Their policy was now to strike at the West¬ 

ern Powers through their colonies, fomenting Communism 

and disorder in Africa, in Turkey, and in the Far East. We 

must watch China and Turkey also, where he feared that 

Mustapha Kemal was not turning out to be the man he had 

thought him. . . . He does not comtemplate any action 

by the governments, but he thinks it may be well that the 

police of our respective countries should be in close touch 

with one another.51 

Briand’s political analysis was absolutely right and proves that 

he had no illusions whatsoever about Bolshevik activities in the East, 

as well as in the West. He had probably read reports on Lenin’s last 

articles, such as “Better Less but Better,” in which the Bolshevik 

leader noted that the East “had entered finally into the revolutionary 

movement,” and he was no doubt aware of Stalin’s speech at the 

Twelfth Party Congress of April 1923, which had clearly linked the 

evolution of the East with that of the West: 

Either we shall shake to its foundations the deep rear guard 

of imperialism—the eastern colonial and semi-colonial countries— 

revolutionize them, and thus hasten the downfall of impe¬ 

rialism, or we shall fail, and thus strengthen imperialism 

and weaken the force of our own movement. That is the 

question.52 

In the same way, Rakovski understood that, if Great Britain 

and France eagerly desired to come to an agreement with Germany, 

if “the Western Powers wanted to ensure in their own interest the 

maximum of tranquillity” in Europe, that was “in order to center all 

their attention on the East.”53 

The meeting with Briand had only increased the suspicions of 

the British secretary of state for foreign affairs toward the Bolshe¬ 

viks. Moreover, as the Bolsheviks extended their action in the East, 

feeling themselves snubbed and ignored in Europe, Chamberlain grad¬ 

ually came to reconsider the advice that Churchill had given him in 
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November 1924, that he should sever diplomatic relations with the 

Soviet Union. In a secret memorandum dated 24 July 1925, Cham¬ 

berlain announced to Baldwin that “a great mass of information” 

had accumulated in the Foreign Office “proving the continuous hos¬ 

tile activities of Soviet Agencies against the British Empire, more 

particularly in the East.”54 This information was “of the most highly 

secret character,” and the secretary of state did not even circulate 

it to ministers “lest any carelessness in the handling of the papers 

should endanger” the British sources of information. He considered 

that the “provocation offered” was now such that it had become in¬ 

tolerable. Yet, he still had a number of important reasons for not 

wishing to push things “to the point at which a rupture would be 

inevitable.” The first reason was that such a rupture might have un¬ 

fortunate repercussions in China, where it might “help the Soviets in 

their attempts to pose as the protectors of the Chinese.”55 The second 

reason was that it might have equally bad results in Germany, where 

the opponents of the pact policy used as one of their chief arguments 

against it that it was “at bottom a British plot to cause a breach be¬ 

tween Germany and Russia in the interests of British policy.” And, 

last, there were the possible effects on “the immediate industrial fu¬ 

ture of Great Britain, which could not leave Baldwin’s government 

indifferent. Thus, Chamberlain showed how “grave” a rupture with 

the Soviets would be. He thought that the three reasons he had given 

were still probably sufficient” to justify and even to require a contin¬ 

uance of his attitude of chilly “aloofness.” But he did not feel certain 

that it was right for him “to take the responsibility of recommend- 

mg that continuance to the Cabinet” unless some other members of 

the cabinet shared with him the full information in possession at the 
Foreign Office. 

We see how careful Chamberlain was, and this was matched only 

by Rakovski’s caution since the British Conservatives had come to 

power. Since the beginning of 1925, he had realized that the time 

for a defensive diplomacy had come. Of course, there was “no dan¬ 

ger of war against the Soviet Union,” and he refused to frighten the 

Soviet masses by the idea that there could be “a capitalist block 

against Soviet Russia.”oG In his mind, the political leaders of east¬ 

ern Europe still hoped to be able “to use the political isolation and 

the economic weakness” of the first socialist state to convert it into 

a colony to which various plans of control similar to the Dawes plan 

might be applied. Indeed, Rakovski came back to the idea which he 

and other Bolshevik leaders had developed at the time of the civil 

war: that, because of their opposite political and social system, the 

capitalist and the socialist orders could not coexist side by side, and 
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that, sooner or later, one was bound to destroy the other. In these 

conditions, Rakovski believed that the bourgeois governments were 

facing a problem they could never solve: 

They realized the necessity of taking part in the economic 

restoration of the Soviet Union, but at the same time they 

felt that this work could only strengthen the hand of the 

Soviet government.57 

For its part, the Soviet Union had only one way: “to march 

toward victory.” Until then, the general policy was “to depend on 

dissensions among capitalist states” and to make them scramble for 

the Russian market. In fact, Rakovski never thought, as he said many 

time on the eve of the GenoaConference,that the Soviet economy could 

be reorganized by capitalist traders, engineers, or technicians. That 

was the reason why he had first opposed concessions to foreigners; 

the system of loans had always appeared to him as being much more 

interesting, for it maintained the full independence of Soviet princi¬ 

ples. Now that Western Europe was again isolating the first socialist 

state, he proclaimed when he came back to Moscow for a few days in 

January 1925: 

If you wish our foreign policy to be good, make this possible 

for us by consolidating the internal position of the Union; de¬ 

velop the productive powers of the country, raise the cultural 

level of the peasantry, create for our diplomacy a strong, 

unconquerable rear, and then that diplomacy may bring us 

something in 1925. . . .58 

As far as the policy of class struggle was concerned, Rakovski 

considered that the Soviet Union ought, of course, to continue to put 

its stake on the working class in the bourgeois countries of Western 

Europe. But he also argued that it had become necessary to adapt 

this policy “in such a way as to paralyze the attempt which was 

being made to turn against the Union the broad masses of the mid¬ 

dle class.”59 Indeed, the Soviet representative in London had been 

the first to see how a considerable part of the British middle class 

had been frightened by the Bolshevik bogey into voting Conserva¬ 

tive. In his view, all Soviet leaders, and especially those concerned 

with the activities of the Comintern, should refrain from ‘unwise lan¬ 

guage,” which helped nothing and created the worst impression on the 

broad masses of Western Europe who knew nothing about the Soviet 

Union. Thus, Labour might come back to power, and a new policy of 

“compromise” could be envisaged: if this happened, the Soviet Union 

would again be given the most favorable conditions to develop its own 

economic strength.60 For the moment, however, Briand and Cham- 
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berlain were determined to follow an active policy of appeasement, 

which would leave the Bolsheviks “outside the pale of civilization.”01 

In July 1925, after a hopeless discussion with Chamberlain, 

Rakovski tried to explain to the British public (and, in the first place, 

to the British middle class) the reasons for a “crisis” that he no longer 

denied. He thought that this crisis did not consist in the fact that 

there were disagreements, contradictions, and antagonisms between 

the two countries. In fact, he saw “nothing abnormal” in the fact 

that there were notable differences between two such powers as Great 

Britain and the Soviet Union, “which have different geographical posi¬ 

tions, different social structures, and different political and economic 

interests.” What he thought “abnormal,” however, was the peculiar 

atmosphere in Britain, which “magnified” all questions and incidents 

“out of proportion,” and “transformed them into a veritable casus 

belli.”62 It was “abnormal” to see that, “instead of endeavoring to 

find some means of overcoming” such disagreements, “instead of try¬ 

ing to bring about a conciliation,” as is the practice between countries 

in normal diplomatic relations, no real interchange of opinion was any 

longer possible between the two governments. This, Rakovski argued, 

might soon “bring about such a state of affairs as only exists between 

two countries at war.”63 Moreover, the most important questions— 

such as the questions of China and the pact—were “discussed and 

solved as though the Soviet Union were not in existence.” This was 

precisely what Austen Chamberlain was striving for, as his private 

letters show us very clearly. Thus, in June 1925, he asked his friend 

W. Tyrrell to tell the foreign editor of the Morning Post “to cut Soviet 

Russia out of his discussions of the pact.”64 In Chamberlain’s mind, 

the Locarno treaties had indeed little to do with the Soviet Union: 

he had “no idea of embarking on any . . . international campaign” 

directed precisely against the workers’ republic, as he had already 

told Rakovski personally. He had taken care to make it clear to the 

Soviet representative as early as April 1925 that 

if he was under the impression that [he, Chamberlain] had 

been engaged at Rome or Geneva in an effort to form an 

anti-Soviet union, as [he] had seen suggested in the Russian 

press, [he] might tell him at once that there was not a word 

of truth in that suggestion.65 

Of course, Rakovski and the Soviet government never thought 

that the Western Powers were planning war against them during their 

conversations at Locarno. Still, a pact that was signed without them 

was always, in their mind, signed against them, the more so if it 

sanctioned a “new united front of the imperalist powers,” a thing 
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that now seemed even worse than the “cordon sanitaire.” As the 

capitalist and the socialist orders could not exist side by side without 

interaction, such a “united front” could not be merely defensive; it 

had to be aggressive.66 

C. The Soviet Union and the Locarno Treaties (Autumn 

1925)67 

By the Locarno Treaties, France and Germany voluntarily agreed 

“to put an end to a historic dispute that had lasted for centuries.” 68 

What struck Rakovski most was that Germany herself was the “for¬ 

mal initiator of the negotiations.”69 Indeed, the first proposal was 

made in December 1922 by the Cuno government, that is only a few 

months after the signing of the Rapallo Treaty. Already at that time, 

Germany was trying to maintain the balance between its Eastern and 

Western policies. Or, as Chamberlain put it: “England and Russia 

were fighting for the soul of Germany,”70 These were two ways of 

explaining one of the main problems affecting European security. 

When Germany first proposed to the French government to enter 

into a mutual pledge, in which Great Britain and Belgium would be 

included, not to resort to war against one another for one generation, 

Poincare rejected it without real consideration.71 This was on the eve 

of the Ruhr occupation, and Germany was still considered the pariah 

of European political life that had dared to link its fate with the 

Soviet Republics, the other outcast. In two years’ time, however, the 

political situation had changed a great deal, and France found itself in 

a far less advantageous position. It was again worried by the fact that 

Great Britain had not yet signed a specific guarantee of its Rhineland 

frontier. As France saw that Germany was recovering quite speedily 

from its defeats, it considered it essential to its security to come to 

an agreement with that country. Now that France could no longer 

indulge in provocation or repression, and before Germany became 

too strong, a compromise must be sought. At Versailles in 1919, 

this had been impossible for, as Chamberlain wrote to L. S. Amery, 

“France and Germany moved in a vicious circle: fear on the one side, 

threats on the other, leading to ever deeper and more embittered 

hostility.” 72 It was to help in breaking this vicious circle that Great 

Britain decided to act as mediator, for the chance to act was given 

by Germany’s insistence on coming to an agreement. And this was 

not an Alliance of the victors against vanquished Germany; 

it [was] the suggestion of a mutual pact between Germany 

and her late enemies to safeguard the territorial position of 

Germany’s western frontier, to remove the fears of France 

and to bring Germany back into the comity of nations as 
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an equal, and, by averting the danger of war from Europe, 

to enable Europe to obtain the credits without which her 

economic and industrial state must go from bad to worse. 

This was a clear hint as to the part which the United States could 

play as a “special kind of super arbitrator,” which would settle all dis¬ 

putes cropping up between the contracting parties.73 Rakovski even 

suggested that it was Houghton, the U. S. ambassador in Berlin, who 

had really inspired the Locarno policy. His argument was that the 

United States could not obtain a settlement of the colossal debt that 

Great Britain, France, Italy, the Little Entente, etc. owed her (more 

than 10 million dollars exclusive of interest) “if the European govern¬ 

mental machine did not work more or less smoothly.”74 In Rakovski’s 

eyes, the fact that the capitalist powers could succeed in coming to 

an agreement based on good will was a bad omen. It meant that the 

workers’ republic was again isolated in the midst of naturally hostile 

capitalist countries: 

One must not close one’s eyes to the fact that the new in¬ 

ternational grouping will still further increase the isolation 

of the Soviet State in the capitalist world. In general, the 

USSR, as a revolutionary state, is compelled to practice the 

policy of “super-isolation.”75 

Yet, he proclaimed with the greatest determination that “iso¬ 

lation, which frightens other people, does not frighten us, for it is 

the present the Soviet power found in its cradle.”76 Now Rakovski 

was quite convinced that all the efforts which the Soviet government 

had made to be recognized by Western Europe were to end in failure. 

Such was his conclusion when he read the secret “memorandum” that 

Chamberlain was supposed to have written in May 1925. In this doc¬ 

ument, the British politician showed that Europe had been divided 

until then into three elements: victors, vanquished, and Russia. This 

was no longer to be true after the Locarno treaties. Germany and the 

other capitalist powers were to be put on an equal footing, while Rus¬ 

sia remained “outside the pale of civilization.” The “memorandum” 

made it clear that the Russian problem was then 

rather an Asiatic than a European problem. Tomorrow, 

Russia, perhaps, will once more appear in the European bal¬ 

ance of power. But for the time being she hangs like a storm 

cloud over the Eastern horizon of Europe. Russia is not a 

factor of stability in the definite sense. She is indeed the 

most threatening element, and a policy of security must be 

decided upon despite and perhaps just because of Russia.77 

If the first part of the “memorandum” sounded like Chamber- 
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Iain’s words, the last sentence certainly was a fake, but showed what 

the Soviets wanted to believe and to make others believe. It remains 

that the very fact that the capitalist powers had succeeded in coming 

to an agreement was considered by Rakovski as a major “defeat” for 

the Soviet diplomacy, for Locarno was “the reply to Rapallo.” And 

Rakovski, who was considered as one of the “fathers” of the Rapallo 

Treaty, now came to think that it had not borne fruit. His disen¬ 

chantment is easily to be seen in the following words: 

The Rapallo Treaty, which was more of a symbol than any¬ 

thing else, did not seriously hinder Germany from going over 

to the other side of the barricades from time to time and act¬ 

ing against us together with our enemies.78 

If Rakovski was so disappointed, it was because Chicherin and 

himself had put “the strongest pressure on Germany to prevent her 

from coming to an arrangement with France or Great Britain and no 

less to prevent her from entering into the League.”79 Chicherin himself 

had decided to go to Berlin at the very end of September 1925. When 

he arrived there on 30 September, he was “bent on a great campaign 

against England.” As D’Abernon wrote to Chamberlain: 

His central idea—outside monetary preoccupations—was to 

demonstrate to Germany that she was being a cat’s paw to 

us. If Germany signed the Western Pact, her relations with 

Russia would be so weakened that she would be a mere pawn 

in the Western combination. Since the menace of a German- 

Russian alliance would cease to exist, no one would listen to 

Germany’s views or pay attention to her remonstrances.80 

Alternatively, Chicherin’s scheme as regards France was to point 

out that “since Russia was no longer bound to Germany by the 

Rapallo engagement, a Franco-Russian alliance was possible.” The 

main obstacle to it, which had previously existed, namely unfriendli¬ 

ness between Russia and Poland, had indeed been removed through 

Chicherin’s conversation at Warsaw, where he had stopped on his way 

to the German capital. 

The Polish foreign minister, Skrrynski, who was known for “fa¬ 

voring policies of international conciliation,” had consulted Briand 

before receiving Chicherin.81 His French colleague had encouraged 

him to do so, saying that Poland “had every interest in getting on 

good terms with Russia if [it] could.” Its situation between Russia and 

Germany was obviously dangerous, and its relations with Germany 

could only be facilitated and the prospects of the Locarno negotia¬ 

tions improved if Germany felt that there was no likelihood of Russia 

making trouble for Poland in the rear. Indeed, if Poland had nothing 
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to fear from Russia, it might help to dispel from the minds of the Ger¬ 

mans their nightmare of a French army marching across Germany to 

the relief of Poland, an idea that, as Briand observed to Chamberlain, 

no Frenchman contemplated.82 

During his stay in Berlin, Chicherin concentrated his attacks on 

Great Britain, whose increasing influence appeared to him as “the 

danger to European politics.”83 His celebrated Anglophobia was now 

at work as it had been at Lausanne, that is every time he had to 

face Conservative British statesmen. He asserted that Russia had ex¬ 

perience of the nefarious actions of Britain in all parts of the world. 

In every country in the East were found British agents, who “not 

only opposed the promulgation of Soviet doctrines, but intrigued 

with the reactionary elements in each country to bring about a great 

combination—almost a crusade against the Moscow government.” 

His aim could then only be to organize an anti-British crusade, and, 

first of all, to prevent Germany from signing the Locarno Traties.84 

There is little doubt that on arriving in Berlin, Chicherin was confi¬ 

dent of being able to sow such distrust in the mind of the German 

government that the latter would find some plausible pretext to fol¬ 

low his advice. He was also confident that he would find the rep¬ 

resentatives of France sufficiently attracted by the conception of a 

Russian-Polish-French understanding to prevent them from pushing 

on with the necessary negotiations for the proposed Western pact.85 

The Russian diplomat forgot that the position of international politics 

had altered considerably since 1922. 

One of the most evident changes was that Poincare had been re¬ 

placed in France by Briand, and this, as D’Abernon wrote to Cham¬ 

berlain, “effected a vast reaction in German policy.”80 The other 

point was that, according even to the pro-Russian and “father” of 

Rapallo, Von Maltzan, “the necessity for Germany to rely on Russia 

was . . . considerably less” than three years ago. “No country could 

stand alone—the only possible recourse at that moment was Russia. 

That was why the Rapallo Treaty had been signed and why it was 

justified.”87 However, the German government knew that conversa¬ 

tions with the Soviets would enhance their bargaining power vis—à—vis 

the West, and that the signing of a commercial treaty would have its 

advantages. Thus, Streseman decided on the spot to grant this last 

satisfaction to Chicherin. As the German economic expert Schlesinger 

reported to BrockdorfF-Rantzau in Moscow: “The German-Russian 

trade ship” had, at last, “after a stormy voyage of many years,” 

reached a “peaceful haven.”88 

If the political advantages of the treaty had made Streseman de¬ 

cide to sign it, economic advantages were of no mean importance. The 
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German experts insisted on the fact that, their country having lost its 

colonies, “the industrial and commercial exploitations of Russia" was 

a “means of resuscitating its own trade.” For its part, Soviet Russia 

was interested in the technical advances of the Germans; moreover, 

if the latter were not in a position to do much as regards finance, 

the Berlin banks had recently granted credits to Russia amounting 

to ,£5,000,000.89 While he was in the German capital, Chicherin also 

tried to disuade the Germans from joining the League of Nations, but 

all his arguments were used to no avail.90 

Indeed, if the British government agreed to guarantee the Franco- 

German frontier on the one side and the frontier between Germany 

and Belgium on the other, it refused to take on “fresh obligations in 

respect to any [other] boundaries.” 91 In obtaining additional security 

in the West, Chamberlain clearly realized that the danger of war in 

the East was not diminished for all that. Yet he absolutely refused 

to “be dragged into a quarrel about Poland,”92 and thought that the 

best guarantee of the German-Polish frontier would be Germany’s 

entry into the League “with full acceptance by her of the obligations 

of Article 16” (which might involve action against the Soviet Union), 

but which was “the correlative of her enjoyment of rights under Arti¬ 

cle 9” (which opened up the possibility of a revision of the Versailles 

frontiers).93 The League of Nations would then assume its role in 

the event of the arbitration treaties not being fulfilled.94 As we see, 

Rakovski had some reasons to be pessimistic: all the efforts made by 

Soviet diplomacy since 1922 seemed to have been frustrated at Lo¬ 

carno, which organized a new grouping of the capitalist powers. His 

conclusion was that, in the future, these powers would continue to 

pull against each other in certain spheres, 

but such questions as Communist propaganda, the Labour 

Movement, debts and nationalized private property, repre¬ 

sent a common platform which will unite Germany with 

other capitalist states repeatedly against us.95 

As Germany then seemed to turn more willingly toward the West 

than toward the East, and as Chamberlain had made it clear to 

Rakovski that British-Soviet relations would be at a standstill as long 

as the Conservatives were in power, the Soviet government decided 

to try and come to an agreement with France. The most significant 

symbol of this new policy was the sending of Rakovski to Paris as 

Soviet ambassador. 
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Chapter 16 

Christian Rakovski as Soviet Ambassador to France 

(December 1925-October 1927) 

When Rakovski was transferred from London to Paris in November 

1925, a number of British newspapers considered this appointment as 

signaling the shifting of the Soviet diplomatic center from the British 

to the French capital. Thus, the Daily Telegraph saw “a good deal 

more” in this nomination than was generally believed. It was sus¬ 

pected that Rakovski would 

pursue the policy of rapprochement with both France and 

Poland recently inaugurated by Mr. Chicherin. The hidden 

purpose of this policy is directed rather against the British 

Empire than against Germany. ... It is to prevent Anglo- 

French solidarity on the Rhine from ever leading to the es¬ 

tablishment of any similar understanding in Asia and North 

Africa.1 

From this it was clear that certain British politicians suffered 

from an obsession that any Soviet move was directed against the 

British Empire, exactly as the Soviets insisted on the permanent hos¬ 

tility of Great Britain whose only aim was, in their mind, to isolate 

the workers’ republic. There is no doubt that Rakovski personally 

was eager to leave a country where he was condemned to permanent 

inaction because of Chamberlain’s refusal “to enter into new negoti¬ 

ations” with him. He now suggested that France would hold the key 

to the political situation in Western Europe, and declared: “formerly 

the road led to Paris through London, now it leads to London through 

Paris.”2 His personal bitterness is easily to be felt in the article he 

published in Communist International on “The Decline of the World’s 

Shop,” i.e., the decline of Great Britain.3 He there reviewed the nu¬ 

merous crises experienced in the various branches of British industry, 

especially in the coal, engineering, and textile industries. He showed 

that the increase in the number of unemployed meant “a decrease 

of wages and a general deterioration in the condition of the working 

class,” indeed, a “physical degeneration of the British proletariat.” 

His conclusion was that Britain had “definitely lost her predominant 

position in the world market,” and that the British bourgeoisie would 
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prove incapable of solving the contradictions it had created, since the 

crisis through which Britain was passing was “not transitional but 

chronic.” Under these conditions, the only solution the British bour¬ 

geoise could find was to start a period of political reaction. This, 

in its turn, would incite the workers to rebel, and it was to prevent 

this eventuality, Rakovski argued, that the British government was 

endeavoring to sever relations with the Soviet Union: it hoped to 

isolate the British workers “from the Russian Communists, in whom 

they may find valuable moral and material support in the forthcoming 

struggles.” 4 

As we can see, Rakovski considered that diplomatic and Com¬ 

intern activities were complementary, and that one of the two had to 

become more prominent when the other had failed. In Britain, he 

thought that the time of class struggle had come, while diplomacy 

was still possible in Prance. Since the time when he had worked for 

the first Franco-Soviet rapprochement, when Lenin had sent him to 

Czechoslovakia to have a secret meeting with Poincare’s represen¬ 

tatives in 1922, Rakovski together with Chicherin had recommended 

the formation of a continental bloc grouping the Soviet Union, France, 

and Germany, a block that obviously had an anti-British bias. When 

he had helped to speed up French recognition of the Soviet Union, 

Rakovski had thought he would be appointed to Paris. Krasin had 

been sent in his place to the French capital, but he did not seem to be 

the right man to understand the French psychology.6 By the autumn 

of 1925, the negotiations he was having with the French government 

on the problems of tsarist Russia’s debts had reached an impasse, and, 

as he admitted in a private letter to his wife, “on the whole I am more 

and more losing a taste for diplomatic work.” What Krasin disliked 

“in this ballet called the French political world” was “the atmosphere 

of constant intrigues.”6 He was the first to think that “Rakovski might 

perhaps arrive at something,” as in such a world only a “smelyi delets 

(daring businessman), not to say more, can do something . . . , for 

he will not hesitate to buy the good will of influential personalities.” 7 

This was known to the Quai d'Orsay where, on account of his rev¬ 

olutionary past in France, and because of his numerous connections 

on the Left, he was “viewed with little favor.” As Lord Crewe, then 

British ambassador in Paris, wrote to Chamberlain, French officials 

considered Rakovski “to present a far more formidable figure than his 

predecessor, M. Krasin.”8 The head of the Quai d'Orsay, Berthelot, 

thought that the latter was “un bon bourgeois,” but that he had been 

wrong “to go to M. de Monzie and to various people outside the gov¬ 

ernment, instead of discussing directly with the Foreign Office and 

the Minister of Finance.” As for Rakovski, he thought him rather 
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like Napoleon III as described by the Queen of Holland: “Tellement 

rusé qu’il ne faut pas croire le contraire de ce qu'il dit.”9 

Rakovski’s appointment in Paris was made even more signifi¬ 

cant by the arrival of Chicherin, who had interviews in Paris with 

Briand and Berthelot in November and December.10 The discussions 

centered on British-Soviet relations and on the eternal question of 

Russian debts, two topics on which the French and the Russians 

could hardly agree. Berthelot, who reveled in quotations, cited the 

equivocal French proverb: “On peut se reconcilier quelquefois avec 

un ennemi, avec un ami jamais,” which, as the Soviet commissar 

rather justifiably observed, was not an encouraging opening for the 

forthcoming negotiations. He departed “très peu content,” leaving 

Rakovski to use all his diplomatic skill to try and reach an agreement 

with the French political leaders. His tactics were to be very supple, 

and he was to combine official and unofficial diplomacy with even 

more audacity than when he was in England. 

A. Franco—Soviet Relations 

It is generally agreed that Rakovski’s arrival in Paris marked 

the beginning of an intensive Soviet campaign to improve Franco- 

Soviet relations, and to set on foot serious discussions of outstanding 

issues.11 During the conversations that Chicherin and Rakovski had 

just had with Briand and Berthelot at the Quai d’Orsay, the pro¬ 

cedure for the forthcoming negotiations had been agreed upon. It 

was decided that the conference should discuss the general problem 

of political relations and the possibility of concluding a commercial 

treaty, as well as questions of debts and credits. As had been the case 

in London during the British—Soviet conference, it was arranged that 

there should be four sections, to deal respectively with the political, 

juridical, financial, and economic aspects of the negotiations.12 Al¬ 

though the conference was mainly to deal with economic questions, 

Rakovski thought that the importance of the political aspect should 

be evident to everybody.13 One should not forget that, in May 1924, 

he had proclaimed that the Soviets were “everywhere running across 

the intrigues of French diplomacy” in Warsaw, Bucharest, Prague, 

Belgrade, and London. This angry comment had been pronounced at 

a time when French antagonism to Moscow had found an expression 

that had been particularly resented by Rakovski: two months before, 

Poincare had ratified the Paris protocol, which assigned Bessarabia 

to Romania.14 

Now that he was in Paris, Rakovski was determined to try and 

“get rid of many causes of friction between France and the Union.” 

When he realized that the French government was not ready to accept 
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the Soviet proposal of a Franco-Polish-Russian formai rapproche¬ 

ment, and that it was useless to revive the Bessarabian issue, he de¬ 

cided to work first for the development of trading relations between 

the two countries, and for an advantageous settlement of the problem 

of debts and credits.15 

1. Trade Relations between France and the Soviet Union 

(1923-1924) 

Before the October Revolution, trade between France and Rus¬ 

sia had never been extremely important, especially if compared with 

trade between Russia and Germany which was six-and-a-half times 

more developed.16 Prewar trade between France and Russia even 

showed a balance in favor of the latter: Russians exports to France in 

1913 were valued at 100,879,000 rubles, and exports from France to 

Russia for the same year only amounted to 56,990,000 rubles. At that 

time, Russian exports to France constituted 6.6 percent of her total 

exports, France coming fourth in this respect, after Germany, Great 

Britain, and Holland. When trade relations were resumed between 

France and Russia in 1922 and 1923, timber was the only article of 

export to France, with the exception of a small quantity of silk and 

combings. The value of export for these two years was very limited 

as it only amounted to 1,243,000 rubles at 1913 prices. In the period 

January-September 1924, Soviet export to France already amounted 

to 5,630,000 puds, which formed 30.1 percent of the total Soviet ex¬ 

port by weight, but only 2.5 percent of the total value: the greatest 

part of these exports consisted of timber, seeds, and flax, but also 

fur, cocoons, and manganese.17 During the period 1922-1924, im¬ 

ports from France to the Soviet Union were valued at 3,024,000 rubles. 

The articles imported comprised foodstuffs, raw materials, semiman¬ 

ufactures, and manufactures, and were obviously different from the 

prewar imports from France where cosmetics and lace largely predom¬ 

inated: they now consisted of cereals, meal, chemicals, wool cork, and 

leather for 1923, and of cocoa beans, coffee, sugar, cork, chemicals, 

and dyes for 1924. Throughout 1925, French exports to the Soviet 

Union were to grow steadily as France bought an important quantity 

of fuel oil from the Soviet government.18 The development of trad¬ 

ing relations between the two countries was however greatly hindered 

by the constant agitation of the French bondholders and creditors of 

Russia. 

2. The Problem of Russian Oil.19 

In February 1926, a deputy enquired about French interests in 

Russia in view of the recent purchase of Russian oil by his government. 
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The minister of the navy thought it necessary to appease Russia’s 

creditors, and replied that the contract, “which was very advanta¬ 

geous, was not with the Soviet government, but with the Soviet Oil 

Syndicate.” His argument was understood by everyone as having only 

a formal value. He went on to say that, no French oil companies hav¬ 

ing existed in Russia, the question of damaged interests did not arise 

in respect of owners of confiscated property, but only in respect of 

French investors in Russian companies, and they were safeguarded in 

the same way as all other foreign creditors of Russia. Moreover, other 

countries were buying from the Oil Syndicate, without prejudice to 

their claims to redress in respect of confiscations. Thus, the minister 

concluded, there was no reason why the French government should 

not buy Russian oil, “seeing that the Soviet government had not con¬ 

fiscated any French wells,” and as the oil now purchased “could not 

therefore be said to belong to French nationals.”20 The question of 

Russian oil remained important throughout Rakovski’s stay in Paris. 

In February 1926, the question had cropped up when the So¬ 

viet delegation in Paris had made a counterproposal to the group of 

French banks that had offered to provide long-term credits for the 

Soviet government in return for a concession to extract petroleum in 

the Caucasus. The French group had in view the Baku and Grozni 

oilfields. The Soviet government, however, was ready to grant a con¬ 

cession for the working of oilfields elsewhere—namely on the Emba 

River in the Uralsk province. The oilfields were situated near the 

mouth of the Emba River, which flows into the Caspian Sea, and were 

worked before the war by a British company. They were rich enough, 

but they had the disadvantage of laying in very marshy and unhealthy 

country. There were more than 251 miles from the nearest railway, 

the Orenburg-Tashkent line, and very little labor was available. The 

French bankers quickly realized that much fresh capital would be re¬ 

quired if they were to be worked at a profit. Moreover, apart from 

material difficulties in working the oilfields, the French group did not 

wish to trespass on the rights of the British company.21 

3. Rakovski’s Unofficial Diplomacy and Franco-Soviet Trade 
(1925-1926) 

We see that Rakovski was using in Paris the technique of parallel 

negotiations with the French government and with French industri¬ 

alists, thus creating some sort of bargaining power. When official 

negotiations dragged on or were at a standstill, he used all the con¬ 

nections he had in the French press to “create the illusion that foreign 

banks [were] becoming anxious to give credits to Russia.”23 Thus, in 

April 1926, it became known that a French group proposed to found 
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a Franco-Soviet consortium. The consortium would consist, on the 

one side, of the Soviet government, and, on the other, of the Banque 

de Paris et des Pays-Bas, which was supposed to be the moving spirit 

in the proposal. Certain other French banking houses were said to be 

associated with it, while the second category of members apparently 

consisted of French firms dealing in oil, grain, and other material 

(Companie française des pétroles, and Louis Dreyfus et Cie.). The 

proposal was based on the assumption that the French and Soviet gov¬ 

ernments would come to an agreement about the repayment of the 

Russian prewar debts to France and conclude a commercial treaty. 

In this case, the French group would undertake to grant the Soviet 

government credits for a sum to be determined and to make itself re¬ 

sponsible for the annuities to be paid on account of the service of the 

debts under the terms of the agreement concluded by the two govern¬ 

ments. In return, the Soviet government would undertake to export 

and place at the disposal of the consortium a certain annual quota of 

raw materials, such as petroleum, petroleum products, wheat, flax, 

various ores, and precious metals. These products would be dealt 

with by the consortium in the French and foreign markets. The pro¬ 

ceeds of the sale would be used to secure the credits granted to the 

Soviet government and to provide for payment of the annuities of the 

debt. Besides the interest on credits, the consortium would receive a 

commission on the sales of the goods exported from Russia.24 

In Paris and in London, the major newspapers announced on 9 

April that this proposal was submitted to the Soviet government.25 

In fact, it was Rakovski who had thought up the scheme and aired 

it in the press. The result, however, was perhaps not what he had 

expected. On the following day, 10 April, the Banque de Paris et des 

Pays-Bas had the most categorical démenti published in Le Temps: 

for the third time, the French bank had to deny “fanciful negoti¬ 

ations between itself and the Soviet government,” and proclaimed 

that it had never held conversations with the Soviet government on 

this subject. All these denials only hid the failure of discussions that 

had soon proved abortive, but which really took place. When they 

failed, Rakovski spread the rumor of their existence, which was of 

course immediately denied. This technique was repeatedly used by 

Rakovski and the Soviet government. Thus, at the beginning of April 

1926, it was reported from Leningrad that a person acting for the five 

chief British banks was arranging credits for Russia for the exploita¬ 

tion of her timber resources. Immediate enquiries among the leading 

banks revealed that there was no foundation for this report.26 A few 

months later, an obviously inspired article was published in Le Nord 

industriel.27 The tone had already changed and was far less assertive. 
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The newspaper stated that Soviet Russia was anxious to develop her 

trade with France, but that she found difficulty in financing her pur¬ 

chases, as French industries were not prepared to give her credit, and 

not only was the discount rate very high, but the leading French banks 

would not give discounts for more than three months. It was again 

suggested, therefore, that a bank should be created in Paris for the 

purpose of facilitating exchanges between the two countries.28 

The newspaper revealed, however, that in spite of these diffi¬ 

culties, between 1 January 1925 and 30 March 1926, the value of 

Soviet purchases in France amounted to 14.5 million dollars. Ma¬ 

chines, textile products, metals and chemical products represented 

75 percent of the total. This was a clear hint to French business¬ 

men and bankers, and a way to excite their appetite for the Russian 

market. They were “asked” to call at the Central Union of Con¬ 

sumer Cooperatives of the USSR, which was represented in Paris by 

the company Centrosoyous-France. All necessary details were given 

about this company that had “carried out important transactions in 

France and Belgium” and that purchased “direct from manufacturers 

and merchants.” From 1 October 1925 to July 1926, it had pur¬ 

chased on behalf of the cooperative societies and dispatched to Soviet 

Russia goods to the value of some 50 million francs. The total in¬ 

cluded piece goods to the value of £148,173 fancy goods to the value 

of £54,000, small agricultural tools, aluminum, and resins. During 

the same period Belgium sold piece goods to the value of £62,685. 

The average length of credit granted in respect of these transactions 

was five months, and the banking arrangements were made through 

the Cooperative Banks, on the one side, and through the Moscow 

Narodin Bank, on the other.29 

If trade between France and the Soviet Union was thus acquiring 

some importance in the years 1925-1926, it did not go further than 

day—to—day deals. Most French industrialists and bankers refused to 

run the risk of heavy losses again. Confidence had not been revived, 

as the minor part the French played in concessions within the USSR 

shows us clearly. By 1926, only one agreement had been signed for 

five years between the Leningrad Electric Trust and the French “Com¬ 

pagnie générale de télégraphie sans fil.” But this only concerned the 

supply of material and it had been concluded in 1923. Throughout 

Rakovski s stay in Paris, and despite all his efforts,89 only three pro¬ 

visional contracts were concluded: the most important concerned a 

monopoly of artificial silk production, which could have been granted 

to a big French firm for twenty-two years; another had to do with the 

mass production of cycles and motorcycles”; the third envisaged the 

organization of firms that would have made photographic and cine- 
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matographic film.31 These agreements, however, were never ratified in 

Moscow, as the French government refused to give satisfaction to the 

Soviets on two points to which the latter attached the greatest psy¬ 

chological importance: the Bizerte fleet and Georgian representation 

in Paris. 

4. Two Causes of Disagreement between France and the 

Soviet Union 

Whenever Rakovski had an interview with Berthelot, Briand, 

or Poincare during the two years he was in Paris, he did not fail 

to press vigorously for the return of the Bizerte fleet, which Herriot 

had promised him when he first met him in London in 1924.32 If 

this wish was granted, the Soviet representative offered to sell a very 

large proportion of the fleet at St. Nazaire to shipbreakers and to 

put two-thirds of the remainder into French yards and one-third into 

Italian yards to be reconditioned. At the moment, the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment wanted to take into the Black Sea for propaganda purposes 

only one torpedo boat and one submarine.33 Despite these reasonable 

proposals, the Russian fleet was not to be given back to the Soviet 

government, as certain elements in the French government urged that 

there was no reason why the fleet should be returned while the Rus¬ 

sians refused to recognize their debts. 

The second point at issue was the “Georgian Mission,” headed in 

Paris by Chenkeli, who had representatives in several French provin¬ 

cial towns (Lyon in particular).34 This mission had a semiofficial ex¬ 

istence, and served as an “antidote” to the Soviet Embassy. On 15 

June 1926, Rakovski sent a long memorandum to Briand in which he 

listed the nefarious actions of the “Georgian Mission,” including the 

assassination of several Georgians in Paris who had come into con¬ 

tact with the Soviet representatives, and attacks on members of the 

Soviet Embassy. Rakovski indirectly accused the French government 

of complicity, for they allowed the existence of a “government” that, 

“apart from terrorist organizations represents nothing, and continues 

to enjoy diplomatic prerogatives, to be mentioned on the list of the 

diplomatic corps drawn up by the [French] Ministry for Foreign Af¬ 

fairs, to attend official functions, and to carry on such administrative 

activities as the granting of passports and visas.”35 Since, however, 

the French Socialists strongly backed the Georgians, and the French 

government felt no particular urge to please the Soviets, no decision 

was taken before Rakovski left Paris. When the latter met Poincare 

on 27 January 1927, for example, the French premier admitted that 

he had just met Chenkeli at an official dinner given by the president 

of the Republic, Gaston Doumergue. When Rakovski insisted that 
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this problem should be solved as quickly as possible and referred to 

the fact that MacDonald, i.e., “a menshevik minister,” had agreed to 

solve the problem as soon as he recognized the Soviet government, 

Poincare replied with a smile: 

I would certainly not have acted as Herriot did; before rec¬ 

ognizing you, I would have gone through all these vexed 

questions. Yet, as you were recognized without [preliminary] 

conditions, one must be logical to the end.36 

His conclusion was that the problem should be overcome, but 

that it had to be done “en douceur.”37 In fact, the solution was 

made entirely dependent on the solving of a more important ques¬ 

tion, namely that of the Russian debts. Exactly as in the case of 

the fleet, the French government considered that there was no reason 

why secondary questions should be resolved to the satisfaction of the 

Soviets if the latter still refused to pay the debts of the tsarist gov¬ 

ernment. This bring us to the work of the Franco-Soviet Conference, 

which met for several months in 1926 and 1927. 

B. The Franco-Soviet Conference (1926-1927)38 

1. On the Eve of the Conference 

Rakovski was appointed in Paris in November 1925 to try to set¬ 

tle the biggest of the difficulties in the way of good relations between 

the Soviet Union and the major European countries: that of tsarist 

Russia’s debts. As he had done when he was in Britain, he imme¬ 

diately set the tone of the forthcoming negotiations by proclaiming 

that, on the Soviet side, long-term credits and financial aid were re¬ 

garded as “the key to the question of debts.”39 His arguments had 

not changed: such an arrangement corresponded not only to Soviet 

interests, “but also to the interests of the development of trading re¬ 

lations between France and the Soviet Union,” as a great part of the 

credits would be used on the French market. Moreover, the Soviet 

government thought it necessary to advise the French delegation that, 

as it had above all to protect the “real interests of the peasant holders 

of canceled tsarist obligations,” it should “not fight for the triumph 

of empty juridical formulae.”40 This meant that the French had bet¬ 

ter stick to concrete problems and not try to discuss the matter at a 

theoretical level, as the debts had been canceled once and for all in 
1917. 

In various interviews to the French press, Rakovski did not fail to 

recall that the Allied governments had exempted the successor states 

of Austria-Hungary from paying its war debts.41 He also recalled 

that, in 1905, all the Russian Socialist parties, and even the Cadet 
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party of Pavel Miliukov, had warned the European powers that they 

considered the granting of loans to the tsarist government as an act 

of enmity toward the Russian people, and that the future government 

of Russia would refuse to refund them. In the eyes of the workers and 

peasants of Russia, Rakovski added, the loans granted to the tsarist 

government never appeared as a means to improve the economy of 

Russia, but “as aid given to a government to remain in power, to keep 

up its bureaucratic apparatus, its police, its army, to build strategic 

ways and armament factories, to make war.”42 He concluded by say¬ 

ing that these workers and peasants would never agree to refund the 

loans, unless they were given certain financial advantages in return. 

Thus, the question of debts and credits made a whole that the Soviet 

representative refused to divide, a position the French government 

never accepted. The French authorities were strongly backed on this 

point by the numerous groups of French creditors and property own¬ 

ers with claims against the Soviets. One of the most important of 

these was the Society for the Recovery of Private Debts in Russia, 

which was headed by the former French ambassador to Petrograd, J. 

Noulens, a notorious enemy of the Bolsheviks. 

In a conversation he had with René Pinon (of the Revue de3 deux 

mondes) on the eve of the opening of the Franco-Soviet Conference, 

Noulens was quite explicit. He said he well knew it to be the opinion 

of the Quai d'Orsay that the negotiations could not succeed for the 

moment as the condition of any debt repayment by Russia was a loan. 

And, even if satisfactory guarantees could be given for such a loan, 

which they could not, France could not find the money. Noulens’ 

opinion was that “the present negotiations would continue for a time 

without result, but that they would be useful in once more showing 

the Russians what were for them the conditions of a reconstruction 

loan.” Noulens then came back to the idea that had been proposed 

by the French during the Genoa Conference: to resume negotiations 

through “an international consortium which would be rich enough 

to produce the money required.” He even added that de Monzie, 

who was to preside over the Franco-Soviet Conference, was also an 

“internationalist” in this matter.45 Government circles were skeptical 

about the impending negotiations, and Daladier, who was then minis¬ 

ter of public instruction but considered “an authority to some extent 

on Russian questions,” summed up the general impression by saying 

that “the delegates will go on talking indefinitely and will achieve 

nothing.”44 

In Moscow, skepticism was certainly not as widespread as in 

Paris, but Trotsky refused to pin any “extraordinary hopes” on the 

negotiations his friend Rakovski was going to resume. He nevertheless 
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suggested that France should grant the Soviet Union a credit for 30 

million rubles at 11 percent of which 7 percent would be treated as 

interest and the remaining 4 percent used in payment of the debts.40 

As far as the tactics of the Soviet delegation were concerned, there 

seemed to exist great differences of opinion between the Bolshevik 

leaders. The skeptics pointed out that, although Krasin had received 

from France firm promises that his proposals would be accepted and 

the Wrangel fleet returned, France had turned down the proposals46 

at the last minute, thanks to the influence of Downing Street.47 In 

their eyes, new negotiations were pretty useless. On the contrary, 

the “moderates” suggested that the best thing was “to amend these 

proposals and to offer better terms to the French from a commercial 

point of view.”48 In the end, Rakovski was “able to convince Moscow” 

that he would get an agreement with France “without having to pay 

debts or give compensation,” but, instead, “would offer every [polit¬ 

ical] support to France.” He easily convinced his colleagues of “his 

intimacy with de Monzie and other French politicians,” and pointed 

out that he had “already received the support of French politicians 

for an attack on British policy.”49 In summary, he tried to persuade 

his government that he could more efficiently use in Paris the method 

he had used when he was in London:50 this was to rely for a great part 

on personal relationships and thus have direct access to governmental 

circles, and to make it clear that “agreement must be reached through 

political channels and not through commercial ones.”51 If Rakovski 

thought that the methods had to be political, he was convinced that 

the interests involved were as much economic as political. We know 

that his pet scheme was a political rapprochement between France 

and the Soviet Union, and this he considered as the only solid basis 

for economic relations. While he was still in Moscow at the beginning 

of February 1926, he proclaimed that the success of the negotiations 

would mainly depend on the good will of the two delegations, and on 

their determination to come to a positive result. He declared that 

The basis of the coming negotiations must be, not this or 

that question in dispute, such as the question of debts, but 

the indisputable interests which can be brought to fruition 

by both states.52 

Throughout these negotiations, Rakovski was to be helped by a 

strong delegation of experts and technical advisers, some twenty per¬ 

sons in all, among whom were Tomski, Pyatakov, and Preobrazhenski. 

The very importance of the delegation he had helped to select showed, 

as he stated, “the seriousness and significance” the Soviet government 

attached to the impending conversations. Once in Paris, however, he 
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proved by all his activities and by the decisions he took that it was 

he who commanded at every stage.03 

2. During the Conference 

The Franco-Soviet Conference on debts can be divided into two 

phases of unequal importance. When it first met, from February until 

March 1926, Briand was at the head of the French government. He 

could not but remember that, as early as January 1922, he had agreed 

to meet the Russians and to negotiate with them. But this, as we 

saw, was the result of Lloyd George’s influence, and many observers 

believed that, “at bottom his acquiescence was merely due to a cyn¬ 

ical belief that nothing really concrete would result of it.”°4 Briand 

had preferred on that occasion to resign rather than give the impres¬ 

sion that he staked his political career on the Russian issue. Five 

years later, his attitude had not altered, but he was ready to resume 

negotiations to see if the Russians, for their part, had changed their 

minds. This was also what Nulens contemplated. When the confer¬ 

ence gathered again in March 1927, after an interruption of several 

months, Poincare had become president of the council and Briand 

foreign minister. This change, to which was added the considerable 

weight of the international situation, introduced a very different spirit 

into the negotiations. Thus, de Monzie, who was left to preside over 

the French delegation, could say one thing and Poincaré another, 

but the latter always had the last word. Under Briand, a practical 

solution might have been found, and this is what Rakovski readily 

understood. 

a. The negotiations under Briand (February-July 1926). 

In his “tactful” reply to Briand’s speech of welcome at the first 

meeting of the conference (15 February 1926), the Soviet representa¬ 

tive pleaded for a “purely practical” approach to the problem of debts 

and credits.55 He hinted at the “considerable number of Frenchmen of 

all classes of society, and particularly the most modest,” who would 

be interested in a settlement.56 Throughout his speech, he empha¬ 

sized the fact that “un état d’esprit réaliste” would greatly help both 

delegations and concluded in perfect French: 

Attentifs, nous aussi, aux résultats plus qu’à la forme dans 

laquelle ils seront obtenus, nous pouvons vous assurer que 

nous sommes guidés par une même volonté d’aboutir. . . 

. Nos travaux doivent aboutir, parce que les deux parties y 

sont également intéressées.57 

While Briand was president of the council, a settlement might 

have been reached, especially as his finance minister, Joseph Caillaux, 
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admitted privately that “he would disregard the question of principle 

in dealing with the debts,” and agreed with Rakovski “to try and 

get satisfaction on a practical basis for the French bondholders.”08 

The main problem in his mind was that the Soviets always linked the 

question of debts with that of credits. For his part, he thought that 

“anything in the nature of credits to the Soviet Union was out of the 

question owing to the bad condition of French finances.” Thus, when 

Rakovski started talking credits at the most important session he had 

with de Monzie, Briand, and Caillaux on 15 July 1926, the latter 

began by waving his hands, saying that the Frenchman in 

the street will say that they [the Soviets] are taking their ex¬ 

ample from the tsarist government, and want to take money 

from the French to pay old debts.59 

Rakovski then repeated the proposal he had made during the offi¬ 

cial sessions of the conference. War debts had, of course, to be written 

off, as Russia had helped France to defeat Germany. As far as prewar 

debts were concerned, the Soviet government would pay sixty-two 

annuities averaging 40,000,000 gold francs each, the assumption be¬ 

ing that the total debt would be reduced by 25 percent to correspond 

with the postwar reduction of Russian territory, that a partial mora¬ 

torium would be granted so that full payments commenced only at 

the end of the third year, and, above all, that the credit problem 

would be satisfactorily solved.60 In this connection, Caillaux thought 

that a solution could be found if the Soviets agreed “to give oil as a 

guarantee for credits.”61 Rakovski was certainly pleased to see that 

the French foreign minister referred to a plan he had been the first 

to advocate in several interviews to the French press. He replied to 

Caillaux that the Soviet government was ready to grant concessions in 

accord with its legislation, but not at Gronzi or Baku. He added that 

he was having conversations with French firms on this subject, and 

that this could not be the object of a particular contract. What he 

proposed was to conclude an agreement with the French government 

for a regular delivery of oil. He would readily ask his government to 

deduct from its return the annual percentage and repayment, which 

they would have to pay for French credits. Then Rakovski thought 

it necessary to ask Caillaux if he would agree to set up a monopoly 

in the oil trade in France so that the Soviets might become “the sup¬ 

plier of the French government.” Both Caillaux and Briand seemed 

to consider the question carefully and proclaimed that this would be 

a way to resist the growing demands of Standard Oil and of Shell, and 

to be delivered from the dictatorship of English and American oil 

societies. Thereupon, both sides agreed to have further discussions 
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on the subject and to do away with the question of debts in the near 

future. 

Two days later, however, the Briand-Caillaux government fell 

after a vote of no confidence, and Herriot was asked to form a new 

government. Rakovski’s hopes ran high when he learned the news in 

Moscow, where he was attending an important plenary meeting of the 

Communist party’s Central Committee. Indeed, one of Herriot’s first 

steps had been to appoint his friend de Monzie finance minister.03 

The latter immediately telegraphed Rakovski that he was ready to 

ratify the draft agreement that had been arrived at on 16 July. Af¬ 

ter his meeting with Caillaux, the Soviet representative had agreed 

to a compromise on the subject of the annual repayment which his 

government would make for sixty-two years. He had first proposed 

40,000,000 gold francs, while the French had asked 75,000,000: both 

sides had finally agreed on 60,000,000 gold francs, and de Monzie had 

decided to examine sympathetically the Russian demand for credits 

totalling $225,000,000.64 

Again, a few days later, the uncertainty of French political life 

was to condemn the new proposal, and compromise all further ne¬ 

gotiations. On 21 July, the new Herriot-de Monzie cabinet failed to 

obtain a majority, and the president of the republic (Gaston Doumer- 

gue) asked Poincare to constitute a Council of Ministers that would 

satisfy the vast majority of French citizens and calm their fears of 

national bankruptcy. Poincaré asked five former presidents of council 

to form his government. Briand was appointed foreign minister, and 

Herriot minister of public instruction, but neither de Monzie nor Cail¬ 

laux were given responsible positions: de Monzie was left to preside 

over the Franco-Soviet Conference, but Poincaré decided to deter¬ 

mine personally the fate of the negotiations in his double quality as 

president of the council and finance minister. At that time, the evolu¬ 

tion of the political situation in France as in the rest of Europe altered 

for the worse the atmosphere of the Franco-Soviet Conference. 

b. The international situation (1926-1927). 

As soon as Poincaré came to power, the Soviets understood that 

their position in Europe was to revert to what it had been on the eve of 

the Genoa Conference four years before. In 1926 as in 1922, Poincaré 

had succeeded Briand just when the latter seemed ready to come to 

an agreement, or at least to discuss with the Russians. In 1922, when 

the Soviet government had realized that Poincaré would block every 

progress of the conference, they had turned toward Germany and 

induced her to sign the celebrated Treaty of Rapallo. Now, in 1926, 

experience guided the Russians. When they saw that the Franco- 
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Soviet negotiations were at a standstill despite Rakovski s efforts, and 

that London continued its policy of “aloofness,” they again turned 

toward Germany. 

c. The German-Soviet Treaty (April 1926) 

To influence the Germans, the Soviet government gave them 

a somewhat misleading account of the Franco—Soviet negotiations, 

stressing the possibility of an alliance between Moscow and Paris, 

which would, of course, imply a rapprochement between Warsaw and 

Moscow.65 France, in alliance with Poland and the Soviet Union, 

would obviously dominate Europe, and squeeze Germany to a mi¬ 

nor status. There is no doubt that the Germans, and Stresemann in 

particular, were alarmed by such a possibility, and preferred to keep 

the balance between East and West, while it was still possible. The 

Russo-German Treaty, made public on 24 April 1926, had distinct 

political and economic advantages. It relieved both Germans and 

Russians of the fears of isolation, as it contained a “mutual undertak¬ 

ing not to take part in an unprovoked attack by third powers against 

Russia or Germany.”66 On the other hand, Germany agreed to grant 

the Soviet government a loan of 300,000,000 gold marks, which was 

to guarantee its predominance on the Russian market.67 The Sovi¬ 

ets were extremely satisfied with this diplomatic success, but they 

feared a reaction from the West. Thus, Rakovski in a statement to 

the French press, denied that the treaty was in any sense “a reply 

to the Locarno Pact,”68 while Stresemann tactfully described it “as 

complementary to Locarno,” an expression that still provoked some 

anxiety in Moscow.69 

d. Toward the rupture of diplomatic relations between Great 

Britain and the Soviet Union (April 1926-May 1927) 

Chamberlain reacted with great moderation to the German- 

Soviet Treaty. He was satisfied that the Germans had kept him 

informed throughout the negotiations, and that these had led to a 

treaty that contained “nothing incompatible with the covenant of the 

League or with the Locarno obligations,” and excluded in particular 

“an unrestricted neutrality clause.”70 The British foreign secretary 

considered that the best way of dealing with the new situation (which 

in fact contained little unexpected) was “by further cooperation with 

Germany on the lines of Locarno, thus proving to her that her real 

interests were best served by facing west and not east.”71 At the same 

time, Chamberlain conceded that Germany could serve as “the nat¬ 

ural link between Russia and Europe,” as she could “gradually give 

to Russian policy a Western orientation, which would be the basis of 
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cooperation between Russia and other European powers.”72 

Such cooperation, however, was to be made impossible by the 

deterioration of British-Soviet relations, which, within a year’s time, 

ended in the rupture of diplomatic relations between the two countries 

and in the war scare of 1927. The British government’s action came 

as a surprise to many European politicians, and indeed was totally 

unexpected in 1926. At that time, the Soviets were making efforts 

to persuade the British government to resume negotiations,73 while 

close collaborators of the foreign secretary, such as Sir W. Tyrrell, 

claimed that the policy of aloofness was “coupled with a readiness 

to listen to any Russian proposals,” in the hope that such a sup¬ 

ple policy would “force the Russians, some time or other, to come 

out into the open.” 74 The same Tyrrell claimed in February 1926 to 

have ample evidence that Soviet propaganda in China, Afghanistan, 

and Persia “was failing in its object.” He knew that “huge sums of 

money” were being spent by the Russians in its pursuit, but thought 

that lack of funds would “eventually compel Moscow either to alter its 

policy or sterilize Russia.” 75 Thus, while the most moderate British 

observers refused to overemphasize the importance of Soviet activi¬ 

ties against the British Empire, the British representative in Moscow, 

Sir R. Hodgson, asked in May 1926 for a change of policy toward 

Russia. He argued along well-known lines that, so long as Russia 

remained “outside a rearranged Europe,” she would be an antago¬ 

nist to it and “a center of intrigues directed to safeguarding her own 

position against what she believes to be a conspiracy against her.” 76 

He thought that, as industrialization was “the watchword of Soviet 

Russia today,” a unique opportunity was offered to British industry. 

London might reconsider the extension of export credits to Russia 

“in the light of the favorable experiences of foreign firms dealing with 

the Soviet government during the last few years,” and because it was 

obviously “undesirable that British trade should be placed in a disad¬ 

vantageous position in the Russian market” at a time when Germany 

was extending new credits to Moscow.77 Hodgson was convinced that 

the Soviet government was now inclined “to adopt a reasonable atti¬ 

tude” for several reasons, namely, the very difficult economic period 

the country was traversing, the failure of the Soviet government’s Asi¬ 

atic policy, and the imminent breakdown of the Paris negotiations on 

debts. His letter, however, was written after the miners’ strike had 

started in Britain, and he realized that, in the face of these recent 

events, his arguments “lose much of their appositeness.” 

This was certainly the view of many members of the British gov¬ 

ernment when they learned that the Soviet trade unions were send¬ 

ing considerable sums of money to the workers on strike.78 They 
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also feared, as Rakovski wrote in an analysis of the situation, that 

the Soviets might “succeed in finding a common language with the 

English working class, concluding an agreement and outlining a com¬ 

mon line of action, if not on all questions, at least on some of them.” 

Rakovski considered that this crisis had “redoubled the hatred” bour¬ 

geois statesmen felt for the Soviets, and that this hatred had grown 

even more because of the events in the East.79 The protracted civil 

war in China, and demonstrations of Chinese hostility to foreigners, 

in which communist influence was not lacking, were another cause of 

exasperation for British Conservatives in general, and for the British 

government in particular.80 In December 1926, the French governor- 

general of Indochina, who was particularly well-informed of events 

happening on the other side of the border, admitted to Sir Charles 

Mendl that the Canton army had thirty-nine divisions, and that their 

strength had been “doubled in the last six months.” He believed that 

they were not only subsidized by Moscow but had several 

hundred Bolshevik officers in the Canton Army, and arms 

and munitions were supplied monthly both by land and by 

sea from Moscow. ... He said that the policy of the powers 

not pulling together was suicidal, for if they were not careful, 

within a short time they would be faced by an irresistible 

union of Soviets and a Bolshevized China.81 

The British Conservative government rapidly drew its conclu¬ 

sions from the many reports it had in its possession, the more so 

that British businessmen had suffered considerable losses from the 

strikes that paralyzed foreign factories in China. In December 1926, 

the head of the Northern Department of the Foreign Office wrote a 

special memorandum that weighed the pros and cons of a breach with 

the Soviets. His main argument in favor of a rupture was 

the indisputable fact that the Soviets to all intents and 

purposes—short of direct armed conflict—were at war with 

the British Empire . . . whether by interference in the 

strikes at home or by fomenting the anti-British forces in 

China.82 

Gregory went on to say that the “Olympian attitude” the British 

government had hitherto maintained was now “liable to be misinter¬ 

preted . . . and viewed with skepticism, not only in Russia, but 

largely throughout the East.” He thought that the gain to British 

trade in Europe from such relations as they had with Russia un¬ 

der existing conditions was “probably counter-balanced by the loss 

[they] suffered through Bolshevik action in China.” Of course, he 

could not ignore the fact that other countries, and particularly the 
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United States, might “step in unexpectedly” where the British had 

failed to tread. Indeed, the Soviet government was making U. S. 

recognition one of its main object ives, and Rakovski was “clamoring 

to go to America to attempt it.”83 But the British diplomat put his 

confidence in the fact that the U. S. government was still reluctant 

to grant recognition, as it was an excellent trump in all discussions 

with Moscow. Thus, if the British government chose to teach the 

Russians a lesson, the best method was to rely on “the effect of a 

sudden and unexpected violence” that would “cause a panic in the 

Bolshevik camp.” Gregory recalled that this tactic had been fruit¬ 

fully adopted by Curzon in 1923, and by Chamberlain in 1925, and 

that the Russians had conceded British demands almost on the spot 

in 1923. In his eyes, this had been due to the fact that, being Orien¬ 

tals, the Russians were always impressed by “a display of force.” He 

finally proposed to perfect the technique that had been used twice 

before and wrote: 

If the rupture is to be a successful coup, the Bolsheviks 

must not be allowed to argue about it. No ultimatum, no 

controversy that will never come to an end. Nor is it of 

the slightest use to found our charge on documents—the 

authenticity of which, as we know, can be disputed until 

doomsday—though their ex post facto production may serve 

a subsidiary purpose.84 

This was precisely what was done on May 12, 1927, when police 

raided the building of Arcos (the joint stock company that carried on 

trade between Great Britain and the Soviet Union), and raided, at 

the same time, the trade delegation of the USSR, which was housed in 

the same premises. The pretext for the search was that a particular 

document was supposed to be improperly in the possession of an 

employee in the building.85 This was in fact quite immaterial, and 

the purpose of the raid was to prepare public opinion for the breaking 

off of diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union on 24 May. The 

prime minister felt obliged to declare that the rupture did “not in 

any way mean or imply war against Russia.” In his mind, the most 

it appeared to mean was that the British government did “not intend 

to have further political dealings with Moscow.”86 On 12 May 1927, 

the Home secretary had followed the advice Chamberlain had given 

him as early as May 1925: “No breach unless we are forced to it, and 

no pinpricks on our part. But if there is a real cause and a first-class 

case, strike and strike hard.”87 

c. The French reaction to the international situation and the 

problem of the Franco-Soviet Conference (March-October 
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1927). 

The French government certainly was less surprised by the rup¬ 

ture of diplomatic relations between Great Britain and the Soviet 

Union than they had been by the conclusion of the German-Soviet 

treaty a year before. Baldwin’s decision led Great Britain in a di¬ 

rection that Poincare had favored whenever he was in power. The 

rupture came as a relief to Poincare, exasperated as he was by the 

German-Soviet rapprochement. 

It is well known that Poincare had never approved of the Lo¬ 

carno policy that Briand—(“ce farceur”)—had supported in 1925 

in an effort to draw France and Germany closer together.88 When 

Poincare returned to power, there were rumors that “he spoke fre¬ 

quently against Locarno” in the Presidential Council, but that “on 

each occasion Briand took a detached air and paid no attention,” for 

a majority of ministers always backed him up on foreign policy.89 Un¬ 

der these conditions, the German-Soviet treaty was as bitter a pill 

to swallow for Briand as for Poincaré, and his reaction was to refer 

Rakovski to the president of the council as a sure means of blocking 

further negotiations between France and the Soviet Union.90 

Rebus sic standibus, one can easily understand why the Franco- 

Soviet Conference gathered only once in 1927 (on 19 March). The 

British-Soviet rupture had made Rakovski more tractable. He and 

de Monzie had already come to an agreement on the question of the 

debts (we know that the Soviet delegation had agreed to pay sixty—two 

annuities of 60,000,000 gold francs each). At the beginning of May 

1927, Rakovski announced that he saw no further objection to the 

French demand for most-favored-nation treatment. But the French 

premier was adamant and reverted to questions of principle. Thus, 

de Monzie had to write to Rakovski on 26 July 1927: 

We cannot leave out of consideration other phases of the 

question which belong to the fundamental elements of the 

general problem: the regulation of the inter-State debt, the 

settlement of the losses sustained by our citizens in the So¬ 

viet Union, an economic convention which must provide our 

enterprises and translations with a guarantee without which 

development is scarcely conceivable.91 

The president of the French delegation readily admitted in the 

same letter that “some of these problems [had] never been discussed 

together” at the session of the conference, and added a personal note 

that read: “For the time being, we must appreciate and welcome 

the success achieved in the settlement of the debts.”92 Indeed, the 

French delegation had agreed, for its part, to recommend the granting 
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of a loan of $120,000,000 (instead of the $225,000,000) to the Soviet 

government, so that an agreement seemed possible.93 

In fact, one may wonder if either the French or the Soviet gov¬ 

ernment wanted a settlement to be reached: de Monzie and Rakovski 

had certainly agreed after many months of discussion, but their views 

were not necessarily shared by their respective governments. Poincare 

never abandoned his idea that the loss of nationalized properties had 

to be compensated (a thing Rakovski always refused to consider, as 

it was contrary to the Soviet constitution), while many Soviet lead¬ 

ers clung to Zinoviev’s axiom that not a farthing must be given back 

to the capitalists. Moreover, Rakovski’s personal position within the 

Russian Communist party was seriously weakened by the fact that 

he belonged to the Trotskyist opposition, and his advice had already 

far less weight than before. He was soon to find himself in a most 

uncomfortable situation, as he was to become the target of the com¬ 

bined attacks by all those who refused to come to an agreement with 

the Bolsheviks, at a time when his own government failed to support 

him. 

C. The End of Rakovski’s Activities as a Diplomat (August- 

December 1927) 

The second half of the year 1927 was for Rakovski one of the 

most hectic periods of his life, a period that marked the end of his 

activities not only as a diplomat, but as a member of the Russian 

Communist party and of the Comintern.94 Ten years before, he had 

turned all his hopes toward the Russian Revolution and had sworn 

allegiance to Lenin, who had admitted him into the ranks of the Bol¬ 

shevik party and had asked him, together with Trotsky and Zinoviev, 

to be one of the founding members of the institution whose aim it was 

to spread revolution throughout the world. During these ten years, 

five were passed under the respected leadership of Lenin, who had 

given Rakovski one of the most reponsible positions within the Soviet 

Federation: the political leadership of the Ukraine throughout the 

civil war and during the first phase of peaceful reconstruction that 

followed. The next five years saw Rakovski’s constant opposition to 

Stalin’s idea of “socialism in one country,” and to methods he de¬ 

nounced with growing wrath as “bureaucratic centralism” in 1923,95 

and as “social facism” in 1927 on the tenth anniversary of the Octo¬ 

ber Revolution.96 Rakovski’s distrust of Stalin changed into hatred 

as the first defeat of the opposition drew near: and he was never to 

forget that Stalin had knifed him in the back while he was in Paris 

negotiating with the French government. 

Rakovski’s recall from Paris is linked with his activities as an 
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oppositionist. Of course we know that, during the 1920s, Stalin chose 

“to send the oppositionists in particular as ambassadors abroad.”97 

Rakovski had been sent to Britain in 1923 for this reason more than 

for any other, exactly as L. B. Kamenev was sent to Mussolini’s Italy 

in 1926. Rakovski’s belief was that Stalin had instructed Chicherin 

to back the Soviet representative in Paris as little as possible. In fact, 

as we shall see, the general secretary found himself in an awkward 

position when the ambassador started proclaiming more loudly than 

ever before his solidarity with the opposition. 

At the beginning of August 1927, Rakovski went back to Moscow 

to attend the sessions of the Central Committee and the Central Con¬ 

trol Commission of the Russian Communist party. He added his sig¬ 

nature to a declaration drawn up by Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev, 

which stated the views of the opposition on many important points. 

This declaration contained a paragraph calling for the “defeat of all 

the bourgeois states that carry on war against the Soviet Union,” 

and declaring that “every honest proletarian in the capitalist coun¬ 

tries must look actively for the defeat of his government,” and, in 

particular, that “all soldiers of foreign countries who do not desire to 

help their slavemasters” must desert to the Red Army.98 This procla¬ 

mation corresponded precisely to the views Rakovski had always held 

on the international character of the proletarian revolution. But it 

also had a very actual connotation, as Rakovski had opposed Stalin 

on two major points at the time of the Fourteenth Party Congress 

(December 1925), and as he was to repeat his attack two years later 

at the Fifteenth Party Congress. His first point was that no “consol¬ 

idation,” no “extension of the breathing space” was apparent, at a 

time when Great Britain was breaking off diplomatic relations with 

the Soviet Union, at a time when France was looking for a pretext 

to sever these relations, when Voikov—the Soviet representative in 

Poland—was assassinated, when “the impetuous and rapid develop¬ 

ment of the Chinese revolution” was repeatedly crushed by counter¬ 

revolutionary forces. In the face of all this evidence, Rakovski argued, 

Stalin’s formulation of the question of foreign policy—“peaceful co¬ 

existence between the USSR and capitalist countries”—was “funda¬ 

mentally wrong.”99 He considered that the general secretary failed 

to realize the consequences of this heretical formulation. On the one 

hand, “the Soviet Union had ceased to represent an ideological dan¬ 

ger for the capitalist states j*" on the other, the foreign workers 

had lost their faith in the workers’ republic. Thus, no observer of 

the political situation could fail to notice “the passivity, the indiffer¬ 

ence” of the British proletariat since the last incident with the British 

government.101 In fact, Rakovski thought that this was not an inci- 
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dent, but another proof that the two orders of society—capitalism 

and socialism—could no more coexist in 1927 than they could in 1919. 

In his eyes, all the recent mistakes came from the fact that Stalin, 

Rykov, and Chicherin were known abroad for leading the “moderate” 

Soviet group, which reckoned that “Russia must first develop its econ¬ 

omy, and that it is possible to normalize relations with the capitalist 

countries which possess the most important financial resources of the 

world.”102 Most important, this moderate group believed “in the ne¬ 

cessity of rejecting the theory of world revolution, at least for the time 

being.” Rakovski, who had proclaimed in December 1917 that all the 

enslaved people could turn their eyes toward the victorious Russian 

Revolution, which would help them make their own revolution, could 

not but believe that the workers of the whole world would be utterly 

disillusioned by the betrayal of the Stalinists. 

Yet, if we look at the situation from another angle, we see that 

it was not as clear-cut as it seems at first sight. If Rakovski accused 

Stalin of being too lenient in theory toward the bourgeois governments 

of Western Europe, one must not forget that, in practice, “the Polit¬ 

buro was always obliged to restrain” his representative in Paris.103 

Stalin himself, who favored an agreement with France in 1927, and 

who would have been only too pleased to detach Rakovski from the 

opposition, declared at a session of the CEC on 28 September 1927: 

Let not the opposition claim that our agreement with France 

costs, or may cost too much. There is in Paris the opposi¬ 

tionist Rakovski. True enough, among all the oppositionists 

he is the one who executes best the directives of the Polit¬ 

buro. But whenever he takes an initiative, he always pro¬ 

poses to give more, to pay more. ... It has always been 

like this. It can be proved from documents. . . .104 

Trotsky, who listened to this speech,105 immediately wrote 

to his friend. He asked him in particular to remember that his role had 

become an issue in the struggle within the Party. We now understand 

better why Rakovski’s actions in Paris were scrutinized by both Stalin 

and Trotsky with so much attention. In September 1927, Rakovski 

was quite close to Stalin on the problem of the debt settlement to 

which he attached a great importance. But he revealed the secret 

ideas of the Bolsheviks on this question when he finally claimed, in 

November 1927, that it had always been clear that “no one in the 

Politburo ever intended to recognize the debts.”106 The directive of 

the Politburo was only “to come to an agreement with France at any 

cost ... if the international situation deteriorated.” 107 

Thus, although Rakovski wished to go back to Moscow to sup- 
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port Trotsky against the general secretary, he had serious reasons for 

remaining in Paris. On the other hand, if Stalin was satisfied to know 

that one of the leading oppositionists was “in exile,” he was quite re¬ 

luctant to defend him when the French authorities decided that an 

ambassador’s role was not precisely to incite French troops to mutiny. 

This involved situation could only end tragically for 

Rakovski. When the French government learned that he had signed 

an appeal that claimed that “every honest proletarian in the capi¬ 

talist countries must look actively for the defeat of his government,” 

Poincaré and Briand advocated two different lines of action. Briand 

would have preferred to act as Mussolini had done when he was told 

that L. B. Kamenev had signed the opposition’s manifesto: that was 

to consider the statement as a matter of inner-party controversy, and 

disregard the real aims of the opposition. On 4 September, Briand 

even instructed Herbette to tell Chicherin that the French govern¬ 

ment was satisfied by the explanation they were given, and that “the 

incident may be considered closed.” 108 Poincare, however, took a very 

different view of the matter, as it touched questions of principles, and 

as he had a personal grudge against Rakovski. Realizing in April 

that the French premier was blocking negotiations at a time when 

an agreement seemed at hand, Rakovski had not hesitated to have 

the contents of the actual debt settlement between French and Soviet 

delegations published in the French press.109 His secret aim was to 

influence all the little French bondholders (who were legion) to vote 

against Poincare in the coming general election. The French polit- 

ican never forgave Rakovski, and only waited for a good pretext to 

have him recalled. He knew that he would always be backed by the 

French industrialists, whose properties had been confiscated and by 

the big bondholders, who thought that time was on their side. More¬ 

over, Poincare was perfectly aware of the fact that the oil magnates 

were eager to work against Rakovski, as the latter had invited the 

French government to start negotiations on the permanent delivery 

of Russian oil to France.110 

Under these conditions, Rakovski’s recall was only a matter of 

days. Poincare considered that the action taken by his foreign min¬ 

ister on the matter of the opposition’s manifesto was far too lenient, 

and an extremely violent press campaign was immediately launched 

against the Soviet representative. It soon developed into a cam¬ 

paign for the severance of all diplomatic relations with the Soviet 

government.111 As the campaign did not abate for a whole month, 

Stalin decided that it was better to have Rakovski back in Moscow, 

and to sacrifice an ambassador in order to save the embassy. 
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Chapter 17 

The Last Official Struggle (October-December 1927) 

In March 1938, when he was tried and sentenced as “the leader 

of the Trotskyist network in the USSR,”1 Rakovski told the panel 

of judges that he had stayed at the Soviet Embassy in Berlin, in 

October 1927, as was his habit every time he returned to Moscow 

from London or Paris. Usually it was to look up his old comrade, 

Ambassador Krestinski, and hear about the situation in Germany, 

but this time his visit had another purpose. Kamenev, back from 

Rome, had let him know that he was in Berlin, and they arranged, 

all three of them, to meet on the eve of the conference of the Central 

Committee, prior to the Fifteenth Party Congress. They intended 

to weigh their chances and evolve tactics for the so-called United 

Opposition, of which, with Trotsky and Zinoviev, they were leading 

members. 

A. Return to Moscow via Berlin 

The United Opposition came into being in July 1926, due to 

Trotsky’s and Zinoviev’s supporters closing ranks to oppose more ef¬ 

fectively the Party’s apparat controlled by Stalin and Bukharin. For 

over a year, the opposition included people who had become famous 

during the civil war (Antonov—Ovseenko, Lachevich and Muratov, 

Ivan Smirnov and Smilga), famous journalists such as Radek, distin¬ 

guished economists like Preobrazhenski and Piatakov, or well-known 

diplomats such as Rakovski, Ioffe, and Krestinski. The opposition’s 

program was roughly outlined by Trotsky a year earlier . First of all, 

ways had to be found to restore democracy within the Party, that is 

say, give members the opportunity to state their opinions and even¬ 

tually have them accepted. The opposition members standing to the 

left of the governing faction, wanted to uphold the cause of the work¬ 

ing class against rich peasants and the middle class that had emerged 

from the NEP and the bureaucracy. In the field of the economy, they 

insisted on an increase in wages, on allowing poor peasants to not pay 

taxes, and, on the other hand, they wanted a proportional tax to be 

instituted to recover the wealth appropriated by the Kulaks. They 

also demanded that the decisions of the Fourteenth Party Congress 
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be carried out and an increase in the speed of industrialization and 

the collectivization of agriculture. In the field of foreign policy, the 

opposition stressed the need to delay as much as possible the “im¬ 

pending crusade” of the capitalist countries against the USSR, by 

means of negotiations with the bourgeois governments and in sup¬ 

porting revolutionary movements to the utmost, whether in the East 

or West. 

When they met in Berlin, Rakovski, Kamenev, and Krestinski 

were not concerned about the opposition’s basic objectives, but rather 

about the means at their disposal for the struggle to come. Kamenev 

and Rakovski thought the time had come to put their cards on the 

table—that is, resort to direct action, including street demonstra¬ 

tions, printing, and distributing tracts and declarations. They had to 

make public the fact that they were prevented from expressing their 

opinions. It was now urgent for them to resume their mass campaign, 

and show how Stalin and his supporters had changed the dictatorship 

of the proletariat into the rule by a handful of men, and to warn the 

people that they were ruining the country and bringing about the 

failure of the Revolution. They would proudly leave a Party that no 

longer respected “Lenin’s teachings” rather than be shamefully ex¬ 

pelled from it. Krestinski held the opposite view: only within the 

Party’s ranks could they effectively fight for their ideas. If they left 

it, even in a blaze of publicity, they would lose any influence they 

might hope to exert on the apparatus, and their credibility with the 

masses.3 They should rather “work slowly, gradually, but tirelessly, 

within the Party and the Soviet apparatus to recover the trust of 

the popular masses and influence them.” As Krestinski wrote one 

month later in a letter to Trotsky explaining his desertion, he was 

“absolutely convinced that the Opposition’s tactics were intrinsically 

wrong and would cause enormous damage to the ends it was trying 

to achieve.”4 

Krestinski thought this tactical error could end “tragically for 

the Opposition.,” as he was fully aware of Trotsky’s and Zinoviev’s 

failure, throughout 1926, in their repeated attempts to address fac¬ 

tory workers in Moscow or Leningrad and criticize the Party leaders. 

Of course, Stalin knew better than anyone how to neutralize Party 

cells as well as Party and government bodies; he was an expert on 

sending a command chosen from his supporters, ready to boo and 

heckle public speakers until they gave up; he could dispatch people as 

he pleased. However, there were other reasons to explain the Opposi¬ 

tion s frequent failures. It was cut off from ordinary people as much 

as the country s leaders, but in addition it seemed set to go against 

the tide and unwilling to allow for limits to men’s endurance. Stalin, 
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on the other hand, was aware of the Russian people’s weariness and of 

their longing for peace. In 1927, there was no point in mentioning “in¬ 

ternal democracy” since the Russians had no experience with it, and 

the bolsheviks had always proved extremely intolerant. Did Trotsky 

imagine that people had forgotten the way he had suppressed the re¬ 

bellion of the Kronstadt sailors, the way he had fought all opposition 

within the Party, or the way he tried to run the work force on mili¬ 

tary lines after his campaign to deny any independence to the trade 

unions?5 In 1927, the Russians did not want to hear about going back 

to the army and fighting in faraway places, in the cause of hollow¬ 

sounding “proletarian solidarity.” They did not want anything to 

do with “permanent revolution” if it meant revolution “going on for¬ 

ever.” Stalin therefore found it easy to denounce Trotsky’s “heroic 

posturing,” accusing him of not being concerned with “real men, but 

idealized beings that he had to admit that the poor reasons Stalin 

used, his cheap analogies, his coarse abuse repeated ad nauseum were 

more effective than the Opposition’s analyses.7 This is what Rakovski 

realized when he tried to address the Central Committee a few days 

after arriving in Moscow. 

On 23 October 1927 in the evening, Rakovski was appalled to 

hear that his comrades had yielded to the pressure exerted by the 

Party’s general secretary over several months, and that Trotsky and 

Zinoviev had been dismissed from the Party. In a speech in which he 

exposed the people behind this farce, he pointed out the “miserable” 

and “threadbare” arguments used in this affair by people who had 

chosen to prevent their opponents from expressing their views, by 

throwing inkpots into their faces, after exhausting their provisions of 

leather-bound books.8 The attitude of the majority looked stilted and 

bureaucratic, as the only argument it used was a constant repetition 

of the two expelled leaders disobeying Party discipline ... in spite 

of repeated warnings. In his opinion, the leadership had forgotten 

the main thing, that is “the Party, proletariat, Soviet power and the 

Komintem were not there for the benefit of statutes, but statutes 

were there to help the proletariat’s revolutionary vanguard to reach 

its class objectives.”9 

Rakovski felt indignant when he saw that Bukharin had allowed 

an hour-long denunciation of a plot, supposed to have been instigated 

by an ex-officer of Wrangel’s army (as we shall see below), when 

most of the discussions centered on the question of Trotsky’s and 

Zinoviev’s administrative status. The audience could only come to 

the conclusion that the Party leadership wanted to examine both an 

affair of counterrevolution and the administrative position of some of 

the Opposition’s leaders. This in itself had recourse to an amalgam 
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intended to discredit those who were no longer in a majority, in an 

attempt to prove that Stalin was right when he spoke of “a united 

front stretching from Chamberlain to Trotsky.” In fact, Menzhinski, 

head of the GPU, and Stalin had already made up their minds and 

acted accordingly. 

On the night of 12-13 September 1927, GPU agents “uncovered” 

a “clandestine printing press” which had served to produce antimajor¬ 

ity tracts, and recently had been used for printing the Opposition’s 

program before the Fifteenth Party Congress, due to take place in 

December. The GPU immediately spread a rumor about the press 

being run by an ex-Wrangel officer.10 In an attempt to ward off this 

shameful slander, Preobrazhenski, Mrachkovski, and Serebriakov de¬ 

clared themselves to be behind this printing operation; they were 

immediately expelled from the Party. An enquiry carried out by Op¬ 

position members soon proved that the ex-Wrangel officer was also 

a GPU agent, whose mission was to keep an eye on them and, at 

the right moment, compromise them. Stalin confirmed this assump¬ 

tion when he declared with characteristic bombast: “What is wrong 

with an ex-Wrangel officer helping the Soviet Government to expose 

countrerevolutionary plots? Who can say that the Soviet authorities 

are not entitled to win over to their cause ex-officers and with their 

cooperation unmask counterrevolutionary organizations?”11 

In words as well as deeds, Stalin proved that he would use all 

possible means to overcome the Opposition; he would present them 

as enemies of the people, enemies of the Revolution. He also succeeded 

in pinning them with their backs to the wall. 

On 17 October, on the occasion of celebrations for the Central 

Committee’s jubilee, Trotsky and Zinoviev were given good reasons 

to think that the masses were ready to follow them, or at least listen 

to them sympathetically. As they were standing apart from the offi¬ 

cial platform, a group of workers recognized them and greeted them 

as heartily as ever. The two leaders saw in this a sign of popularity, 

and thought that Kamenev was right when he told Trotsky: “If only 

Zinoviev and yourself stood on a platform together, the Party would 

know who the real members of the Central Committee are.”12 Of 

course, the Opposition knew better than anyone else that “the start 

of a struggle for power was out of the question,” as Trotsky said it 

later. They only knew that their duty as Bolsheviks was to point out 

the Party s errors, even if it meant upsetting old associates.13 Op¬ 

position leaders had become used to frequent consultations between 

themselves, and to decide on the tactics their sympathizers would 

employ in the next few weeks, which were bound to be decisive. An 

eyewitness left a portrait of Rakovski perfectly in keeping with Trot- 
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sky’s description: “The moral balance of this man is so exceptional 

that he shows the same ease of manner in the most varied circum¬ 

stances and with most of the different social groups.” 

“I met Rakovski at Preobrazhenski’s,” Pierre Nelville wrote. 

There was an atmosphere of simple friendship in the lit¬ 

tle room where Preobrazhenski lived with his companion, 

Pauline, unlike any other in those days. Rakovski, who had 

no official responsibility, came to chat with such kindness 

and modest intelligence as made him stand out among other 

leaders. . . ,14 

Rakovski wore “a fine Western morning suit over a Russian shirt.” 

This morning suit was all he had left of his days as an ambassador. As 

he jokingly explained to the French comrades he met at Preobrazhen¬ 

ski’s, the rule in Soviet Russia was to take away from the diplomats, 

on their return, all they could have acquired in the course of their 

stay abroad, except their clothes. “I would have preferred somewhere 

to live,” he went on with a smile, but I was expelled from the Narko- 

mindel with my morning suit. The French banished me from Paris 

for signing an Opposition proclamation. Stalin banished me from the 

Narkomindel for signing the same proclamation. But in both cases, I 

was allowed to keep my morning suit.”15 

Although Rakovski joked about his fate in front of his “foreign” 

comrades, he could not confide in them how anxious he was, nor could 

he tell them of his sorrow when he saw how far the Bolsheviks were 

from the triumphant days of the October Revolution. Only a few 

days later, in front of Ukrainian workers who had gathered for the 

celebration of the tenth anniversary of the Soviet rise to power, he 

would use the term “social fascism.” 

B. The Ukrainian Adventure (Early November 1927) 

After their acclaim on 17 October the Opposition leaders de¬ 

cided to take to the street to make Party members wake up to the 

dangers that were facing the revolution. They were agreed on the 

need to “appeal to the masses” and organize several demonstrations 

for 7 November, quite separate from the official marches. They chose 

this way of celebrating the tenth anniversary as a means “to assert 

themselves and mark their distance.” Slogans to be written on the 

banners would be: “Strike the kulak, NEPman, and bureaucrat,” 

“Down the opportunism,” “ Put into practice Lenin’s testament,” 

“Save Bolshevik unity.” 16 

The opposition would direct its efforts to the RSFSR’s three 

major cities, which happened to be the “fief” of its three most famous 
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leaders. Trotsky was to lead the movement in Moscow, Zinoviev in 

Leningrad, and Rakovski in Karkov. 

As the Party leadership had expected this “desperate gesture” 

by Trotsky and Zinoviev, it was not surprised to learn that Rakovski 

had decided to leave for the Ukraine. The latter had just turned down 

Stalin’s offer to go to Geneva to replace Litvinov at the head of the 

Soviet delegation to the conference on disarmament.17 From then on, 

he wanted to give himself fully to his comrades’ fight against the gen¬ 

eral secretary’s tyrannical rule. Just as Zinoviev hoped to form a new 

group of his followers, in the town where he had been the “boss” since 

the days of the Revolution, so Rakovski hoped to gather opposition 

members around him in the Ukraine, where he had worked to estab¬ 

lish the Bolshevik regime and restore the ruined country. Besides, 

Rakovski had good reasons to think that his energetic attitude, when 

he was chairman of the Peoples’ Commissars Council for five years, 

had earned him the respect of most of the Ukrainian Communists. 

Had he not recognized the need for the Ukraine being really 

independent? Had he not given substance to this idea by increasing 

his government’s prerogatives, whether at home or in foreign policy? 

Had he not opposed the stifling power of the central administration in 

the person of its general secretary, Josef Stalin, at the Twelfth Party 

Congress? Rakovski was the man who had been acclaimed by the 

Ukrainains when he came back to Karkov in 1924, at a time when 

he was still a member of the Ukrainian Communist party’s Central 

Committee and of its Politburo. 

On that occasion, as noted above, he was literally mobbed: He 

was “hoisted to the third floor of a house where he was to deliver a 

speech, and they helped him climb onto a table, since he could not 

stand anywhere else because of the crowds.” 18 As Boris Suvarin put 

it, he was still considered as the hhozyajn,ig the “boss,” an extremely 

popular man.20 Rakovski thought he could gain a following in the 

Ukraine because, although Zinoviev’s and Kamenev’s allies were rare 

in the area, Trotsky had many sympathizers “traditionally loyal,” as 
Kaganovich had to admit.21 

The permanent head of the United Opposition in the Ukraine 

was none other than Yuri Kotsiubynsky (son of the famous writer), 

whom Rakovski had appointed in 1922 to lead the Ukrainian Soviet 

delegation in Vienna. It was also well known that the regions around 

Kiev and Odessa were on the side of the opposition. Rakovski was 

well aware of the fact; therefore, counting on their support, he headed 

straight for the cities he had to “conquer.” First there was Karkov, 

the capital, and also towns that were fast becoming industrialized, 

like Dnepropetrovsk and Zaparozhe (previously Aleksandrovsk) in 
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the Dniepr Basin. 

On 5 November, Rakovski was invited by the Karkov soviet to 

take part in the extraordinary session to celebrate the tenth anniver¬ 

sary of the October Revolution.22 As soon as he started addressing 

the assembly to present the arguments of the opposition, the house 

split into two parts of unequal size. Some wanted to hear the ex- 

Ukrainian leader develop a different point of view from the one con¬ 

stantly drilled into them. Those who were dissatisfied with the new 

atmosphere in the Party were few, however, and Kaganovich had 

taken care to fill the rows of seats with the largest possible number 

of majority sympathizers, who were only interested in heckling, boo¬ 

ing, stamping their feet, and abusing the speaker without listening 

to a single sentence. In the face of these rude demonstrations (there 

were many new Party members, young men among them), Rakovski 

appealed to foreign delegates, some of whom were Social democrats 

and nonpolitical observers, who seemed more worth addressing than 

the so-called Bolsheviks. He told them while striding off the platform 

in anger: “You can see how representatives of the working class are 

allowed to speak in our country; this is social fascism.”23 

In the following days, when he tried to speak to factory workers, 

(especially those at the General Electrical Plant in Karkov, where 

4,000 had gathered) the same scenes occurred. He soon realized that 

Stalin’s men would move their thugs from one factory to the next, 

and be let loose at the right moment. So he decided to go to smaller 

towns where he hoped workers’ cells would not be intimidated in this 

way. 

On 9 November, he arrived in Dniepropetrovsk. There he was 

welcomed with more warmth than in Karkov, and organized a num¬ 

ber of meetings where he was attentively listened to. But when he 

attended a party conference in the Kaidaksk district, the organizers 

refused to let him read the report he had in hand to reply to offi¬ 

cial speeches.24 When he tried to ask questions toward the end of 

the evening, he was brutally interrupted, and told not to make trou¬ 

ble. Undaunted, Rakovski left for Zaparozhe, where he took part 

in a meeting of the party cell of the Communard factory. He man¬ 

aged to deliver a speech longer than had been the case elsewhere, and 

explained his views on the “October teachings.” However, Rakovski 

understood that the workers assembled there did not approve, or were 

not at liberty to approve, what he said. When he asked them to give 

their opinion on a motion he had just drafted, nine voted in favor of 

the opposition, out of 300 taking part.26 

As Rakovski seemed ready to carry on with his “subversive” ac¬ 

tivities, the Ukrainian Politburo decided to regain control of the situa- 
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tion by mobilizing all those in favor of the majority line and by asking 

every party cell in the factories, kolkhozes, and state institutions to 

call meetings of militants where the opposition’s evil designs would be 

attacked. In November, almost a thousand such meetings took place, 

with over 100,000 people attending.26 A month later, Kaganovich was 

pleased to declare at the Fifteenth Party Congress that 12,000 people 

had stood up in favor of the present leadership during these “dis¬ 

cussions,” while only 270 had declared themselves “against.” Over¬ 

all, out of 100,000 people, only 446 had voted against, and 227 had 

abstained.27 (Of course, only the Stalinists’ response is involved in 

these statistics.) 

Rakovski knew by then that Kaganovich would obey Stalin blindly, 

and had the means for neutralizing every move of his. Besides, the 

fact that Rakovski was well known actually did much harm, since he 

could not go anywhere without attracting notice. He then realized 

that the struggle would be long and difficult, since the population did 

not respond to his expectations. In mid-November, a disciple of Zi¬ 

noviev, Vuiovich, offered to help him.28 His mission was to set up an 

“opposition center,” which would primarily try to increase influence 

on masses. On 16 November, Rakovski received a telegram announc¬ 

ing that his old comrade and close friend, Adolf Ioffe, had committed 

suicide. He left the Ukraine in a hurry to attend the funeral. 

Ioffe had committed suicide not only because he was run down 

by his constant struggle against tuberculosis and bouts of polyneu¬ 

ritis, but also-—and perhaps mainly—because Stalin had driven him 

to despair. On the one hand, he had refused to grant him a visa 

to go abroad on the specious pretext that the treatment would be a 

strain on the Party’s finances; on the other hand, he had struck him 

a terrible blow with the news that Zinoviev and Trotsky had been ex¬ 

pelled from the Party on 14 November, and that Rakovski, Kamenev, 

Smilga, and Evdokimov had been dismissed from the Central Com¬ 

mittee on the same day, for “counterrevolutionary activities.” 

Ioffe could not accept the indifference with which these Stalinist 

decisions had been accepted by communist members. In the letter he 

wrote to Trotsky just before his death, he described the wonderful 

ideal that had inspired him all his life on behalf of the working class, 

and the whole people. “More than thirty years ago,” he wrote, “I 

came to the conclusion that life has no meaning except insofar as 

it is used in the service of the Absolute, and to us Mankind is the 

Absolute. Working for a limited objective, since any other is limited, 
has no sense.” 29 

Thus, illness and anxiety for the future of the Party made him 

take his own life. On his deathbed, he found the courage to write to 
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Trotsky, whom he regarded from the start as his teacher, and pointed 

out his weakness, which had also been the opposition’s weakness: 

I have long been convinced that you did not have enough of 

Lenin’s strength of character, inflexible and ruthless as he 

was, not enough of Lenin’s ability to stand alone, to make 

his way by himself on the path he believed was the right 

one.30 

Rakovski, as much as Trotsky, was deeply impressed by their 

comrade’s last commendation, and his words must have helped them 

to stand up to Stalin, refusing to yield to his threats and attacks for 

as long as possible. 

Ioffe’s funeral was the last public demonstration made by the 

opposition. On 19 November, a long cortege wound its way through 

Moscow to the Novodevichi Cemetery, with Trotsky in the first row 

with Rakovski on one arm and Ioffe’s widow on the other.31 In the 

crowd behind the coffin could be seen representatives of the Central 

Committee and the Narkomindel, mixed with members of the oppo¬ 

sition and their supporters. Among those were Ivan Smirnov, Victor 

Serge, Pierre Naville, and a few journalists such as Louis Fischer. 

After a short scuffle at the cemetery gates, the mounted police al¬ 

lowed the cortege through, and soon it crowded round the pit. Two 

young Red Army soldiers stood on either side of the tomb, and one 

of the delegates of the Narkomindel said “a few short official words 

in memory of the deceased.” Then Rakovski uttered the first friendly 

parting words, “in that urbane voice of his.” After this, Trotsky 

made a speech: in his opinion, Ioffe, by his suicide, meant to chal¬ 

lenge the Stalinist leadership for the last time in the belief that his 

gesture would carry more weight with party members than would a 

melancholy mind in a sickly body. 

A few days later, another blow fell on the opposition. Zinoviev 

and Kamenev came out in favor of making concessions to the ma¬ 

jority, since to their mind “this internecine struggle could only lead 

to the setting up of two rival parties, which schism would represent 

the greatest danger to Lenin’s cause.” On 10 December, the United 

Opposition was definitely dissolved, when the two repentant leaders 

asked their partners to “be brave enough to surrender.” The latter 

could only see in this another proof of the “political cowardice” that 

was usual with Zinoviev, so they decided once again to stand firm. 

Since Trotsky was no longer allowed to take part in party congresses, 

Rakovski became the opposition representative at the Fifteenth Party 

Congress, which had just started. 

1. Spokesman for the Hard Core at the Fifteenth Communist 
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Party Congress 

On the morning of 5 December, Rakovski addressed the dele¬ 

gates who had gathered in the Kremlin; it was to be the last of his 

public speeches. Rykov allowed him to speak, but within an hour 

brought his speech to an end, in view of the enraged “Stalinists” like 

Kaganovich, Postychev, Voroshilov, and Rudzutak, who were sup¬ 

ported by Bukharin, Skrypnik, Kossior, Riutin, Felix Kohn, and many 

others. Ironically, Rykov and Bukharin were to be tried and sentenced 

to death ten years later, while Rakovski would be sentenced to “only” 

twenty years imprisonment in the same trial. 

Rakovski focused his plea on the perils he saw facing the Soviet 

Union. It could easily be engulfed in war, since the Central Commit¬ 

tee and the Politburo together were weak enough to give way to ev¬ 

ery ultimatum of the capitalist countries. “Comrades,” he declared, 

“when we were expelled from Peking, when we were challenged in 

London, and abused in Paris, would it not, in other circumstances, 

have been enough to raise a revolutionary response?”32 

He went on to defend himself against the accusation of being 

“exotic,” which had been leveled at him a few weeks earlier. In a 

speech made in Karkov, he had made mention of the “capitalist siege 

and the constant provocations” the USSR was being subjected to. He 

had listed several measures that could be taken to put an end to the 

difficulties encountered by the first socialist country. This had led to 

someone asking him whether war was likely to break out. Rakovski 

answered that this was not out of the question, and he repeated it 

as the Fifteenth Party Congress: the Bolsheviks, he said proudly, are 

committed to setting up a revolutionary proletarian government, not 

a sect “à la Tolstoy.”33 

Rakovski thought the Central Committee, under Stalin’s lead¬ 

ership was going to repeat the basic error it had made two years 

earlier, at the time of the Fourteenth Congress, that is believing 

that they could count on the famous peredyshka, a truce that could 

evolve into “peaceful coexistence” between the USSR and the capital¬ 

ist countries.34 He was sure that the repeated rebuffs suffered by the 

Soviet Union in China, Britain, France, and Poland after the Locarno 

treaties were a portent of anything but a truce. In 1927, Rakovski 

thought that only a “revolutionary war,” of the kind Bukharin and the 

“left-wing Communists” wanted to wage in 1917, a war similar to the 

one he had tried to start in Romania in 1918 and later in 1919 would 

guarantee the triumph of socialism. Only a “holy war” waged on 

behalf of the working class both in towns and the countryside would 

reduce the pressure that was “stifling” the first proletarian state and 
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allow it to win over the large industrialized European countries, later 

their colonies, and in the end the whole world to the socialist cause. 

In fact, the USSR was not ready to face up to such heavy respon¬ 

sibilities. It was not a simple matter of giving a tolchok to the bour¬ 

geois governments, as they thought in the years 1918-1919, to enable 

workers in capitalist countries to get rid of their rulers. Rakovski had 

to admit that the chances of a revolutionary flare-up were growing 

smaller and smaller, because of the attitude of increasing “apathy” 

and “indifference of the popular masses toward revolutionary ideas, 

and their lack of concern for the ideal defended by the Soviet Union.” 

He thought this was mostly the fault of the Stalinist leadership, whose 

“tame” and indecisive stance in its encounters with capitalist govern¬ 

ments had made the class struggle less rather than more violent in 

recent years. He drew an immediate consequence from this: a new 

situation had been created, and he thought it a tragic one. For the 

first time since October 1917, the first workers’ state was no longer an 

ideological threat to capitalist governments. In these circumstances, 

bourgeois tactics would be simple; they would merely “support the 

right-wing deviationists in the Party, to isolate the Soviet Union’s 

world proletariat.”35 

In support of his assertions, Rakovski, in spite of general pan¬ 

demonium and the abuse he received, quoted some of the bourgeois 

newspapers, which all tended to prove a contrario that the opposi¬ 

tion alone held high the revolutionary flame. The New York Times, 

for example, argued that “not to destroy the opposition meant pre¬ 

serving the explosive charge which lies under the capitalist world.” 

The Temps of 8 November considered that “Russia could only be 

saved by the utter destruction of the proletariat’s dictatorship.” Otto 

Bauer’s newspaper, Arbeiter Zeitung, agreed with the upper-middle- 

class Kolnische Zeitung, that “the Opposition’s criticism has un¬ 

doubtedly made Stalin’s task more difficult and prevented him fol¬ 

lowing a more realistic path for the economy and in home policies.”36 

Last, the journal of the London Research Business Institute declared 

in unambiguous terms: 

From the events occurring at the moment in the Soviet 

Union, we come to the conclusion that the country’s fate 

hinges on the combined action of two radically opposed forces. 

On the one hand, rigid communism is still trying to save the 

ideals and precepts of the 1917 bolshevik revolution . . . 

while on the other, life’s harsh realities force all Commu¬ 

nists, apart from the most fanatic, to adopt the principles 

on which Western civilization is based.37 
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Rakovski in quoting these excerpts, wanted to show how even 

Western journalists saw that Stalin and his supporters were obviously 

giving up the revolutionary creed that had so frightened Europe at 

the end of World War I. “In his polite voice” he accused them of 

counterrevolutionary activities (quite literally), since they amounted 

to blatant connivance with bourgeois methods, mentality, and princi¬ 

ples at the expense of the international working class and of the first 

socialist state. 

The general secretary’s men could not bear any more of these 

“slanders”; as they had run out of arguments, they made sure that 

Stalin would not be heard above the din, hurling abuse and invec¬ 

tives at him. After shouting that Rakovski and his quotations were 

a “walking bourgeois gazette,” someone insinuated that Trotsky may 

have started collaborating with the above-mentioned press. Rudzu- 

tak openly called opposition members “spies,” and a man by the 

name of Mandelshtam asserted that the Trotskyists were all “traitors” 

bought by the enemy. He asked Rakovski point blank: “Have you not, 

by any chance, received money to create a second party?” At this 

juncture, someone interrupted the speaker once more and shouted 

what had obviously been rehearsed before: “Leave the Party and 

there will be an end of it. Let all Mensheviks leave the podium! It is 

no place for them! Down with them!”38 

After sarcastically telling Rakovski that he should speak into 

the microphone if he wanted to be heard, Rykov asked the audience 

whether they should allow him to speak or not. Someone shouted 

again: “Down with him! Expel him!” At this moment, the curtain 

fell on Rakovski’s public life as a militant. The final period of his life 

was starting: exile. A few days after Trotsky’s exit, he was forced 

to leave the decision center of “socialist” Russia, in which, ten years 

earlier, he had put all his hope. 

C. Declarations of the “Oppositionists” before Their Going 

into Exile (January 1928) 

Following on the congress 1,500 “Trotskyists” were expelled from 

the Party, among them Rakovski, Radek, Kasparov, Drobnis, Leshe- 

vich, Muralov, Piatakov Rafail, Sapronov, Smilga, Sosnovski, and 

other outstanding leaders.39 

The first three of those were asked by the others to “negoti¬ 

ate” the conditions of their “administrative exile” with Sergei Or¬ 

dzhonikidze, the Control Commission chairman, who led the enquiry 

against the opposition. In these early days, Rakovski, Radek, and 

Kasparov were treated by Ordzhonikidze as equals, as Stalin still ob¬ 

served the rules of civil behavior because he was afraid of causing a 
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scandal among Komintem members and Western European Commu¬ 

nist parties if they were to hear of such well-known Bolsheviks being 

sent into exile en masse. The three opposition representatives were 

asked to discuss with their “guardian angel” their future place of work 

and what they intended doing. They declared themselves willing to 

accept 

even the most humble type of work, if it could be of use to 

the Soviet Republic, insofar as . . . would be taken into 

account, even partly, their professional skills, their state of 

health and other considerations which usually carry weight 

with the Party.40 

This is the reason why the three parliament members protested 

against Ordzhonikidze’s suggestion for sending Trotsky to Astrakhan 

on the grounds that he could not resist malaria attacks—nor the hot 

and humid climate of the region. They refused to have Rakovski de¬ 

parted to the southern Urals on the same grounds. A few days later, 

the situation changed unexpectedly; Stalin reacted strongly when he 

heard of Trotsky refusing to accept an “invitation” from the GPU. 

He then asked Kossior (secretary of the Central Committee at the 

time) to remind the Trotskyists that they were liable under arti¬ 

cle 58 of the penal code, directed at “any propaganda or agitation 

aimed at upsetting, harming, or weakening Soviet power, or involv¬ 

ing isolated counterrevolutionary declarations.” Kossior also told the 

accused that “the Central Committee could not leave the exiles’ fam¬ 

ilies in possession of their apartments and could not ensure what kind 

of work they would have in their provincial places of residence.” 41 

As a last protest, before leaving Moscow, the rebels drafted a 

full analysis of the situation, to be sent to the “Presidium of the 

Komintem’s Executive Committee and the committees of all national 

Parties within the Komintem.” They still hoped foreign Communists 

would become less lethargic if they appealed to their conscience as 

militants, and if there was a detailed description of the abuses by 

the Stalinist leadership, and above all the fundamental errors it had 

made, according to them, in the area of doctrine. The “Trotskyists” 

recalled in the first paragraph how they had been forced to infringe 

the rules they had themselves helped to lay, and had so far always 

respected, because some people tried to prevent them from “mak¬ 

ing their views known to the Party and Komintem.” They could 

say with certainty that, under Lenin, such a wish from the minority 

would have been taken for granted. They strongly resented the Stalin¬ 

ist leadership facing national Parties with faits accomplis, since these 

Parties could only approve decisions made earlier. By this déclara- 
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tion, the opposition intended to expose the series of recent events and 

make clear which causes had brought about which effects, so that the 

reasons for the “momentary” success of bureaucrats over “genuine” 

revolutionaries would be understood. 

According to them, Stalin and his faction greatly harmed the 

revolution, since they were bent on stifling all initiatives, replac¬ 

ing “revolutionary leaders” with “docile officials.” “Stalinists could 

only harm the movement beyond repair,” in developing the “anti- 

Marxist” theory of socialism in one country, “which was invented in 

1925.” This theory directly led to “the Soviet Union being cut off 

from the history of the international proletarian revolution.” It was 

true that after 1922, “serious defeats” had occurred on the revolution¬ 

ary front: in Bulgaria and Germany in 1923, Estonia in 1924, Britain 

in 1926, China and Austria in 1927. The Trotskyists admitted that 

these victories by capitalism made stabilization possible, and “inter¬ 

national bourgeois positions were, for a time, strengthened.” This in 

turn marked “an increase in pressure on the USSR, slowing down the 

building of socialism and a revival of our own bourgeois class” ; this 

“national bourgeois apparatus,” now influences “numerous elements 

of the Soviet State apparatus” and through them stifles the “party’s 

left wing.” 

The opposition considered that the part they had to play had 

real “historical meaning.” They represented the “genuine Leninist 

tendency,” as opposed to the Stalinists who were “hailed” by the 

bourgeois press, since they were gradually giving up any idea of sub¬ 

version they ever had at the time of the October Revolution. Finally, 

Trotsky’s supporters predicted that “this reaction of the Thermidor 

kind, would bring about another tilt to the left.” Did not the Oc¬ 

tober Revolution start after years of the darkest reaction, following 

the abortive attempt of 1905? The proletariat, gradually deprived 

of any responsible position in the Soviet Union, whether in politics, 

economics, or cultural affairs, would recover its ascendancy over those 

who were at the moment fettering it with chains. The present eco¬ 

nomic crisis in the Soviet Union, as evidenced in the decline of in¬ 

dustrial output, lack of supplies, and the constant threat of budget 

deficit, could only, if their opinion, make people aware of what had 
to be done.42 

As we can see, Trotsky and his friends did not mince their words 

in criticizing the Soviet system as it was operated by Stalinist bu¬ 

reaucrats. It is easy to understand how, in the circumstances, the 

latter refused point blank to reinstate those members of the oppo¬ 

sition afraid of a schism in “Lenin’s Party.” Stalin did not allow 

the others to reconsider their utterances, and sent them into exile 
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straightaway. Trotsky’s departure was set for 16 January by the GPU. 

Early in the afternoon, a large crowd assembled at the gates of the 

station where the ex-Red Army leader was to embark for Central 

Asia. Some sympathizers forcibly climbed on the train he would be 

traveling on, while others threatened to lie across the rails, shouting 

above the hullabaloo that their leader would not be allowed to leave. 

Rakovski, who was a spectator to this mass display, rejoiced at see¬ 

ing that the opposition was not isolated in its fight. However, after 

hours of waiting, as Trotsky was nowhere in sight, Rakovski decided 

to go to his friend’s apartment, and found him still there. Apparently, 

the GPU had changed Trotsky’s departure to 18 January to avoid an 

open clash with the crowd.43 

The police obviously wanted to shortcircuit the opponents. On 

17 January, GPU men burst into Trotsky’s flat and bundled him into 

a moving train. Rakovski, arriving for a farewell visit, was half an 

hour late. 

He later wrote to Trotsky: 

In the sitting room there was a cluster of comrades [mainly 

women] among whom stood Muralov, alone. “Who is com¬ 

rade Rakovski?” someone said. “I am. What do you want?” 

“Follow me.” I was taken down the corridor, and into a small 

room, but before entering I was ordered to face the door and 

“put my hands up” and I was searched. What were they af¬ 

ter? Arms? Pamphlets? 

I was released at five, but Nicholas Ivanovich [Muralov] 

was detained until the small hours and subjected to the same 

treatment. . . . “They have become mad,” I told myself, 

and was filled with a feeling, not of antagonism, but of shame 

about our comrades.44 

Kind, “gentle” Rakovski, although he was a staunch politician 

and a “Marxist through and through,” as Trotsky put it, could not 

imagine then, in 1928, that the accusations of traitor and spy leveled 

at him at the Fifteenth Congress would be used again, ten years later, 

and given monstrous proportions to bring about the downfall of all 

the old Bolsheviks. 
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Chapter 18 

Exile to Astrakhan (January-Fall 1928) 

When Rakovski left Moscow, he was able to take all his files with 

him, as Trotsky had done. They were kept in a large trunk, which was 

to follow him everywhere; in it were his personal papers as chairman 

of the Ukrainian People’s Commissars Council, his papers as ambas¬ 

sador, the secret protocols of both conferences on the reparations, 

which he had chaired in London and Moscow, as well as many letters 

from most Soviet leaders, ranging from Lenin to Chicherin.1 

During his stay in Astrakham (almost a year), he wrote to Trot¬ 

sky, at least once a month lengthy letters both very personal (on 

everyday life and its difficulties, matters of health, and his philoso¬ 

phy of life) and rich in political analyses. He was the only person 

who could send Trotsky such letters, since there was a bond of deep 

esteem and even admiration between them. During his trial in 1938, 

Rakovski explained the reasons for their enduring friendship in the 

following words, which also reveal his sense of honor and personal 

courage: “I am older than Trotsky, both in years and political career, 

and I probably have as much political experience as him.”2 

Rakovski had complete confidence in his old friend’s judgment, 

but he was used to giving him his personal opinion on the current 

political situation, just as he would on the general trend of history, 

sharing the fruit of his patient reflection. This is precisely what Trot¬ 

sky valued, both of them, in these difficult times, found it important 

to have loyal friends to turn to. This thought helped Rakovski a great 

deal, especially at the time of his exile to Siberia. He knew that as 

long as he lived, as long as he could hold a pen and talk, Trotsky 

would carry on with the fight he had taken up in 1927. Victor Serge 
aptly said: 

More than his lucid thought process, more than his vigor¬ 

ous style, it was his unquestioned staunchness and reliability, 

which made Trotsky an ideal leader in these days of ideolog¬ 

ical weariness, since by his very existence, although he was 

not free, he gave us ground for hope in mankind.3 

Although he tried to appear to his political friends as the in¬ 

domitable leader, Trotsky was deeply shaken by the Stalinist victory, 
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and his frequent attacks of malaria sapped his strength. To dispel 

his gloom, Rakovski advised his friend to adopt the same intellectual 

regimen as his own. He wrote in his first letter in exile, UI think you 

should choose a subject to study, this is important. ... It will make 

you see things in a new light and give a sense of direction to your 

reading.”4 

As for Rakovski, he decided to take up an old topic of interest 

that he had never had time to study seriously, Saint-Simon and the 

Utopians. Already, in an article he wrote in 1925 on “The League of 

Nations and the USSR,” he had mentioned “the great French Utopian 

who contributed so much to Marxism.” In 1928, taking advantage of 

his enforced leisure, he set out to write a sizable study of the subject, 

first of all trying to “analyze the historical background, its political 

events, ideological movements and economic conditions,” as he wrote 

to Trotsky.5 
We have here an example of the effect Rakovski’s philosophy of 

life had on his daily discipline. We should also mention how serene 

he was throughout his banishment. The stoicism he displayed was 

largely due to of his distancing himself from adverse circumstances, 

a quality Trotsky was totally devoid of. Rakovski proved particu¬ 

larly calm when he was taken away from Moscow by the GPU. He 

kept cool enough to choose the books he would need for his intellec¬ 

tual pursuits. He took the collected works of Dickens (in English, 

as he told Trotsky), several of the Russian authors “whom he did 

not know well” (for example Babel’s Red Cavalry, very controversial 

in 1927), and also Ovid and Don Quixote.6These few examples are 

enough to show a wide range of interests, but also give an idea of 

his deepest feelings. By celebrating his land of exile, the Latin poet 

reminded Rakovski “of his native Dobrudja and the steppes. As for 

Don Quixote, he told Trotsky, “I always reread him in circumstances 

such as these and enjoy it very much.” He was perhaps humorously 

comparing their situation in the opposition and the attitude of the 

knight errant fighting windmills. “As you can see,” he went on with 

practical sense: 

I try to combine business with pleasure, so that my enforced 

leisure at Astrakhan will be useful. I have an enormous 

longing for work, I would even say that I work fiercely [avec 

ardeur, in his words]. . . . But I also see the truth of Saint- 

Simon’s remarks when he complained that his brain had lost 

its elasticity [maléabilité\. He was hardly over forty when he 

wrote this—what should I say about my own brain’s elas¬ 

ticity? There is no doubt that age has an effect on people s 

memory as much as on their imagination. . . . 



S70 Exile to Astrakhan 

Rakovski kept his mind fully extended indeed, and went on doing 

mental exercises as though playing on a musical instrument. He also 

kept up with current affairs, at home and abroad, receiving copies 

of Humanité and buying some German papers on the spot, which he 

passed on to Trotsky who was without any in Alma Ata. Besides, 

Rakovski regularly went to the cinema, almost three times a week, 

and from time to time to the theater. In fact, he soon gave that 

up “to avoid attracting too much notice.”8 We must remember that 

only a few months earlier, official newspapers contained long articles 

on French-Soviet negotiations and the outstanding part Ambassador 

Rakovski was playing in Paris. His photograph often appeared in 

Soviet publications right up to 1927, and a cartoon showed him as 

the classical Bolshevik hero fighting on his own against excited bour¬ 

geois. Victor Serge wrote in his memoirs that “local authorities were 

greatly perturbed by the arrival of ex-army leaders, people’s com¬ 

missars, associates and friends of Lenin, carrying official certificates 

of their deportee status. They felt inferior to the newcomers and 

embarrassed.” 9 

In 1928, no one believed the schism to be serious. In the past, 

the Bolsheviks had often been divided, but they had always made it 

up in the end, and those “of marked ability” usually were reinstated 

among party members. One remembered the disagreement of Zion- 

viev and Kamenev with Lenin in 1918, the fight of left-wing Com¬ 

munists against Lenin in 1918, the working class opposition of 1921, 

finally the “democratic centralism” to which Rakovski belonged. This 

is why Radek frightened GPU bosses in Tomsk (where he had been 

banished) with these words: “Wait until I have submitted to Central 

Committee’s demands, and I will show you what I can do.”10 

Rakovski was much less flamboyant than Radek, but nonetheless 

people knew him wherever he went, in the intermission of a play or 

on the street when he did his shopping, and soon they begged him 

to intercede for them with those “at the top.” Before renting a room 

in the center of town, he lived in a hotel; at the time, he wrote to 
Trotsky in March 1928: 

I have not had a moment s peace, though the porter tried 

to keep away all callers; there are invalids, unemployed, for¬ 

eigners [who ask how to get a passport] . . . even a Potemkin 

sailor who said he knew me at Constanta; like all the oth¬ 

ers,in the end he asked for money. I game him a ruble; he 

further asked for twenty kopeks—to pay for a shirt. In re¬ 

ality, as the hotel manager later told me, one ruble twenty 

kopeks is the price of a bottle of vodka.12 
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This first period of exile was comparatively comfortable in the 

material sense and otherwise. It was rather like the term of banish¬ 

ment suffered periodically by close advisers of the tsars. This, at any 

rate, must have been the impression many of the Astrakhan inhabi¬ 

tants received. From 1 February, that is, less than a week after arriv¬ 

ing, Rakovski was appointed as “economic expert” to the Planning 

Commission of the Astrakhan region, with a “third-class maximum 

salary” of 180 rubles.13 

Every day, he had to attend the commission’s meetings, and his 

advice was taken into consideration by the people in power. Ironi¬ 

cally, his first assignment was to do with “a matter of great impor¬ 

tance for the area”: its economic independence vis-à-vis the Saratov 

region and its Planning Commission which was trying to assert its 

supremacy. Early on in his stay, he started to immerse himself with 

characteristic enthusiasm in old and new publications on the subject, 

statistics, and scientific research that could help him “to form an 

opinion” and later offer some solutions. On 3 March he told Trot¬ 

sky, by the way, of his report on the “repartition into districts" (o 

raionirovann), which had so impressed the Party’s regional secretary 

that he sent it immediately to Moscow, where the General Planning 

Commission happened to be discussing the problem of dividing the 

territories to the south of the Volga.14 

At the commission’s meetings, which he meticulously attended, 

Rakovski was the wise man who had to give his opinion on all the 

main issues. As he could not forget that, “on the whole,” he was a 

doctor, he pondered the means to fight one of the must destructive 

evils in society, alcoholism.15 In his opinion, “the plague of bureau¬ 

cracy, unemployment, and alcoholism were the three minefields which 

would shatter the building of socialism, if nothing was done to put an 

end to them.”16 The three problems were of course connected, and 

he soon realized that it was necessary to develop more than fishing, 

which was the main industry in the area, “the other sectors of the 

economy,” which were still very backward.17 Another way of fighting 

social evils was to expand education, produce textbooks for ordinary 

people (suitable at every level), and fight the malaria that affected 

the whole population—laying it flat several times a year. 

In this respect, Rakovski did not remain idle and he could write 

to Trotsky at the end of March that “he was going to suggest to the 

local authorities a new means of combating malaria”; similarly, he 

had suggested to Lenin, in 1921, the growing of maize in the Soviet 

Union. He heard that in South America (especially in the Amazon 

delta, which resembled the mouth of the Volga) they were breed¬ 

ing fish that would eat mosquito larvae. After making enquiries on 



S12 Exile to Astrakhan 

the spot, he learned that “such fish had been imported, but no one 

really knew whether any had survived.”18 As he went on with his 

enquiry, he read about a link between the level of cattle breeding and 

the incidence of endemic fevers: as the former decreased, the latter 

increased. Therefore, he urged the Planning Commission to use all 

available means to build up cattle breeding in the Astrakhan region, 

since it had been reduced by half (at least in the case of sheep) since 

the end of the war. 

As in the past when he was chairman of the People’s Commissars 

Council in the Ukraine, Rakovski looked into the problem of hospitals 

and public health, since “leprosy, plague, cholera, and tuberculosis” 

were still frequent in the area, not to mention, as he wrote to Trotsky, 

rabid dogs in huge numbers. 

To face up to all these duties with a clear mind, the “exile” took 

up a sport that had always appealed to him, but that he had not been 

able to practice for a long time, duck shooting and pigeon shooting, 

very popular in Astrakhan. (He asked his friends in Moscow to send 

him a gun.)20 

Not content with all these activities, and as if to give another 

proof of his adaptability, Christian started writing his memoirs. He 

jotted down the most striking incidents of his forty years as a militant, 

in the course of which he had met the most outstanding figures of the 

European socialist movement and taken an active part in its devel¬ 

opment. As was seen above, in 1922, on the death of Jules Guesde, 

Lenin asked Rakovski to write an article on the French Marxist. In 

1928, it was Trotsky’s turn to ask his friend to think of writing his 

memoirs. 

Late in March, Rakovski got down to this, “drawing exclusively 

on his personal experience.” He described his meetings with Plekhanov, 

Zasulich, the Liebknechts (Wilhelm and Karl), Rosa Luxemburg, 

Jules Guesde, Jaurès, and Lenin, giving an account of the numerous 

political discussions he had with them. On the subject of Plekhanov, 

he had already finished a first draft covering more than 150 pages 

of a standard exercise book, but he revised it after the publication 

of Plekhanov’s letters, together with the writings of the group called 

Labor’s Freedom. On the subject of Jaurès he had written in 1916 “a 

thick manuscript in Romanian” in which he related their meeting in 

the south of France and the journey to London they made in 1913; 

he also recorded the opinions of Jaurès on politics, literature and art. 

As for Jules Guesde, he wanted to describe the man and the revolu¬ 

tionary as he knew him after 1892. According to his timetable, the 

series of “profiles” could be finished by July.22 

Rakovski also meant to add to these first jottings a detailed anal- 
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ysis of the six international socialist congresses that he had attended— 

in Zurich in 1893, London three years later, Paris in 1900, Amsterdam 

in 1904, Stuttgart in 1907, and Copenhagen in 1910. He thought the 

main difficulty would be “to describe these events in the light of our 

present ideology, but also in their historical perspective.” He had to 

express the psychological subtleties of those days, since all this un¬ 

doubtedly was grounded in the past. As he wrote to Trotsky vividly: 

“Today a Komsomol member knows Liebknecht only in relation to 

the dictatorship of the proletariat, the way a high school boy knows 

Aristotle in relation to the laws of the universe.”23 

Besides all this, Rakovski started drafting an account of “some 

of his life’s events.” At this time, he finished the account of his 

revolutionary activities in Romania, making up two chapters. The 

first one was entitled “From the Black Sea to the Danube,” the other, 

“My Third Expulsion from Romania in 1911.” Later, when he was 

sent to Barnaul in 1930, he wrote a whole book on the part he played 

as chairman of the Ukrainian Republic People’s Commissars Council 

during the civil war. 

One would assume that as he was remembering the past, Rakovski 

would be unconcerned about the existing political conflicts. Nothing 

of the sort. The countless letters he sent to his Trotskyist comrades, 

who had also been banished, are a proof of it. He wrote to Radek, 

Preobrazhenski, Muralov, Belobodorov, Sosnovski, Serebriakov, Kas¬ 

parov, Smilga, Rafael, and many others.23 

In June 1924, Trotsky had written to L. B. Krasin that he thought 

“one could expect future relations between England and the United 

States to deteriorate sharply, because of the effect the United States 

has on the international market.”25 Instead of using theoretical ar¬ 

guments of the orthodox Marxist type, Krasin preferred to draw on 

his experience as a politician and answered realistically, using psycho¬ 

logical arguments that this was a very unlikely development. “You 

have no idea,” he wrote, “how provincial Americans can be in inter¬ 

national politics. A long time will elapse before they dare to make a 

break with England.”26 

In 1928, Trotsky sounded Rakovski on the subject and received 

a long letter in reply, dated 29 February. Rakovski agreed with his 

comrade on the need to pay attention to the matter, for “this animos¬ 

ity would play a vital part in the revolution to be.” He had himself 

written two articles in 1925 (intentionally published in the Commu¬ 

nist International); in them he argued that the United States, “which 

had turned into gold all the bloodshed during World War I,” was now 

trying to subjugate the whole of Europe economically.27 He added: 

It is easy to foresee, in these circumstances, that England 
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will sooner or later form a coalition against this pushy Dollar 

Republic, as happened early in the century with the Hohen- 

zollem Empire which was rapidly expanding.28 

Rakovski thought Great Britain would gradually become aware 

of the serious threat posed by the unstoppable U. S. economy. Not 

only had it “finally lost its dominant position on the world market,” 

but it had been overtaken by its own colonies and by enterprising 

U. S. businessmen in the Dominions.29 He observed that the two 

countries were still competing with each other, whether for markets 

or raw materials. 

He remarked on the “desperate haste the British showed in de¬ 

fending their African territories, Egypt, the Cape, the ex-German 

colonies, which they regarded as their last outposts” to help them 

protect their interests.30 These feelings originated in the fact that 

U. S. capital was being invested on both sides of Africa, East and 

West, Abyssinia and Liberia. Of course, before the war, U. S. capital 

had found its way into South America, China, and Japan, but it now 

poured into Germany, France, Austria, Poland, Yugoslavia, and even 

the British Empire. The United States had an 80 percent share of 

the Canadian trade, and Australia had for a long time ordered most 

of its imports from U. S. firms—in order to obtain financial loans in 

return, to help develop its industry, and to shake off the British yoke. 

In any case, as he wrote to Trotsky, this Anglo-American rivalry went 

back a long way, as can be seen in a disciple of Saint-Simon writing 

in 1833: 

Whatever the present naval strength of England, I cannot 

imagine it not being overtaken some day by the ships of 

this huge island which, suspended from the Pole, divides 

the ocean into two. . . . The American Navy will grow to 

such an extent that it will be in relation to the English Navy, 

what the latter was once, compared to the Dutch Navy.32 

The British, when they are “among themselves” he added, won¬ 

der what future to expect for their country, and come to the same 

conclusion. “Great Britain can expect the same fate as Holland” was 

the opinion of Sir William Tyrrell, whom Rakovski regarded as “the 

most intelligent of the British diplomats he had come across.”33 

Should they take it for granted then that the war would break 

out between Great Britain and the United States? No. Rakovski 

thought they would see “England submitting to America,” and losing 

its supremacy on the seas and the world financial places. But he 

still thought the revolutionary content” of the U. S.—British rivalry 

remained unchanged. In his opinion, the most immediate prospects 
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were for a war in the Balkans or in Italy where “40 million people were 

crammed into a narrow territory with hardly any raw materials and 

where industry would have to look to foreign markets.”34 Another 

possible conflict was beginning to appear between “the United States 

and Japan in respect to China.” 

It is obvious that Rakovski saw the world balance of power only 

through the crystal of Marxist doctrine. He was very close to Trotsky 

in this respect, while Lenin and Krasin were more “realistic.” On the 

other hand, there is no doubt that Rakovski hoped for war to break 

out among capitalist countries to allow the popular forces to use this 

opportunity and topple bourgeois governments. 

As was seen above, in an open letter sent to the Komintern’s 

Presidium in January 1928, the opposition was strongly critical of 

the direction taken by the Stalinist leadership with regard to revo¬ 

lutionary tactics. They condemned as “anti-Marxist” the celebrated 

theory of “socialism in one country,” since it could only lead to “cut¬ 

ting the Soviet Union from the world proletarian revolution.” In his 

correspondence with Trotsky, Rakovski brought up the matter sev¬ 

eral times, as he believed that the future of the first workers’ state 

depended closely on the international revolutionary movement and 

vice versa. The mistakes that were made in building socialism in our 

country, he wrote, “will be bound to affect Komintem policies, and in 

turn, erroneous Komintem political decisions will affect the policies 

of our Party and our government.”35 

Just as Radek thought, in 1923, that revolution had no chance in 

Germany,36 so Rakovski considered that the communist uprising in 

Bulgaria, in September of the same year, which had been encouraged 

by Moscow, was a “senseless adventure.”37 He saw in these errors 

“the purest product of bureaucratic imaginations,” which had been 

going against the tide when they incited the Germans and Bulgarians 

to rise. Chinese Communists, on the other hand, had been allowed 

to be massacred in 1927 because they had been given no support 

in a full-fledged insurrection. In conclusion, he said, all this weighs 

heavily against the Komintem executive, helping only those who are 

trying to tighten the screw against the Soviet Union.38 

Reflecting on the causes of these miscalculations, as was his cus¬ 

tom, Rakovski thought he could trace them in the Party management 

changing from one of internal democracy to despotism, in all but 

name. Any opinion that differed even slightly from the one expressed 

by the secretary general was declared a heresy. 

Both in his letters to Trotsky and in the one he sent to Valenti¬ 

nov on 6 August 1928, Rakovski stressed the fact that the opposition 

existed only because of “the wrong methods used in Party manage- 
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ment,” which forced a “fraction of them to fight” for addressing ordi¬ 

nary militants.39 The ruling clique had in a practice “wiped out all the 

guarantees,” which were a sine qua non condition of “the existence 

of the Communist party as the Party of the working class.”40 

As Rakovski tried to understand why the ruling body of the first 

workers’ state had become so monstrously distorted, he discovered 

“the specific difficulties encountered by any new ruling class, after it 

has seized power and has to show whether it is capable of exercizing 

it.” He called these difficulties “the professional risks of power.”41 

He did not mean by this “objective difficulties” arising from 

historical circumstances, that is, the revolutionary state being sur¬ 

rounded by enemy powers and under pressure at home from coun¬ 

terrevolutionary forces. Rather, he had in mind dangers facing the 

Soviet government from within, since it was the first revolutionary 

government to last long enough to put its principles into practice. 

The position of this government was completely new: it no longer 

represented a class involved in struggle for power; it no longer en¬ 

joyed “the cohesion and unity which usually characterize a class on 

the offensive.” So the impulse for action switched from grassroots mil¬ 

itants and their revolutionary spearhead, “which has emerged from 

the mass and remains an intrinsic part of it,” to the ruling apparatus. 

This is when bureaucracy came into its own, gradually making indi¬ 

vidual action impossible. When a social class seizes power, Rakovski 

wrote, “one of its component parts becomes an instrument of gov¬ 

ernment,” which means that personal interests and cliques come into 

play again.42 

In his letter to Valentinov, he rightly pointed out the constant 

change occurring within the revolutionary class. Since capitalist hoard¬ 

ing is forbidden by the ruling party, in the socialist state “different 

strata appear, according to the jobs people are given, and later these 

divisions become social prerogatives.”43 It was only a matter of time 

for a bourgeois class to emerge, both in the political and moral sense, 

and Sosnovski was right to make a parallel between the “harem- 

automobile” factor and the new “ideological” symbol of Soviet bu¬ 

reaucrats. Another consequence of this “dependence” and intoxica¬ 

tion of being in power lay in the fact that jobs, “once in the hands 

of the whole Party, the whole class,” had gradually turned into at¬ 

tributes of power, that is, a privilege exclusively reserved for an ever 

smaller number of people. The current threat to the cohesion of the 

working class, then, was extremely serious, as it was leading straight 

to reaction. A simile occurred to Rakovski, as it had to all other 

members of the opposition, that of Thermidor. “The political reac¬ 

tion which set in even before Thermidor,” he wrote to Valentinov, 
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“ensured that power fell both formally and in reality to the hands 

of an increasingly limited number of people. First out of necessity, 

later by law, the popular masses became excluded from government 

positions.” 

When he analyzed the causes of the decline of the Jacobin party,45 

Rakovski could not help pondering the decline of the Bolshevik party 

showing the worst symptoms of “a break between the Party leader¬ 

ship and the Party itself,” now considered as a mere appendage of 

the apparatus; hence, there occurred a “break between the Party and 

the working class, together with a loosening of bonds among Party 

members.”46 The bureaucracy of the state and the Party had won 

the battle and could assert itself “as a new social stratum.”47 

In this respect, the Stalinist leadership had completely failed in 

its appointed task. Not only did it “squander the revolutionary capi¬ 

tal left at Lenin’s death” by sending all people capable of criticism far 

away and replacing them with “zealous officials,” but it had betrayed 

the fundamental interests of the working class.48 On the one hand, 

the new leaders excluded it from running the country and shaping 

Party policies, on the other, since the people were not allowed to gain 

experience in building socialism, “the leaders failed to prepare it to 

take over the Party apparatus.” 49 Instead of patiently “educating the 

working class politically, so that it would be capable of taking over 

government bodies, the Party [and] trade unions, and keep them un¬ 

der control,” the leadership stifled any initiative and encouraged a 

burgeoning bureaucracy, even more intrusive and sure of its prerog¬ 

atives and of its rights. We were hoping, he said bitterly, that the 

Party leaders 

would create a new apparatus, chosen among workers and 

peasants, new trade unions, really proletarian, and a new 

code of conduct in everyday life. It must be recognized, in 

unambiguous terms, that the Party apparatus has failed. It 

has proved utterly incompetent in this dual work of conser¬ 

vation and education. It is bankrupt and insolvent.49 

Rakovski agonized over the reasons and in what circumstances 

“this bureaucratic degeneracy” had led the Party apparatus astray, 

and eroded the sense of purpose of its members. Indeed, one was 

not dealing with isolated cases or individual failures on the part of 

this or that comrade. It amounted to the apparatus evolving into a 

bureaucratic caste that signaled the complete transformation of Soviet 

society, that is, the ruling class above all—or the working class. 

Here Rakovski was in agreement with Valentinov’s Meditations 

on the People, and went even further. They both saw a fundamen- 



S78 Exile to Astrakhan 

tal problem in the fact of “collapse of the work ethic in the laboring 

classes” and “growing indifference to the fate of the dictatorship of 

the proletariat and of the Soviet state.” He explained it by the pro¬ 

letariat giving up its share of decision making. There was no doubt, 

in fact, that soldiers’ and workers’ councils had in 1917 “a full life” 

in Trotsky’s words; so they were then autonomous and responsible.50 

The Russian people organized itself and brought about the tsarist 

government’s downfall, and later that of Kerenski’s, because it knew 

how to safeguard its interests. It was also able to bring the revo¬ 

lutionary movement to the remotest parts of the decaying empire, 

providing both soldiers and officers for this task. Unfortunately, after 

this enormous effort, the people felt the need to heal its wounds and 

stop the fight; peasants wanted to go back to their fields and workers 

to resume their work in factories. They all wanted to go home, to 

live. 

While Rakovski understood this, he had realized by 1921, when 

he was Predsovnarkom of the Ukrainian Republic, the problems posed 

by soldiers’ reinsertion into civilian life. This is why, at the Sixth 

Ukrainian Congress, he had put out the slogan: “Let us end this wave 

of demobilization”. The Red Army had to preserve some of its fighting 

power to defend the Ukraine against potential invaders. Demobilized 

men had to be at hand to protect Soviet power after their return in 

their villages. In reality, “moral and physical weariness” was so great 

among the masses that they soon stopped taking part in public life, 

although they had achieved power in their own right.51 

So, taking advantage of waning enthusiasm in the proletariat— 

the revolutionary vanguard, the Bolshevik party, after leading the 

right, now took hold of most of the levers of command in the entire 

country. In this context, the leaders went seriously wrong in not pro¬ 

tecting themselves from the professional risks of power. They had 

grown used to power and become intoxicated, and now they were 

shamefully betraying the most legitimate interests of the working 

class. The vanguard was revolutionary only in name; this is why 

it attached such importance to the material symbols of its achieve¬ 

ments, “countless and the best of their kind.” Through “statistical 

doctoring,” mistakes were being hidden under a torrent of figures.52 

In his letter to Valentinov, Rakovski finally quoted the proverb 

“Organs change with their functions” to explain clearly the reasons 

for change in the Bolshevik party and in the society of contemporary 

Soviet Russia. He did not try to hide his disappointment at the 

transformation of Soviet society since the heyday of October 1917. It 

had not been radically altered as the Stalinists claimed; instead, it 

showed signs of “inbreeding.”53 
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In 1917, Rakovski, like all Marxists, thought that “the fall of the 

regime must lead to the liberation of the proletariat as a whole.” This 

idea was an important part of communist doctrine in those days, but 

he had to admit that, since then, no “liberation, no improvement of 

proletarian life” had occurred in the first socialist country. After ex¬ 

plaining this failure by the state of interdependence existing between 

the defective revolutionary vanguard and the popular masses, which 

had grown more and more resigned, he showed what had happened 

to the working class in the Soviet Union. A definition had first to 

be given to the term “working class” to clear the “metaphysical fog” 

obscuring it.54 

There was no problem as far as the Stalinists were concerned, 

since the working class was the same as the dictatorship of the pro¬ 

letariat, and the Bolshevik party, which represented it. On the other 

hand, we saw earlier how Rakovski emphasized, together with all 

members of the opposition, the complete break that had occurred 

between the Party under Stalin’s iron hand and the popular masses. 

This break led to a deep change “in the physical constitution of the 

working class.” Rakovski could not make a detailed analysis of this 

evolution in the limits of a letter, although he revealed so many of his 

most intimate thoughts in it. He merely stated the problems facing 

them, pointing out the areas of uncertainty. They should try to find 

out, he said, 

What is the proportion of our industrial workers who were 

recruited after the Revolution, as opposed to those who were 

already in the work force? What is the proportion of those 

who were involved in the revolutionary movement in the old 

days, those who took part in strikes, were deported, jailed, 

fought in the war or served in the Red Army? What is the 

proportion of industrial workers who are permanently em¬ 

ployed? How many of them work only occasionally? What 

is the proportion of half-proletarian, half-peasant industrial 

workers . . . etc?55 

Since his deportation to a place far from Moscow and the large 

industrial centers, he had come across a kind of people he had been 

unaware of so far, at least at close quarters. He now realized that 

there was no Soviet proletariat, but a myriad of them, and one had 

“to delve into the deepest recesses” of the Soviet people. Next to 

the proletariat and “half-proletarian” masses, he found “strata which 

have hardly ever been mentioned” by the Party hierarchy. There were 

the unemployed and also “masses of paupers, reduced to begging” 

who, thanks to “the ludicrous subsidies granted by the state,” were 
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walking an uncertain line between poverty, theft, and prostitution as 

in the best days of capitalism. There were “areas in the Soviet regime 

which we did not even guess at . . . they make you feel as if you had 

just stumbled on an abyss.”57 

Exile was an eye-opener to Rakovski, who now saw many of 

the sores of Soviet Russia, and could understand the remark made 

by Baboeuf when he came out of the Abbey prison: “It is more 

difficult to educate the people in the love of freedom than to win it 

for the people.”58 The French revolutionary had wondered what had 

happened to the Parisian people, to all the brave men who had lived 

through the uprising. Rakovski asked the same question, and must 

have thought that history was repeating itself. 

Aware of the bitterness of Baboeuf, Rakovski avoided being vainly 

resentful. Through the long years of exile, he clung to the hope 

that, because of opposition action, the Party would awaken to its 

errors, and that the people would be educated. However, although he 

strongly believed that Trotskyists were the only force of “proletarian 

pressure,” he refused to hold any illusions. He preferred to determine 

exactly where their weaknesses lay. First of all, it was obvious that 

this “proletarian pressure was not sufficient to keep the opposition 

inside the Party”; moreover, it had not “succeeded in changing Party 

policies.” Yet he agreed with Trotsky, who thought that some insur¬ 

rections had, through their very failure, played “a significant part in 

revolution.” In his opinion, the Paris Commune had served to ensure 

the existence of a republican government in France, while the Decem¬ 

ber 1905 uprising in Moscow “opened the way to the constitutional 

reform in Russia.” But the effect of these “defeats of conquest” was 

short-lived if it were not to be “buttressed by a new wave of revolu¬ 

tionary fire.”59 To encourage this fresh onslaught, Rakovski and other 

Trotskyist supporters began to pinpoint a number of resolutions that 

can be called a “program of the opposition in exile.” 

Rakovski believed that the first measure true Bolsheviks should 

take to prepare the people to assume the leadership was to launch a 

direct assault on bureaucracy. He thought it was urgent “to cut down 

the number and functions of Party leaders, and dismiss three quarters 

of the apparatus.”60 As for the remaining quarter, it would have jobs 

with strictly limited objectives, well defined beforehand. Party mem¬ 

bers should also be given the rights that had recently been trampled 

underfoot, and obtain firm guarantees against despotism, in its Stal¬ 

inist form. They could attack effectively “the shameless demagogues” 

who had silenced any criticism, and the “ideological poverty” of Party 

officials would be breached61 Once these fundamental reforms had 

taken place, the Soviet social system would be reappraised, so that 
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the economy of the first workers’ state could make for true socialism. 

When he wrote to Trotsky at the end of May 1928, he listed the 

main steps to take in this endeavor. In agriculture, he fully agreed 

with Preobrazhenski’s ideas on the kulak’s isolation from the rest 

of the peasantry, and on the need for speedy collectivization and 

the setting up of model farms. These were the only means at the 

government’s disposal for supplying sufficient quantities of grain for 

the population. However, Rakovski added, this policy could never be 

applied without “active participation from the poor peasants, without 

[their] support.”62 This was a subject he knew well, since in 1919 he 

was the first to set up the celebrated kombedy (committees of poor 

peasants) in the Ukraine, which allowed him to spread the cause of 

revolution in the Ukrainian countryside by driving a wedge among 

the peasants. 

Rakovski thought any attempt at collectivizing agriculture that 

would not be supported by the enrollment of poor peasants would re¬ 

main “without political foundations.”63 He also thought it necessary, 

before this process was started, to make sure of favorable economic 

conditions by speeding up industrialization. He was broaching an 

idea dear to Trotsky, based on Lenin’s teachings: “The material basis 

of socialism can only be heavy mechanical industry, which will allow 

[us] to reorganize agriculture.”64 

According to Rakovski, it was essential to apply these decisions 

immediately, to avoid Party leaders having to take administrative 

measures as drastic as any of the wartime ones. They would have 

“not only to empty the kulak’s bam, but also to shake the contents 

of the peasant’s sack, and, since he hardly has anything, they would 

endanger the sowing campaign and also the link between proletariat 

and peasantry.”65 

When one reads the memoranda Rakovski sent at the time, (some 

of which caused a stir not only in the opposition but at the highest 

levels of the Party hierarchy), it is clear that he never had any doubt 

about “Lenin’s party.”66 In 1928, he thought the Party had gone 

astray only after the death of its leader, and his dearest wish was to 

rejoin party ranks when Leninist principles would be observed once 

more. It should be remembered that, at the end of 1927, just after the 

Fifteenth Congress, Rakovski had signed a declaration with Smilga, 

Muralov, and Radek, stating his willingness to submit to the supreme 

authority represented by the congress and to put an end to strife.67 

Once again, in spite of his violent criticism of the Party, in May 1928, 

he asked all opposition members to sign a declaration in these terms: 

From our places of enforced residence, we still take a keen in¬ 

terest in the progress made by the Party and the Komintem. 
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We are ready to support fully and unreservedly any measure 

which could help to clean up the Party and the Komintem 

without weakening their foundations in the slightest. . . . 

However, we deem it our duty as Communists to declare that 

the decisions [which have been taken so far by the Party and 

Komintem] fall short of what is needed, and that they will 

fail if the Party does not draw all the conclusions following 

on the sad experience of the last four months.68 

These earnest words show the distance Rakovski had traveled 

in the ten years since he joined the Bolshevik party. Although some 

Party members never regarded this internationalist, this Social Demo¬ 

crat, as a genuine Bolshevik, by 1928, he could not imagine playing 

any part in public life independently of the Party. In this sense, 

he really was Lenin’s disciple; he must have agreed with the words 

Krestinski wrote to Trotsky in December 1927: 

There cannot be any future for opposition members except 

in sustained, gradual and constant work, carried out within 

the Party and Soviet apparatus, so as to regain the confi¬ 

dence of the masses and exert an influence on them.69 

This guiding principle helps to explain why, after six years of 

increasing hardship as a deportee, Rakovski finally aligned with the 

majority line forced by Stalin on the Party, and why he accepted the 

trampling on his personal dignity, in 1936 and again in 1938, when 

he denounced in extravagant terms a political family and a friendship 

that he held dearest deep down. With each passing year, Rakovski 

came to recognize the soundness of the theory Piatakov expounded 

to Volski in 1928: 

A true Bolshevik immerses his personality in the collective 

that is the “Party,” so that he forces himself to give up his 

own convictions, to adopt the Party’s honestly as his own. 

This is the criterion for recognizing a genuine Bolshevik. He 

would find it impossible to live outside the Party’s ranks and 

he would have no hesitation in stating that black is white 

and vice versa, if the Party demanded it. To be at one 

with the great Party, he will give himself entirely to it, he 

will abdicate any individuality, to such an extent that not a 

single atom of his personality can exist outside the Party.70 

Yet, many years of persecution, isolation, and doubt, as well as a 

very special historical context, were needed to wear down, at least on 

the surface, Rakvoski’s deep sense of tolerance, which made of him, 

as Lenin said, a true European.71 He was indeed a man whose urbane 

disposition made him alien to anything vaguely resembling partisan 
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fanaticism. One should bear in mind, at this point, the violent clash 

that made him oppose Lenin, after 1902, on the latter’s views on the 

revolutionary Party and movement. In those days, he was convinced 

that the root of the evil lay in the way Lenin was running the Bol¬ 

shevik party, his dictatorial methods, his amoral stance, and his spite 

toward the “revolutionary impulse” of the masses. In 1928, Rakovski 

felt equally indignant about Stalin and his men—despotic, amoral, 

spiteful toward the people—but he did not attack the Party itself. In 

his opinion, Lenin’s Party had been distorted by the methods used 

by a few individuals. There was nothing fundamental in the phe¬ 

nomenon. This was probably the main weakness of his position and 

the origin of the internal contradiction, which in the end caused his 

downfall. In reality, although his view of bolshevism changed under 

the impact of his everyday experience of life, his spiritual heritage and 

culture “inspired him with an ideal of tolerance and belief in progress 

which properly belonged to the days of Enlightenment.”72 He was 

still deeply attached to his old philosophy of life, as an analysis of the 

consequence of this dichotomy will show. 
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Chapter 19 

The Years of Last Resistance (1929—1933) 

A. The “Turn to the Left” of Stalin and the Disassociation 
by the Trotskyist Opposition (Summer 1929) 

In the spring of 1928, the centrist leadership under Stalin decided 

to apply some of the policies advocated by the Trotskyist opposition 

since 1927. The wheat shortages of the winter of 1928 forced Stalin 

to launch an energetic campaign against the rich peasants, who were 

fueling the crisis by hoarding large amounts of wheat to use later for 

a huge profit. He started his war on the kulaks in February, but it 

was not until May that it imparted to the Party a significant shift to 

the left. This was when Stalin solemnly addressed the country to pro¬ 

claim that, in order to solve the problems facing it, “it was necessary 

to change from individual peasant farms to collective farming.”1 He 

also warned that “there should be no slowing down of the growth of 

heavy industry,” and light industry (mainly intended for the “peasant 

market”) should form the “basis of industry as a whole.” 

As he publicly moved away from the right wing of the Party led 

by Bukharin, Rykov, and Tomski (head of Soviet trade unions), the 

opposition on the left thought Stalin had come to agree, at least in 

part, with the ideas they had championed, which had made him expel 

them from the Party. In these spring days of 1928, the whole Trotsky 

group was given to wild hopes; Preobrazhenski went as far as to say 

that “the objective laws” of historical development had at last forced 

the central leadership to understand all the implications of the left- 

wing opposition’s program. Even Trotsky had to admit that Stalin 

was undoubtedly moving closer to the policies he had always resisted, 

and that he was not distancing himself from the right; members of 

the Trotskyist group were advised to give “conditional support” to 

Stalin.2 At this point Kamenev urged Trotsky to take another step 

toward reconciliation with the leadership, and Radek pleaded for it 

also. Under the circumstances, many of the opposition wondered 

whether they had been justified in making such an open break with 

the Party. After calling Stalin “a champion of the kulaks,” Leonid 

Serebriakov3 sent Rakovski a telegram in the middle of July, which 

clearly showed their feelings: “I think the new direction taken by the 
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Central Committee on all main issues is the right one, and it is now 

time to raise the question of our joining the Party again.”4 

Rakovski’s letter to Trotsky informing him of this development 

contained the two “clear and imperative” guidelines that he was going 

to follow in the future; they should “stand up for their opinions” 

and “ask for readmission to the Party when an opportunity arose.” 

For the time being, Rakovski felt they must not give way to wild 

enthusiasm under the impact of this “left turnabout.”5 He thought 

that only later would they be able to assess whether this sharp change 

in Stalin’s policies had been caused by history’s “inescapable laws,” or 

rather by Stalin’s wish to compromise their right wing and eliminate 

it. Like Bukharin, Rakovski was inclined to think that the man at 

the head of the Party apparatus could “switch political theories to fit 

the need for getting rid of someone at such and such a time.”6 This 

is why, like Trotsky, he rejected the possibility of the left making a 

tactical alliance with the center because it would only help the latter 

to bring the right down and also discredit the ideas they had been 

fighting for. Rakovski scathingly replied to Smilga, Smirnov, Radek, 

Safarov, and all those who were ready to surrender for fear that “it 

would all happen without us:”7 

It is unavoidable that some of us will have to leave those who 

have not thought out our policies, those who dream of a quiet 

life, those who claim they want to take part in “glorious 

struggles.” This selection can only benefit the opposition 

and make it more close knit. Only those members will be 

left who do not regard the program as “à la carte” dishes 

from which to pick and choose. The program remains the 

expression of Leninism at war, and only if it is applied in its 

entirety can the Party and the proletariat’s homeland escape 

from the dead end into which they were led by the centrist 

leadership.8 

Instead of finding comfort or reassurance in Stalin’s maneuvers, 

Rakovski saw in them another proof of his total lack of principles, or 

his willingness to use any device to retain an iron grip on the Party. 

As for him, he refused to stray from the path he had chosen when 

he went to Astrakhan and he kept true to his motto: “Do your duty 

whatever the consequences.” 9 

The news of Trotsky’s and his family’s arrest, on 20 January 

1929, followed by their expulsion from the Soviet Union a few days 

later, only confirmed Rakovski’s fears.10 He remained the only person 

with enough courage and experience to lead the left-wing opposition 

in the inauspicious days ahead. 
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B. The Leader of the Trotskyist Opposition in the USSR 

On the eve of the Sixteenth Party Conference to be held in 

Moscow in April 1929, Rakovski drew up a “balance sheet.” The “un¬ 

conditional” side was left with only a few personal friends of Trotsky’s 

capable of becoming leaders, such as Sosnovski (the Pravda journal¬ 

ist who had become popular after his attacks on bureaucracy and 

the “new Soviet nobility”) or Solntsev, a young economist who had 

joined the opposition as early as 1923 (he was barely twenty) and who 

died of exhaustion in January 1936 in the course of a hunger strike 

to protest against another sentence without trial.11 

In his report to the Central Committee on the occasion of the 

Sixteenth Party Conference, Rakovski attacked the official press for 

making allegations about the left-wing opposition. The latter was 

reported to deny “any possibility of building socialism in present- 

day circumstances.” 12 Rakovski rejected this as slander, since “our 

program is based on the need of increasing the pace of building it.” 

The Stalinists only showed that “they had no faith in the proletariat 

and did not believe activists capable of class consciousness and rev¬ 

olutionary fervor.” Obviously, their aim was to turn the proletariat 

“into silent hermits, who would only be allowed to speak to repeat 

the slogans of centrist leaders.” 13 

1. The Expulsion of Trotsky from the Soviet Union—January 

1929 

When he realized that Stalin had taken another turn, this time to 

the right, Rakovski came to the logical conclusion that “the opposition 

could expect increasingly violent persecution.” Thousands of activists 

accused of being trotskyists would be arrested, jailed, and sent into 

exile, or thrown into solitary confinement because they would pass as 

“enemies of the dictatorship of the proletariat and of Soviet power.” It 

is clear that Rakovski felt deep pessimism as he saw the consequences 

of this campaign of violence against the members of Lenin’s party. 

Stalin had twisted the arms of Politburo’s members to have Trotsky 

forcibly removed from the Soviet Union, although he had been the 

“war companion closest to Lenin, the leader of the October Revolution 

and organizer of the Red Army.” 14 Stalin knew that, as long as he 

remained in the Soviet Union, Trotsky would stand as the ideological 

leader of the opposition that would attract ever more members.13 

So he chose to send him into exile in a bourgeois country (Turkey 

as it happened) to discredit him with the masses, which would see 

in him an ally of the bourgeoisie. In reality, Rakovski said, it was 

Stalin “who appealed to a bourgeois-nationalist government, to keep 
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such a staunch and honest Bolshevik as Trotsky away from Soviet 

territory.”10 

2. Rakovski’s Illness: Relegation to Saratov (1929) 

Rakovski was determined to go on fighting to the bitter end, at 

least as far as his health would allow him. He was feeling the effect 

of the less than salubrious climate of Astrakhan, and was ailing early 

in the spring and again late in the autumn of 1928. In April he 

sent a brief telegram to Trotsky and his family. “How are you? I 

have been laid low for three weeks by an attack of malaria.”17 Lev 

Davydovich (Trotsky) replied, “We are all right. You must leave 

Astrakhan at all cost. Best love.” Since Rakovski was unable to 

write back, Trotsky sent another telegram a few days later: “How 

do you feel? Not hearing from you, we worry about you. With love, 

Lev, Natalia.”18 Alexandra Rakovskaia, who was under severe strain 

after the recent political events and her husband’s deportation, left 

her work and her two daughters in Moscow to spend two months with 

her husband. In the middle of May she wrote to Natalia Trotskaia, 

giving her some details on their life and her day-to-day concerns. She 

mentioned “speculation” that was rife in Astrakhan as everywhere: 

“a hen costing one ruble fifty when bought in the market square, but 

had to be paid [at] two ruble fifty when delivered to your house. . . 

.” She added: 

since we have a very limited budget allowance because of 

keeping two houses, here and in Moscow, I have to watch ev¬ 

ery small increase in cost. I feel horribly tired with it all and 

fed up with repetitive housekeeping. My reward comes in 

the form of repeated thanks from Christian [Rakovski] who 

is quite a gourmet. He deserves a little pampering because 

he works day and night. I sometimes listen when he dictates 

his book and I think he will publish something rather inter¬ 

esting on Saint-Simon. ... I wish Christian had gone to 

Kislovodsk,19 he looks very tired. ... I do not know how 

to manage it. I so loathe asking for favors that I am not 

sure this time whether I am entitled to such a slip [sic].20 

Through the whole summer of 1928, Alexandra tried to obtain 

her husband’s transfer to another town, but she met with endless 

difficulties before she could talk to “Party dignitaries,” or rather their 

representatives, in the provinces. Early in September, she finally 

managed to meet one called Samsonov, and the following conversation 

took place, showing the kind of harassment opposition members had 

to endure: 
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-“The refusal of a leave of absence [for your husband] comes 

from the Central Committee, which is not concerned with the health 

problems of people who are not Party members.” 

-“This has nothing to do with Rakovski’s health; all I ask is 

no interference with his going for treatment to Kislovodsk at his own 

expense.” 

-“Rakovski is not entitled to move out of a limited area, even 

for his health. He should get treatment from means available in his 

assigned place of residence.” 

-“This is monstrous.” 

-“It was a decision taken by the Komintem Congress. You 

may have read its resolutions. . . .21 

Later Rakovski wrote to Trotsky with an outline of this “inter¬ 

view” and his wife’s parting remark that “it was a shame to put 

pressure on revolutionaries, fully conscious of their duty, to make 

them betray their opinions, under threat of illness and even death.” 

She went on to express her regrets at “having wasted so much time 

in discussion with a man who was only carrying out orders, and even 

if he had an opinion of his own, would not dare to express it, for fear 

of contradicting these orders.”22 

In the end, Alexandra was advised to apply directly to one of 

the most influential members of the GPU, Iagoda, but this had no 

effect.23 Yet, toward the end of the year, Krestinski decided to seek 

Kaganovich’s help; he mentioned their past friendship and promised 

to use his influence with Rakovski to steer him back into the Party’s 

mainstream, following the example of many of his old revolutionary 

comrades.24 When Rakovski was allowed to move from Astrakhan to 

Saratov, he refused to shake hands with the friends who had urged 

him to join the “renegades.” He thought the five-year plan had been 

drawn in answer to the “opposition’s sting in blows,” but that only 

part of the opposition’s program had been carried out in practice. 

Once more he emphasized “the connection between all parts of the 

manifesto” in an open letter to the Central Committee members, 

adding: 

You have taken new and important measures in the field of 

industrialization. But these measures will not bring you any 

nearer to the goal, if, first, you do not alter your premises 

and, secondly, you refuse to carry out drastic reforms re¬ 

garding the Party, the trade unions, and the soviets. If you 

sincerely intend to follow this path, you must take the op¬ 

position back into the Party.25 

In Saratov, Rakovski resumed his writing activities, although 
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several “manuscripts” got past the border (using the services of old 

friends and supporters who happened to go abroad on official trips), 

most of his missives and circular letters as leader of the opposi¬ 

tion were held up by the security services and never reached their 

destination.26 

Up to 1929, Trotsky’s supporters had been able to correspond 

comparatively freely. Party leaders wanted to be au fait with ex¬ 

changes of opinion between members of the opposition; knowing their 

feelings, hopes, and weaknesses, they could exert a disruptive influ¬ 

ence on them when the time came.27 After Trotsky was expelled, 

letters passing between them were increasingly scrutinized, and the 

living conditions of most opposition members took a turn for the 

worse. While Rakovski was in Saratov, however, he led a life remark¬ 

ably free from administrative troubles and material difficulties, as this 

helped the rulers to know exactly what he thought and what he wrote 

to the opposition. 

When Louis Fischer went to Saratov in April 1929 to see Rakovski 

and interview him on his experience as Soviet ambassador and on So¬ 

viet foreign policy, he found him living in the “best hotel” in town.28 

True enough, in those days, this was far from luxurious. Yet, the 

mere fact that a foreign journalist was allowed to get in touch with a 

member of the opposition in exile was another sign of the Party lead¬ 

ership’s wish to accommodate Rakovski. Fischer drew several lessons 

from his stay on the banks of the Volga. First of all, he was struck 

by the respectful attitude of all the people around Rakovski. He was 

known wherever he went and, in spite of his status as an exile, was 

greeted hat in hand; “the political criminal” seemed to be “the most 

celebrated and respected guest in Saratov.”29 The American journal¬ 

ist was also amazed to see the fire and zest Rakovski put into his work. 

All day, he either wrote, dictated, held discussions with other exiles, 

or talked to young people to explain the opposition’s arguments. At 

night, about midnight, he would ask Fischer to come in and would 

talk until two or three in the morning about the foreign policy of 

the first workers’ state and the part he played in it after 1917. Our 

witness wrote later: 

Rakovski had a wonderful memory, and if he could not re¬ 

member something, he would look for documents to recreate 

it. He rummaged in suitcases and trunks for them, and if 

he could not find what he wanted, he went to the room next 

door, awakened his wife and asked where such and such file 

was. Rather than leaving him in the lurch, she would put 

on a dressing gown and come in, looking sleepy, but with 

a smile on her face. She would drop a remark on men’s 



S90 The Years of Last Resistance 

shortcomings and start looking for the document.30 

As a journalist who was aware of all “the rules of the game,” 

Fischer never asked Rakovski anything concerning the internal life 

of the Bolshevik party. He knew that all Bolsheviks refused to talk 

of such matters with a noncommunist foreigner. Although one day 

Rakovski broke the law. One afternoon, the hotel manager brought 

in a telegram being “visibly delighted to have an excuse to see the 

great man.”31 After reading it, Rakovski turned pale and uttered 

these disparaging words: 

This is a message from Radek, Smilga, and Belobodorov. 

They have chosen to make peace with Stalin, confess their 

errors and go back to Moscow. They want me to join them. 

Never. I will not leave Trotsky. I think highly of him as a 

man and I approve of his political views. Stalin betrayed 

the revolution.32 

These strong words show how determined Rakovski was in stand¬ 

ing by Trotsky. He was, after all, the man who once told Kamenev 

that Stalin was “the gravedigger of the revolution,” to which the other 

replied earnestly: “He will never forgive you.” 

Stalin’s hatred of Trotsky was soon to affect Rakovski, who was 

still within his reach. But Stalin knew exactly how and when to strike 

for best effect, and he did not show his anger yet. He preferred to al¬ 

low Rakovski to talk and write for a while longer, so that his thoughts 

would become well known, and their influence on the Party and his 

group could be gauged. In the 1929-1930 period, Rakovski’s writ¬ 

ings circulated underground within the political spheres, but never 

reached the masses.33 As Trotsky wrote in his diaries: “The first 

people to read Rakovski’s circular letters were members of the group 

in power around Stalin.” There were also references in the official 

press to some unpublished writings of Rakovski’s. These appeared as 

slanted quotations, heavily distorted,” always accompanied by “vi¬ 

olent personal attacks.” It seemed to Trotsky that this was proof of 

“each of Rakovski’s blows hitting home.”34 

On 22 August 1929, Rakovski sent the Party’s Central Commit¬ 

tee and the Comintern Executive a declaration signed also by two 

other opposition members (Vladimir Kosior and Akudzhava).35 The 

situation was analyzed in comparatively sober words, which made 

the extreme Left (Maurice Paz and his wife) call the authors “de¬ 

featists,” to be strongly rebuked by Trotsky.36 In fact, Rakovski was 

using the same arguments as in the recent past, but enlarging them. 

He insisted on the fact that the struggle for fulfilling the five-year 

plan was, next to the civil war, the most significant of the battles 
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entered into by the Communist party, in an attack by the proletariat 

and poor peasants against capitalism which was rearing its head.” 

Yet, in his opinion, the five-year plan could not be seen as “a fun¬ 

damental stage in the development of the class struggle” through the 

mere strengthening of the proletariat’s dictatorship. It was essen¬ 

tial to give the people and all Party members full guarantees that the 

fulfillment of the plan would mean a genuine “intertwining of the pro¬ 

letariat and poor peasantry, under the leadership of the Communist 

party.”37 

This enormous effort, carried out in joyful cooperation, would 

drive away the specter of a break between the Party and popular 

masses, on the one hand, and between workers and peasants, on the 

other. As for the fear expressed by some people that “this rapproche¬ 

ment would lead to peasant alliances of the kind imagined by the 

SRs,” it sprang from a “misunderstanding.” The left SRs, just like 

their right wing, suggested organizing the whole peasantry, not only 

poor peasants.38 Besides, Rakovski added, “the Ukrainian experience 

proves this to be a fallacy.”39 From the autumn of 1929, Rakovski 

understood that the few illusions he had been harboring, when Stalin 

started realizing the reforms advocated by the Left, were groundless. 

The head of the Soviet bureaucracy was distorting the Trotskyist aims 

in the field of home affairs, because he was using constraint to achieve 

them. There was a mad rush forward by the Party leadership, which 

pushed things much too far in the space of a few months, only to make 

a sharp turnabout later. After the “turn to the left,” there occurred, 

in Trotskyist parlance, a “half-swing to the right.” A few figures are 

good examples of the way Stalin, in trying to cut the ground from 

under the feet of the opposition, nearly caused the downfall of the 

first workers’ state because of the coercive methods he used as an 

expedient. 

Although, in October 1929, only 4.1 percent peasant families 

worked in collective farms or kolkhozes, six months later, in March 

1930, there were 58.1 percent, most of them without tractors or 

machines.40 But on 2 March, seeing the unprecedented havoc wreaked 

in the countryside, Stalin denounced some of the abuses in his fa¬ 

mous article entitled, “The Dizzy Heights of Success.” He put all the 

blame on the grass roots reformers who had been too zealous. Since 

the 15 March decree allowed peasants to leave kolkhozes, there oc¬ 

curred another mass exodus, so that three months later, in June 1930, 

only 23.6 percent peasant families remained on collective farms. In 

the Ukrainian “black earth” regions where 82 percent peasants had 

joined the kolkhozes in March, only 18 percent of them were left in 

May. However, seeing this disastrous decline and oncoming famine, 
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the leadership took exceptional measures, allowing tax exemptions 

for collective farmers, as well as giving them credit and machine 

tools, while individual peasants were heavily taxed. So, within a 

few months, the latter had to return to the collective farms, which in 

1932 included 61.5 percent of the peasant population. 

One can easily understand the tragedy of well-to-do and average 

peasants, as this was enforced by poor peasants and young industrial 

workers sent to the rural front with promises of the advent of the 

millenium and victory over the past years of exploitation by kulaks 

and merciless individualists.41 Under the circumstances, the “Russian 

countryside soon became hell” as “collectivization turned from a mil¬ 

itary campaign to full civil war.” Driven to despair, peasants killed 

their cattle, destroyed their implements, and burned crops. Rebel 

villages were ringed with machine guns, and soldiers received orders 

to shoot at random at crowds of peasants.42 After the kulaks had 

been deprived of anything they owned (and so many average, even 

poor, peasants were described as rich because of envy, old disputes, 

and denunciations), Stalin hit on the idea of “liquidating them as a 

class” by sending trainloads of them to Siberia.43 The consequence of 

this campaign of collectivization, first applied “at top speed,” later 

partly abandoned and then to be resumed, were catastrophic for the 

peoples of the Soviet Union, especially the Ukrainians. Official figures 

reveal that between 1929 and 1934, 50 percent of horses (19 million), 

40 percent of cattle (11 million), 55 percent of pigs, and 66 percent 

of sheep disappeared.44 Some ten million people were deported to 

Siberia, and 25 million families that had been pushed into kolkhozes 

were left with no machine tools and no cadres. Famine soon loomed; 

this was to cause the death of several million people. 

The Stalinist leaders were to used such expedients and ransacked 

the countryside to back up the mad pace of industrialization. In four 

years the number of industrial workers doubled, to reach nearly 23 

million in 1932. All the old industrial centers were reorganized, and 

new ones were created in the area of Dnieproges and Stalinsk, in the 

Urals and Kuznetsk. In four years, according to official records, coal 

and iron production doubled, electrical power was multiplied by five, 

a chemical industry was created, and new lines of communication 

laid.45 In the course of the first five-year plan, the balance sheet 

of industrialization in the USSR was impressive, and Trotsky was 

the first to praise it. It was proof of this “obvious fact” that the 

proletarian revolution alone “had made it possible for a backward 

country to achieve, in less than twenty years, results which had no 

equivalent in history.”46 But he knew full well the price to be paid 
for it. 
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On 4 October 1929, on the eve of Stalin’s offensive against the 

countryside, Rakovski thought it his duty to warn the Party leaders 

of the dangers of “drastic collectivization,” which would find peasant 

masses unprepared “both economically and psychologically.” He also 

informed the Central Committee that “excessive administrative mea¬ 

sures in the countryside would have serious political consequences.” 47 

This declaration, which shows Rakovski’s insight, was enough to drive 

Stalin to paroxysms of rage, and he ordered the prophet of doom to 

be exiled to Barnaul, in Siberia, with his wife. 

3. Rakovski Exiled to Barnaul; the Theses of April 1930 

In February 1930, while Rakovski was already cut off, being 200 

kilometers south of Novosibirsk in the Altai region (with such a harsh 

climate that the temperature falls to 45°C below in winter), the GPU 

decided to scatter all the Trotskyists staying in the area as exiles. 

So, Rakovski went on fighting in total isolation and difficult living 

conditions. He had to do his writing in secret, since house searches 

were more and more frequent. In February, when all the manuscripts 

they could find had been confiscated (political declarations and notes 

Rakovski had just written on his role as head of the Ukrainian gov¬ 

ernment during the civil war), the GPU man leading the search party 

turned to Rakovski and told him sternly, “You are holding us back!” 

When this was reported to Trotsky, he marveled at the spirit of a 

man who, alone in exile with no secretary or even a typewriter, could 

“hold back” the Party leadership and the whole country.48 

In the first winter Rakovski spent in Barnaul, he felt his strength 

ebb away quite dramatically; within a few months, he had five heart 

attacks, and was left prostrate.49 A rumor soon spread among Euro¬ 

pean Socialists that he had died, and Anatole de Monzie, who had 

already written to Rakovski in 1928, asked the new Soviet ambas¬ 

sador in Paris for information in March 1930.50 He sent a private 

letter enquiring after his old friend’s health and wondering whether 

it would be possible for Rakovski to come to France for treatment. 

This was in vain, but as we shall see below, he did all he could to 

help Rakovski a few years later. 

While lying helpless in bed, Rakovski pondered the situation of 

a state whose leaders, although still claiming to be socialist, were 

straying ever further from what he had hoped for. In April 1930, he 

summoned all his energy to draw up a lengthy analysis, which might 

be useful later as a “basis for discussion,” although he was doubtful 

on this point. He wrote it in the style of an official declaration, in 

the name of the whole “Bolshevik-Leninist opposition,” to be signed 

jointly with V. Kosior, N. Muralov, and V. Kasparov. As usual, he 
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sent it to “the Central Committee, the Central Control Commission 

of the RCP (b), and all Party members,” who were going to elect 

their delegates to the Sixteenth Congress.01 

As a matter of fact Rakovski had few illusions. He meant to 

address “future” activists, above the heads of present Party members. 

He knew full well that the Stalinist leadership would make the coming 

congress “the most insignificant of congresses,” that is to say, the first 

one without discussions, with no dissenting voices.52 He wrote at the 

time in disgust: 

It is difficult to tell who has lost more sense of dignity, ei¬ 

ther those who bow humbly under a hail of whistling and 

excesses, in the hope that better days will follow abuses, or 

those who in the same hope utter abuses, knowing that the 

opponent must yield.53 

Rakovski exclaimed angrily: 

The Party cannot accept its rights being trampled on! . . . 

The rank and file must demand all the points contained in 

the Party program to be submitted for general debate. . . . 

It is high time to do away with closet politics!54 

He now realized that he was crying in the wilderness, and that 

elections for the congress, like the actual votes taken during the 

congress, would be nothing but “the usual bureaucratic count.”55 

He was a man who, unlike most of the Bolsheviks, still believed in 

the revolutionary power of the masses, but he could only watch “the 

political indifference of the people” grow. His anxiety increased at 

the sight of the apparatus expanding with official blessing in the face 

of general apathy. He wrote these bitter words: 

All the political acumen of the center and the center right 

leadership goes into stifling any attempt at political inde¬ 

pendence in the masses, any sense of human dignity and 

pride, to encourage and promote the absolute rule of the 

apparatus. 

In this context, he remembered an enquiry by the workers’ and 

peasants’ inspectors in a sovkohoz called “ortzvod” (in the region of 

the lower Volga), showing that a pattern of society was emerging there 

that had more to do with “feudal domains than sovkhozes.” Even 

Pravda mentioned this statement by an agricultural worker: are 

the workers of pomieshchiki,”56 In a country like Russia, where the 

most gigantic of all revolutions had taken place, one could hear poor 

peasants or middle peasants say: “The rulers have decided so, we 

cannot do anything about it.”57 Rakovski was now quite sure that 



Christian Rakovski (1878-1941) 895 

the proletariat’s dictatorship had changed into “systematic pressure 

in the country and despotic rule in factories.” He felt it his duty 

to expose the current moral bankruptcy of the first workers’ state: 

“From a proletarian state with bureaucratic distortions, as Lenin used 

to call our political system, we are drifting into a bureaucratic state 

with traces of proletarian communism.”58 

In his opinion, there was no denying that Bolsheviks had failed, 

in spite of brave words of “inflated optimism,” because all aspects of 

political life were affected. After limiting the scope of their revolu¬ 

tionary ambition to one country and slamming the door in the face 

of the international workers’ movement, the Stalinist leadership had 

monopolized power. Isolated as it was, since all forms of opposition 

had been crushed, it had unduly accelerated the pace of rural col¬ 

lectivization, which meant the countryside lay in ruins and that now 

the campaign for industrialization was so rapid that it reached the 

breaking point. The Soviet state was only socialist in name. 

In October 1929, Rakovski was the first to admit that the doc¬ 

trine of the Sixteenth Party Conference of collectivization and in¬ 

dustrialization was right “in principle.” Unfortunately, the bureau¬ 

cratic and despotic methods of the Stalinist leadership monstrously 

distorted the application of the program. Rakovski regarded the slo¬ 

gan of “total collectivization,” whether within the space of fifteen 

years or one year, as “complete deviation from socialism,” leading to 

“straight economic nonsense,” and added, “we are Marxists, and we 

know that a new form of ownership can spring from new relations of 

production. But these new relations have not yet appeared.”°g 

As Rakovski pointed out in his analysis, there were less than 

50,000 tractors in the Soviet Union. Moreover, most of those tractors 

belonged to sovkhozes, and could not altogether service more than 5 

percent of the available land. It was obvious, therefore, that only by 

setting up a “highly technical base” would kolkhozes be saved from 

crumbling (they were already seen by middle peasants as traps) 66 and 

famine be avoided among peasants.61 Rakovski could see another dan¬ 

ger looming for the new collective farms. Kulaks had just put forward 

this exhortation: “Join kolkhozes to blow them up from within.”62 

Rakovski yielded to the temptation of amalgam and concluded: 

When officials forced middle peasants to enroll in kolkhozes 

they acted “under the kulaks’ influence” as it is admitted 

in the official press. Insofar as the leadership is now in 

the hands of officials, it unwittingly cooperates with the 

kulaks.63 

It seemed to the opposition leader that Stalinist policies were en- 
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dangering the very existence of the first workers’ state. As he stated 

in April 1930, when the collectivization crisis reached its height, the 

campaign had “lamentably and noisily crashed down.” He could fore¬ 

see the failure of the “extreme Left’s adventure of total collectiviza¬ 

tion,” leading to another extreme solution, “agricultural capitalism.” 

The only conclusion was that total socialism was only useful to open 

the way to total capitalism.64 

Although Rakovski’s conclusions were just as extreme as the mea¬ 

sures taken by the Stalinist leaders, the accuracy of his remarks on 

the disastrous consequences they had on living conditions and morale 

among the peoples of the Soviet Union is obvious. He observed the 

rise in the cost of living, as well as a tremendous increase in indirect 

taxation that meant a drop in real income for workers. The 1930 bud¬ 

get allowed for a new rise in tax on tobacco, matches, sugar, clothes, 

vodka, beer, etc. Rakovski also pointed out an increase in the workers’ 

share of the state’s deficit, “which shares they could not sell for five 

years.” He did not forget either that the increase in “voluntary” gifts 

for the building of kolkhozes meant a change from a five-day week to 

six days in many regions. Some factories in the Urals likewise changed 

from a working day of eight hours to ten hours.65 “Scandalous abuses” 

were uncovered with increasing frequency, which revealed the extent 

and seriousness of the disease. 

On the other hand, while the working class in towns and villages 

was subjected to enormous demands in productivity, in ever worsening 

conditions, the fundamental problem of the socialist cadres was being 

ignored. For good reason, as Rakovski explained, “the matter of 

cadres is linked to that of political control over the masses, their 

political degree of maturity, and working-class democracy inside the 
Party.”66 

In those days Rakovski kept emphasizing the fact that the pop¬ 

ular masses were denied all initiative in public life. Like all other op¬ 

position members, he saw economic disorder, bureaucratic stupidity, 

and arbitrary rule as one side of the coin, while the other was “abase¬ 

ment, despair and loss of any right for the laboring masses.”67 As he 

had done in 1923, at the Twelfth Party Congress, he stressed again 

the mischief caused by “centralist bureaucracy” to national politics 

in general. From the early days, Rakovski’s ambition was to make of 

the Soviet Union an example for all nations. Now he was ashamed of 

Stalinist policies, especially in the field of national minorities, a mat¬ 

ter of great interest to him since his days in the Balkans. The reason 

why the articles written by Lenin on the problem of nationalities were 

kept hidden from the Party” was precisely, he said, because they are 

in total contradiction to the policies adopted by the people now in 
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power. “The strategy of the Party leadership in the matter of nation¬ 

alities,” Rakovski concluded, “remains as the old type: opportunism 

and naked power clothed in clumsy phraseology.” 

Its characteristics are loss of identity for national republics, 

their status of complete dependence, and reliance on central 

government. The establishment of a stronger bureaucracy 

means that a new type is being trained, who can easily pass 

from a communist position to one with responsibility for 

three different republics. From the bureaucrat’s point of 

view, the problem of nationalities is like everything else, one 

of administrative convenience.68 

The errors made by the Stalinist leadership in the area of home 

affairs were reflected in the Kominem, since the leaders of national 

parties took their cue from the “bosses” in Moscow. Such a situation 

would lead to “the communist Internationale disintegrating,” as even 

then “preparing the ground for revolution” was nothing more than 

“empty rhetorics.” 69 

After adding up all the mistakes and errors accumulated by Stalin 

and his partners, Rakovski and his group suggested several measures 

of great importance to their thinking. They all tried to solve the fun¬ 

damental problem of “workers’ democracy.” Without it, any attempt 

at improving the system would inevitably bring new distortions; only 

by “revolutionary control of the masses” could “the apparatus be 

made to serve the masses.” The main remedies were, according to 

him: 

Abolishing the function of general secretary and limiting the 

work of the party secretary to a purely technical level, while 

all political responsibilities would rest on the Politburo as a 

whole; extending to all elected Party organizations the sys¬ 

tem governing the elections to the Central Committee and 

the Central Control Commission, that is to say, secret vot¬ 

ing; considerably reducing the apparatus in order to redirect 

resulting savings into sovkhozes and kolkhozes,70 and into 

industry.71 

Opposition members also asked for a revision of the five-year 

plan, its pace and choices, for collective contracts to improve working 

and living conditions for workers. They wanted a fixed number of 

working hours, a link between nominal salaries and budget increases, 

and a restoration of trade union action. As regards Party policies 

toward the rural areas, they demanded official renunciation of total 

collectivization, an interruption of the mass campaign against kulaks, 

and of their being systematically expelled from the countryside.72 
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It is clear that the opposition’s basic aim was to “reestablish 

trusting relations” between the Party and the majority of the pop¬ 

ulation. If the suggested measures were not applied, Rakovski was 

pessimistic about the future of the Bolshevik party, which would de¬ 

cline rapidly, and with it the first workers’ state. In this case, his own 

doctrine on the evil of bureaucracy would be fully vindicated. The 

Soviet Union would have a “large governing class” that would become 

more and more subdivided, multiplying itself “by way of favoritism 

and direct or indirect appointments (internal promotion and fictitious 

voting system).” A new class would emerge (no longer a caste), which 

would be supported by a novel form of private property, the “exercise 

of state power.” It would then be literally true that, as Marx wrote 

in Critique of the Law by Hegel, bureaucracy “owns the state as if it 

were private property.”73 

When Rakovski published this “Declaration of the Bolshevik- 

Leninist Opposition” in the periodical of the Young Trotskyists, Class 

Struggle, L. D. Trotsky commented that developments in the Soviet 

Union were subject to a “lucid interpretation which can hardly be 

improved.”74 The document indeed can be seen as Rakovski’s polit¬ 

ical testament. In this last piece of writing (no other manuscript of 

his passed censorship nor escaped the GPU) he drew all the logical 

consequences of his analysis, showing the political experience he had 

acquired through a lifetime of devotion to the Marxist cause.75 

As soon as Stalin heard of the latest manifesto from the Trot¬ 

skyist opposition leader, he took drastic steps to prevent him from 

sowing doubt in people’s minds about the validity of official decla¬ 

rations. Henceforth, Rakovski fell into oblivion. All the comrades 

he had managed to get in touch with to prepare the April statement 

were sent even farther away from him. He was also threatened with 

losing his employment and livelihood. 

At the time, Rakovski was working as a petty official with the 

Barnaul Planning Commission, but there were few witnesses to report 

on the difficulties of his everyday life. Yet, some American mining 

prospectors met him once in his remote place of exile; he had been 

asked to act as an interpreter, as he obviously was the only person 

within hundreds of miles who spoke English. Louis Fischer related: 

Before leaving they gave him a one-dollar tip. However 

neither the harsh Siberian life nor his humiliating situa¬ 

tion had broken Rakovski. He was made of the stuff of 

past exiles under the tsarist regime who spent years and 

years in the wilderness and died rather than renouncing their 
principles.76 
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In his April 1930 manifesto, Rakovski had reasserted more strongly 

than ever his determination to carry on with his fight. Of course, he 

knew full well that part of the opposition had been “undermined” 

by the people in power. Some of them, he said not without exag¬ 

geration, “had lost their revolutionary fire because of bureaucratic 

pettiness and harassment.” The others had “shamefully renounced 

their communist principles ... by rallying behind the deceptive 

slogans issued by the centrist party on industrialization and collec¬ 

tivization.” He thought they had all lost their right to be trusted 

by the Party and working class ever again. As for him, he declared 

proudly and confidently in the manner of a true political leader: “No 

amount of persecution or coaxing can prevent members of the opposi¬ 

tion still loyal to Leninist principles to do their duty toward the Party 

and revolution.”77 

Rakovski did not speak in this way lightly. He was taking an 

oath to fight until victory or death. What were his plans for the 

years to come? One can only hazard a guess. It seems that in 1931, 

he had made up his mind to change his tactics and to stop attacking 

Stalin directly, since any “provocation” could be used as an excuse 

for the latter to silence him forever. On the other hand, Rakovski 

was perhaps hoping to be allowed to go to a spa for treatment, either 

in the USSR or abroad. (The leadership might use the opportunity 

to banish him from Soviet territory, as happened with Trotsky two 

years before.) Anyhow, in July 1932, he was allowed to go to a warmer 

region on the edge of Lake Shirlo for health reasons.78 

From then on, there are no records of his whereabouts. There is 

a possibility that on this occasion, or during another trip that he may 

have made a few months later (in the course of an expedition in the 

Altai Mountains, rich with relics of a civilization dating back to the 

early Christian era), he tried to cross the border into Mongolia. As 

Peter Frank, who was Trotsky’s secretary during his stay at Prinkipo 

reported: 

We knew that [Rakovski] attempted to leave the Soviet Union, 

that he was caught and wounded in the event. (When I say 

we knew, I must add that I was with Trotsky when he heard 

the news, towards the end of 1932 or first half of 1933.)79 

As soon as Stalin had Rakovski captured, he decided to punish 

him by deporting him even farther away, from Central Asia to the Far 

North. The province of Yakutsk was his assigned place of residence, 

which was highly unsuitable with its long winter months, for a person 

with a weak heart, who would have to endure temperatures between 

34°C and 50°C below. The news was made official on 18 March 
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1933, and the following Reuters report appeared in London: “The 

Soviet government denies the allegation of Rakovski having commit¬ 

ted suicide. Rakovski practices as a medical doctor in the province 

of Yakutsk.”80 Stalin had found it necessary to put an end to the ru¬ 

mors that circulated in Western Europe as to the opposition leader’s 

death occurring in the USSR. A Trotskyist publication, Truth, is¬ 

sued an appeal in January 1932, “SOS for Rakovski,” which said: 

“We hear that Rakovski’s health has sharply deteriorated, his life is 

in danger.” In the 25 September 1932 issue, Miliukov’s newspaper, 

Posledma novosti, reported the same news, which was taken up and 

enlarged in March 1933, by the Peuple de Bruxelles. The editorial, 

under the headline “Christian Rakovski, former ambassador of the 

Soviet Union i Paris, is dead,” declared: 

Christian Rakovski has just taken his last breathe in a Moscow 

clinic, where he was rushed from his exile in Siberia. His 

health, undermined by a lifetime of relentless work, did not 

allow him to resist the harsh Siberian climate . . . .81 

There followed a precise and detailed biography written in the 

warmest terms, probably inspired by French Trotkyists. 

In reality, Rakovski had survived his injuries, but perhaps the 

fact that he unsuccessfully tried to escape had given rise to reports 

of his suicide and death. In his exile in Jakutsk he may have done 

some medical work, although he had hardly practiced as a doctor un¬ 

til then (in 1899, when doing his military service in Romania, and a 

few months in 1903 in the small village of Beaulieu-sur-Loire).82 In 

any case, it is likely that through the GPU Stalin ordered Rakovski 

to give up all political activities under threat of being tried and sen¬ 

tenced for subversive and counterrevolutionary agitation. Meanwhile, 

as Trotsky remarked, the iron grip was to tighten gradually around 

Rakovski and his wife, until life became unbearable. Two years later, 

in February 1934, a telegram was going to “cause a stir” in Moscow 

and among European Socialists, announcing his return to the major¬ 

ity Party line. Let us now try to understand the reasons that made 

the staunch revolutionary “surrender to Stalin” and submit to his 
will. 
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Chapter 20 

Adherence to the “Party Line” (1934-1937) 

A. Rakovski, Stalin, and Hitler (1934) 

The situation in the Soviet Union in 1934 remains shrouded in 

mystery. First, there was a semblance of appeasement at the time of 

the Seventeenth Party Congress, but the year ended with the assas¬ 

sination of Kirov, which Stalin used as a pretext for a new wave of 

attacks against Lenin’s old companions, who were only members of 

the opposition in name. 

On the eve of the Seventeenth Congress, the general spirit tended 

to reconciliation. Some aspects of the five-year plan had proved suc¬ 

cessful because it gave new impetus to revolutionary fervor and mobi¬ 

lized the young generation by presenting it with a battlefield worthy 

of the civil war. However, the battle to reach the plan’s requirements 

had taken its toll, and the drastic changes affecting rural life as well 

as industry had often been achieved with bloodshed and violence. 

This basic factor was linked with another one, equally important. In 

the summer and autumn of 1933, unlike previous years, crops were 

“exceptionally abundant,” and this helped to free the country from 

the infernal cycle of famine and material exhaustion. In the circum¬ 

stances a “moderate” faction emerged in the Politburo and the Party, 

represented by Kalinin, Voroshilov, Rudzutak, and, above all, Kirov.1 

Sergei Kirov, who took over from Zinoviev in the Politburo, as 

political leader of the Leningrad district, was known for his firm sup¬ 

port of the “majority line” advocated by Stalin.2 In the new climate 

of early 1934, Kirov was brave enough to ask for “an end to terror 

in the country and in the Party.” According to Bukharin, he came 

to the conclusion that the days of destruction that were unavoidable 

for weeding out all the allies of the smallholders were at an end; the 

economic situation on collective farms was better and seemed safe in 

the future. This represented a firm basis on which to build, and as 

the economy improved, the majority of the population would increas¬ 

ingly side with the government, and the number of “enemies from 

within” would decrease. It was now for the Party to gather the forces 

that would support it during the next stage of economic develop¬ 

ment, and in so doing, widen the basis of the foundations on which 
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Soviet power rested. Kirov, therefore, ardently pleaded for reconcili¬ 

ation with those Party members who at the time of the first five-year 

plan had joined the opposition, but who could now be persuaded to 

cooperate on new terms, since the “destructive” stage was over.3 

Kirov’s point of view, strongly supported by Gorki, was attrac¬ 

tive to many Party leaders.4 Early in the summer of 1933, Kamenev, 

Zinoviev, and a number of old opposition leaders were reinstated. As 

they had asked through Rakovski’s and Radek’s messages of January 

1928, ex-opposition members were allowed to choose their field of ac¬ 

tion, and their qualification were taken into consideration. So, there 

was an atmosphere of good will and a new spirit of friendship when 

Lenin’s old comrades returned to their desks, to such an extent that 

Stalin could declare: “We have to admit that the Party has never 

been so united.”5 

A sign of the times was the participation of the ex-left-wing op¬ 

position leaders to the Seventeenth Party Congress, as well as those of 

the right-wing opposition. So Zinoviev and Kamenev, Preobrazhen- 

ski, Piatakov, and Radek, on the one hand, and Bukharin, Rykov and 

Tomski on the other were invited to take part in the debates, with¬ 

out exposing themselves to the usual mockery and abuses.6 On 23 

February, when the reconciliation congress came to an end, and just 

before the second five-year plan began, Rakovski sent a telegram to 

the Central Committee. Some saw in it a “surrender”; it was in fact a 

decision to return to the Party, for the sake of socialism, rather than 

a humiliating defeat. The telegram shows Rakovski, the unbending 

opposition leader, looking beyond humdrum political contingencies, 

and ready to sacrifice a few principles, seemingly unimportant for a 

time, compared to what was at stake, and we know that he gave as 

much importance to the internal situation of the first workers’ state 

as to the international situation. This is why he wrote to Trotsky in 

July 1928: 

I fully understand and share your point of view, “No home 

policy can succeed without a correct and consistent line as 

regards the international proletarian revolution. . . without 

the right and considered decisions in the field of international 

politics. . . .” Otherwise what will happen is that ceci 

tuera cela.G Capitalism will stifle us and the historic role of 

proletarian dictatorship in Russia [will come to an end.]’7 

In the telegram Rakovski sent to the Central Committee five 

years later, again he took up this fundamental idea, which puts his 

laying down of arms in the right perspective. As he saw fascism 

sweeping through several European countries, especially in Germany, 
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he wrote: 

In view of the international reaction gaining ground in an as¬ 

sault primarily directed against the October Revolution, my 

previous disagreements with the Party have become mean¬ 

ingless. I see it as the duty of a Bolshevik Communist to 

align himself fully and without reservation with the majority 

line.”8 

The permanent correspondent of Le Temps in Moscow under¬ 

stood the significance of Rakovski’s telegram when he wrote this bal¬ 

anced appreciation: 

This gesture, because of Rakovski’s innate pride, can be 

taken as an act of solidarity rather than submission, but it 

represents a success for the present Party leadership, since 

Rakovski is the last of the group around Trotsky to be rec¬ 

onciled with Stalin’s policies.9 

It should be remarked that Trotsky, when he heard the news, 

did not utter a single word of disapproval toward his old fighting 

associate. Since 1929, not one issue of the Opposition Bulletin had 

appeared without an item on Rakovski or a mention of his name, 

and now even this staunchest of allies was deserting Trotsky. The 

thought filled him “with enormous sadness” and utter weariness.10 

Trotsky entered in his diary in exile, “Rakovski was practically the 

last contact I still had with the old generation of revolutionaries. 

After his surrender, I have no one left. . . -”11 

Trotsky felt comparatively isolated throughout the following 

months. To young French Trotskyists “he mentioned Rakovski as the 

last fighting companion, now lost forever, of his own generation.” 12 He 

knew, in Pierre Naville’s words, that the “young comrades” who were 

siding with him were not of a kind to become his favorite partners in 

conversation. He said that, for a long time, he had “not been able 

to exchange ideas or discuss problems with someone else, though [he] 

badly needed it.”13 From 1934, the two men followed opposite paths, 

but never became “strangers” to each other. 

In Moscow, Rakovski was “greeted by Kaganovich in person”; 

the latter expressed the satisfaction of the Politburo and the Central 

Committee in seeing him come back to the Party.14 Like other left¬ 

wingers, Rakovski was given suitable employment, but which kept him 

from making a political stand in public. Bukharin, the ex-right-wing 

opposition leader, had recently been appointed as editor of Isvestiya, 

the main government newspaper,15 and had agreed to an ex-left¬ 

winger joining the staff, (Lev Sosnovski who bowed to Stalin at the 

same time as Rakovski).16 As for Rakovski, after two months of treat- 
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ment and a rest cure in a spa, he was appointed as vice-commissar for 

public health in May 1936.17 His task was to supervise all scientific 

research institutes connected with the Commissariat for Health, so he 

was perhaps in a position to put some of his ideas into practice—-for 

instance, the one he had developed on malaria when he was in exile 

in Astrakhan in 1928.18 

Several Western journalists were able to meet Rakovski at the 

time, either in his office or in the French Embassy, which he liked to 

visit.19 Courteous as ever, he stood out among many of his Soviet col¬ 

leagues because he spoke French fluently and was a very distinguished 

and knowledgeable person. He seemed to know the French political 

scene perfectly (whether the Right or the Left), but he refused to be 

drawn into anything but the briefest discussion of his country’s poli¬ 

cies. He seemed more interested in talking about the past and what 

he remembered of it.20 

In September 1934, he was put in charge of a delegation of the 

Soviet Red Cross going to Japan for an international conference of 

the Red Cross Associations.21 This was the last foreign trip he would 

ever make. Ironically, this journey was to be used as a pretext for the 

most shameful accusation. He would be tried and sentenced as a spy 

(like so many of the old guard), less than four years later. 

As we know, Kirov’s death on 1 December 1934 marked a crucial 

stage in the Stalinist fight for power. The murder of the first secretary 

of the Leningrad district, done certainly on Stalin’s orders, as N. S. 

Kruschev’s revelations seemed to confirm, was used as a pretext for 

the most ruthless wave of killings.22 Most of the political leaders and 

top activists of the Lenin period, of the October Revolution and the 

days that followed the civil war, were wiped out. Kirov’s assassination 

was a useful device for Stalin to issue a fresh call for “class watch¬ 

fulness,” in the name of which he would annihilate all enemies of the 

majority line, that is to say his personal enemies first of all. There 

is no doubt that the general secretary made no distinction between 

private and public conflicts, and that he never forgave those who, at 

one time or another, had humiliated him. He had the dreadful gift 

of putting himself in the shoes of the people he wanted to get rid of 

and probably thought: “If I were they, I would kill him [Stalin].” It is 

enough to remember his hatred of Trotsky (who had called him “the 

gravedigger of the revolution”) and his persecution of Bukharin (who 

regarded him as “Genghis Khan,” capable of anything). Let us not 

forget the way he demanded the death of Riutin, a man who after 

organizing commandos against the Trotskyist opposition in the Party 

cells, turned against Stalin and in 1932 depicted the general secretary 

as the evil spirit of the Russian Revolution, who under the influence 



Christian Rakovski (1878-1941) 405 

of a vindictive mind and lust for power, drove the Revolution to the 

abyss”; Riutin went so far as to say that “unless Stalin be excluded 

from the Party leadership, there will be no improvement in the Party 

or the country.”23 

When Stalin heard about these statements (from 1932-1933 on¬ 

wards the general secretary ran his own parallel secret services),24 he 

asked for Riutin and all his accomplices to be executed, but the Pre¬ 

sidium of the Central Control Commission, the Central Committee, 

and the Politburo refused to “take into account Stalin’s demands” 

and to pass death sentences “in the case of opposition movements 

within the Party.”25 In the Politburo, as well as the Plenary Ses¬ 

sion of the Central Committee, Stalin was up against Kirov, who 

was at the time supported “with varying degrees of firmness” by Or¬ 

dzhonikidze, Kuibyshev, Kosior, Kalinin, and Rudzutak. Kirov, who 

was going to be chosen at the Seventeenth Congress as one of the four 

central Committee secretaries, had a reputation for being “a gifted 

and experienced organizer, a disciplined person, who knew how to 

choose efficient people.”26 The first secretary of the Leningrad dis¬ 

trict, who had been repeatedly urged to settle in Moscow in order 

to apply the reforms he was advocating, was soon to be an obsta¬ 

cle to Stalin in his reaching for absolute personal power. As stated 

above, Kirov detected, contrary to Stalin, a “relaxation of the class 

struggle in the country, not another outburst of it.” He thought that 

“the policy of general suspicion and universal terror should be aban¬ 

doned and replaced by one ‘based on trust and persuasion.” 27 In this 

context there was an attempt at “appeasing the muzhiks,” by using 

softer methods to enforce collectivization. This is also why opposition 

members who undertook to refrain from “antiparty” activities were 

allowed to go back to Moscow. The ill-famed GPU was replaced 

by the NKVD (which was deprived of the right to pass death sen¬ 

tences), and Bukharin could describe himself, together with Gorki, 

at the Writers’ Congress in August 1934, as the “advocate of prole¬ 

tarian humanism,” opposed to barbarian fascism.28 As B. Nikolaevski 

rightly pointed out, the Seventeenth Congress asked for a drastic re¬ 

vision of Soviet foreign policy, that is to say, the one Stalin had forced 

on the Party since 1929. Prom January 1934, the latter understood 

that he had to side with the West European democracies to resist 

the Nazi danger, instead of trying to destroy European republics by 

supporting fascist organizations and military factions in their bid for 

power, which the cooperation of large industrialists would turn into 

victories. This is when Bukharin became editor of Izvestiya, since 

he seemed the man best suited to combat nazism, and Rakovski con¬ 

sented to return to Moscow to be reinstated to the Party, as he did 
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not want to weaken the leadership with his criticism and unwittingly 

bring water to Hitler’s mill. 

On 1 December 1934, Sergei Kirov was assassinated. Yezhov 

immediately replaced him as secretary of the Central Committee, to 

become the organizer of the horrendous purges of the years of 1936— 

1938, which swallowed up 60 percent of the Seventeenth Congress’ 

delegates, over half a million Communists in responsible positions 

and at least ten million non-Communists.29 In 1932 Stalin had al¬ 

ready asked for Riutin’s death on the grounds that he had uttered 

“a call for criminal action.” Riutin had undoubtedly tried to un¬ 

seat Stalin, who was soon to be in an uncomfortable position with 

the Seventeenth Congress refusing “to confirm him in his functions 

as general secretary,” as was the custom since the Thirteenth Party 

Congress (the first to be held after Lenin’s death in May 1924).30 

Stalin probably had this in mind when he declared: “The comrades, 

not content with criticism and passive resistance, threatened to start 

a rebellion against the Central Committee. We were even in danger 

of being shot at, so we had to treat them harshly.”31 

In the first half of 1935 Stalin had several drastic measures passed, 

in theory to “defeat terrorism.” Possession of a knife or offensive 

weapon or carrying a firearm were punishable by five years’ imprison¬ 

ment. Criminal sentences (including death sentences) were extended 

to children twelve years old; spying and illegal emigration were to be 

punishable by death; furthermore, adult family members would from 

then on be regarded as accomplices and be liable to two to five years 

imprisonment, while their possessions would be confiscated. A set of 

circulars were sent out on 17 October 1935 from the office of cadres, 

asking for a report to be drawn on the number of “Communists having 

been denounced as Zinovievists, Trotskyists, double-faced elements 

and foreigners.” 32 The descent into hell had started, and a tragic end 

was awaiting countless people. 
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Chapter 21 

The Trial and the End 

One of the reasons why Stalin had to bring in terror was, proba¬ 

bly, because of a new attitude of defiance among young people in the 

Soviet Union. Although unorganized, the movement was widespread, 

and whether they belonged to the Communist party or were apolit¬ 

ical, many youths rose against party tyranny, as symbolized by its 

general secretary. 

As the archives of the Smolensk district reveal, Stalin was hated 

by many activists at the time, as they realized that one man’s folly 

was responsible for unprecedented sins. Students had slashed up his 

portrait, crying: “The Party is ashamed of your lies.”1 A sixteen- 

year-old boy had no qualms in saying: “They killed Kirov, let them 

kill Stalin now.”2 Stalin thought these young people were hoping to 

bring the regime down and install a pluralist system after asking 

Lenin’s old companions to regain the upper hand in the leadership, 

so there was no time to lose. A Smolensk carpenter had declared, 

with the men in his brigade agreeing with him: 

We must allow for several political parties in our country, 

as in bourgeois countries; they will sort out the mistakes 

of the Communist party. There are still many people be¬ 

ing exploited in our land; communist leaders and engineers 

employ servants and exploit them. Zinoviev and Kamenev, 

other Trotskyists will not and must not be shot, for they are 

old Bolsheviks.3 

However, it should be emphasized that, contrary to the young 

generation, the old revolutionaries like Bukharin, Rykov, Zinoviev, 

Kamenev, Smirnov, or Rakovski were only concerned with preserving 

party unity. As they saw war looming, they remained fiercely “neu¬ 

tral” and rejected “Clemenceau’s theory,” which had been supported 

by Trotsky in 1927. They had been humiliated and subjected to foul 

treatment, but Stalin could now do whatever he pleased with them. 

The publication on 12 June 1936 of the new Soviet constitution, “the 

most democratic in the world” and a “monument to Stalinist wisdom” 

(in fact it had been written mainly by Bukharin), could still make an 

impression, but it was soon dispelled when, on 14 August of the same 
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year, the news of another trial of old Bolsheviks, with Zinoviev among 

them, appeared in large print in all Soviet newspapers. 

From this time onward, life became almost unbearable for a large 

number of Party leaders, for engineers, for factory managers, for army 

officers, and generally for all Communists who had ever shown signs 

of an independent mind. A climate of suspicion, denunciations, and 

constant fear began to oppress all the main cities and soon spread 

everywhere in the country. 

These dreadful years of yezhovshchina (from 1936 to 1938) are 

known through many remarkable accounts, like the short story writ¬ 

ten by Lydia Chukovskaia ( The Deserted House),4 Evgenia Ginzburg 

(Vertigo),5 Vasilii Grossman’s novel (Nothing Is Forever),5 or Anna 

Akhamtova’s poem of poignant beauty entitled “Requiem.”7 Lazurk- 

ina, an old activist, a Party member since 1902, gives a glimpse of 

it: 

Stalin did untold harm, not only because many of the best 

among us died, but arbitrary rule became the norm, guiltless 

people were jailed . . . fear was everywhere. Slanders were 

flying around, people did not trust one another, there were 

cases of groundless self-accusation. We were given lists of 

names and forced to add our signatures, against promises of 

being released; if not, they threatened us with being killed.8 

Lenin’s old companions had no illusions as to Stalin’s real char¬ 

acter, nor about the methods he was ready to use to prevent another 

Kirov trying to turn the Party leaders against him, mostly the Polit¬ 

buro, the Central Committee, the Central Control Commission, and 

also the Congress. In reality, as Rakovski said during his trial, the 

old Bolsheviks knew they had no “political future.” Some, like Radek 

and Bukharin, showed amazing powers of adaptation. The latter was 

a man of “tremendous vitality” with a temperament that “allowed 

him to live from day to day,” as an eyewitness relates; this is what, 

“through curious complacency and constant self-mockery, seemed to 

make him almost happy.” Bukharin went on being the enfant terrible 

(Lenin used to call him the “Party’s darling”). Did this attitude rest 

on wisdom, training, or was he only naive? He certainly had lost none 

of his fighting spirit, and he could still parry the deadliest blow and 

hit as hard as ever. He wore no gloves, but he seemed “to enjoy every 

minute of the contest.”9 

It was the opposite for Rakovski. He had been deeply affected by 

his experience in exile and something was broken deep down. After 

his latest disappointment since his return to Moscow, he could not 

recover his balance. When he came back from Japan, it was to go 
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to the hospital for cardiovascular trouble again. He was laid up for 

nearly four months, and later was subjected to increasing pressure 

throughout 1935 and again in 1936. Trotsky was right when he said 

that Rakovski and his associates were reduced to “having no way 

out but total submission and prostration.”10 Stalin and his group 

were adept at alternating physical hardship (for example, refusing a 

person suffering from a weak heart the medicine he needed) and moral 

torture (for example, imprisonment or deportation for the wife and 

children of a “suspect”). They also knew how to persuade them of the 

usefulness of a “last sacrifice” for the Party, by giving them the wrong 

sense of values under the effects of long days of interrogation, threats, 

and blackmail. This is probably why Rakovski signed a statement, 

later published on the front page of Pravda on 22 August 1936 at a 

time of the “first Moscow trial:” 

It is with a feeling of deep indignation and anger against 

shameless, despicable murderers, that we all read the report 

of the High Court of the USSR dated 15 August.11 In ad¬ 

dition to this general feeling, I personally feel the bitterest 

shame for my past membership in the opposition movement, 

whose leaders have turned out to be criminal and murderous 

counterrevolutionaries.12 

From this time on, Rakovski never left the vicious circle of public 

confession, induced by his erroneous sense of guilt, his desire to prove 

himself innocent, and his wish to serve the Party as long as possible 

and in whatever circumstances. Like many other “suspects,” he was 

feverishly looking for something to cling to, to recover his past beliefs, 

being desperately afraid of having spent so many years working for 

the cause of the people in vain. “Of course,” he said at his trial, 

“my past can be reduced to nothing, and it will be wiped out by my 

unfortunate actions, but as to my personal motives, no one can attack 

them.”13 

To protect the past that was so dear to him, Rakovski was in¬ 

duced to confess the most unlikely mistakes, like all other old Bol¬ 

sheviks who submitted to a public trial (the others were shot after a 

pretense of trial in camera.) Léon Blum was not exaggerating when 

he spoke of “exhibitionist repentance,” in the manner of the Menshe¬ 

viks who had been tried in 1931. “They confessed their crimes effu¬ 

sively and with ostentation, as if they were taking pleasure in public 

confession.”14 As suspects were brought to the fore and returned to 

oblivion, only to be exhibited again, their self-professed guilt grew to 

monstrous proportions, matching the depth of their despair. One can 

only say that the Moscow trials in the 1930s were bom one from the 
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other (exactly as the Czechoslovak trials in the 1950s). Rakovski’s 

case confirms this. 

As was seen above, at the time of the “first Moscow trial, the 

pressure on Rakovski was strong enough for him to confess his “shame” 

in belonging to and later heading the Trotskyist opposition in the 

USSR. There was no emergency exit for him, since the Stalinist lead¬ 

ership proved determined to annihilate its old opponents. Rakovski 

knew that his turn would come, but he was perhaps trying to gain 

time because he wanted to spare his family, especially his daughter, 

Helen and his niece, Lilian.15 A few months after his first “confes¬ 

sion,” the NKVD seized him again, as mercilessly as a cat playing 

with a mouse. It seems that in December 1936, Louis Fischer told Ig¬ 

natius Reiss (who was head of the Soviet secret services in the West), 

that Rakovski had just been interrogated, after his apartment had 

been searched.16 Reiss wrote this in his notebook: “Police descend 

on Rakovski. 18 hours without food nor rest. His wife tried to pre¬ 

pare some tea for him, but was refused permission in case she put 

poison in his drink.”17 

It is likely, as Trotsky suggested, that Rakovski tried to commit 

suicide, preferring instant death to ignominious persecution, as Tom- 

ski had just done and many other would do later.18 The NKVD was 

trying to silence Rakovski, on the eve of the “second Moscow trial,” 

which took place in January 1927, and ended with the condemnation 

of, among others, Piatakov, Radek, Drobnis, and Muralov, his friend 

and old comrade. Bukharin and Rykov were probably arrested at that 

time, since they came under attack in Pravda on 20 January, less than 

a month before Ordzhonikidze committed suicide.19 Rakovski spent 

the next months trembling for himself and his family, as well as the 

future of socialism and of the first workers’ state. Drobnis had men¬ 

tioned his name in his public statement, which was as good as an 

official sentence. He declared that Rakovski knew about the “Trot¬ 

skyist center” (of which he was a member) and was fully aware of 

“Trotsky’s instructions on terrorism and sabotage.” Drobnis further 

pointed out to Muralov that, in his telegram expressing his admission 

of guilt, Rakovski had failed to allude to the “Trotsky center.”20 

As the permanent correspondent to Le Temps observed then, 

Drobnis’ short statement caused “quite a stir in the courtroom.” Ev¬ 

eryone understood the consequences of these serious allegations, and 

seeing an old colleague who had been with Rakovski in the Ukraine be¬ 

ing used as witness for the prosecution was painful.21 This eyewitness 

wrote about the sickening effect of hearing “spontaneous or induced” 

revelations, seeing “this sad spectacle of a few true revolutionaries 

being thrown together with ignoble agents provocateurs . . . while a 
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handful of ex-aristocrats watch this settling of accounts among Bol¬ 

sheviks with secret amusement.”22 After months of nervous tension 

and the hideous news of his old comrades’ condemnation, Rakovski 

was arrested too, probably in the winter of 1937. 

As Annie Kriegel points out in her analysis of the trials, this 

long period of waiting was part of the “softening” intended to disrupt 

“normal forms of social life,” family ties, friendships, and political 

relationships.23 After experiencing deep insecurity, worse than any¬ 

thing a professional revolutionary had endured so far, the victim’s 

reaction of being arrested was “a feeling of relief, if not of actual 

pleasure.” After breaking all the links the man had established with 

the outside world, the system had to make his despair more intense, 

his sense of guilt more oppressive, for the apparatus needed one last 

service from him, the condemnation of everything he had ever fought 

for, his groveling in the mud, for the great glory of the gracious leader 

of the great Soviet Union. 

For eight months Rakovski firmly rejected all cooperation with 

his torturers; he denied being guilty and refused to accuse Trotsky or 

praise Stalin. Yet, after the eighth month of mental cruelty and lack 

of medical care, he was made to “confess.” 

It is well known that in the Stalinist trials, the two lines of en¬ 

quiry, one for the accused and the other for the prosecution, were usu¬ 

ally separate. In the legal proceedings, the NKVD agents intervened 

to channel information between the two lines, in accordance with a 

given situation (that of the victim), and to fit the overall process (the 

size and precise aim of the trial).24 The two enquiries remained apart 

as long as they were not “activated and brought together under an 

impulse generated by guilt.”25 Suddenly, after they became famil¬ 

iar with the victim’s psychological makeup, the NKVD men found 

the spring to activate. They knew full well that the analyses of the 

situation Rakovski had written while in exile tended to prove that 

the first proletarian state was socialist in name only, the proletariat’s 

dictatorship having become no more than the dictatorship of a new 

class, the bureaucracy, under the Party’s general secretary. They had 

not forgotten that Rakovski was in full agreement with Trotsky, who 

thought they would be fully justified in taking the risk to bring down 

the present leaders in the event of a serious threat to the country. 

On the other hand, Rakovski’s return to Moscow signified the wish to 

preserve party unity and the country’s defenses in the face of outside 

danger. Therefore, the solution was to confront him brutally with 

the progress achieved by fascism and how the countries engaged in 

building socialism were in great danger of being smothered by it in 

the future, if this was not the case already. They could demonstrate 
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to him that he had been helping the Fascists to undermine the Soviet 

Union by his divisive criticism and subversive actions. He may in fact 

have been “subjectively innocent,” but could no doubt be regarded 

as “objectively guilty.” The only way he could assist socialism now 

was to acknowledge his wrongdoings in public, to condemn all things 

“Trotskyist” and himself, thus setting an example. Rakovski clearly 

went through these actions at his public trial: 

It is a fact that imprisonment and isolation drive people 

to reexamine their values. But I remember and will never 

forget as long as I live how I was finally brought to admit my 

faults. One day, under examination, in the summer, I heard 

of the start of the Japanese attack against China and the 

Chinese people, and I heard also of Germany’s and Italy’s 

naked aggression against the Spanish people. . . . 

I heard of the frantic preparations of the fascist states 

for starting a world war. What usually becomes known to 

the reader every day in small installments through telegrams, 

was delivered to me as a huge blow in massive quantity. I 

was literally prostrate [author’s italics]. My entire past rose 

to my mind . . . with it also my responsibility appeared 

clearly. I saw that I had taken part in these things and was 

responsible for them, that my treasonable actions had been 

helping the cause of the invaders.26 

After this admission of “objectively” aiding the enemy, Rakovski 

was very close indeed—it only needed one more step—to admitting 

his own aggression, treason, and sabotage, going far back into the 

past. To take this step was quite easy for the men under accusation 

at the Moscow trials, since for years they had been influenced by the 

“amoral” Bolshevik doctrine. It should be borne in mind that these 

men for years had been leaders of the same extremist party from which 

they were now excluded. They were also guilty of fanaticism and 

intolerance; in their day, they had condemned all political groupings 

that could not or would not lose their identity, ranging from the 

Liberals to the Kadets, and from the Anarchists to the SRs. After 

the civil war, Rakovski was one of the first to organize a number of 

trials in the course of which “Mensheviks” were tried and sentenced, 

in the name of the future of socialism. He tried then to be more 

Bolshevik than the Bolsheviks, as he was convinced that Lenin was 

right in saying, “Who is not with us, is against us.” Now the roles 

were reversed, and as if he had a split personality, he assumed the 

character of a saboteur who had dared to go against the Party and 

the majority line. Even Trotsky had stated in 1924: 
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None of us is willing nor able to question the will of the 

Party. In the end, the Party is always right. . . . One 

cannot be right except with the Party and through it, since 

history knows no other way to follow reason.27 

As Zamiatin wrote in his novel We, the Bolsheviks were related 

to the Christians, men who knew how great the church “in one flock” 

could be, who were aware that “humility is a virtue and pride a vice,” 

and that while “we” is godly, “me” comes from the devil.28 This is 

what Rakovski stressed at his trial, when he recognized that he had 

helped the enemies of the Soviet Union and of socialism, and fully 

regretted it. 

This is when I examined myself. ... I joined the workers’ 

movement in my youth, and where did I get? I reached a 

stage when my actions made the vilest enterprises easier; I 

prepared the way for the fascist enemy who was ready to 

destroy democratic culture, civilization, and all the achieve¬ 

ments of the working class and of the people. 

This is why I decided to speak out, why I gave in and 

overcame the shame arising from vanity, and any anxiety I 

could feel for my own fate, a feeling unworthy of a man who 

was once a member of the revolutionary movement. Resent¬ 

ment and ambition became foreign to me. I was sure that 

from then on my duty was to help fight the aggressors, to 

give myself up wholly and without reservation; this is when I 

told my interrogator that on the following day I would make 

a full confession.29 

In this confession, he mentioned the fact that other people had 

followed the same path, evolving from soldiers in the cause of labor’s 

emancipation to “criminals.”30 On 3 March 1938 when he entered the 

courtroom “looking much thinner and older, with his face half-hidden 

behind a long beard which made him unrecognizable,” he was in a 

group of twenty facing the court.31 Among them were the ex-leaders 

of the right-wing opposition, Bukharin and Rykov; an ex-party sec¬ 

retary who was once ambassador in Berlin and deputy commissar 

for foreign affairs, N. Krestinski; the former NKVD head, Yogoda; 

Grinko, Chernov, and Rosengolz, former people’s commissars; sev¬ 

eral members of the Central Committee (Khodzhaev, Ikramov, and 

Zelenski); top officials and lastly, three famous doctors (one of whom, 

Pletniev, had attended Rakovski). This was the last “cartload,” since 

it was to be the last big public trial of the 1930s, embracing members 

of all tendencies in the opposition. It is known as the “trial of the bloc 

of right-wingers and Trotskyists.” Rakovski stood out among the ac- 
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cused as the most European, the most individualistic, and also the 

most critical, having challenged the Party’s general secretary longer 

than anyone. In him were embodied the spirit of independence, per¬ 

sonal pride, and willpower that Stalin had opposed since Lenin’s death 

and that he was finally going to defeat. 

Clearly, Stalin had adopted the most brutal and barbaric features 

of Lenin’s philosophy, that is to say “his ability to see only one side of 

a question,” “to reduce life’s intricacies to their simplest elements.”32 

On the contrary, Rakovski in spite of his eagerness to act as a bol¬ 

shevik through and through, was known for his gift of “seeing more 

than one side of a problem.”33 Like all professional revolutionaries, 

he returned to his attitude of rebellion and opposition on the day he 

was denied all responsibility of public life. Until 1917, he remained 

first and foremost a rebel who stood against established order because 

he regarded it as unfair and arbitrary. He reacted in the same way 

when Stalin tried to impose himself as head of the Party apparatus, 

as he was still at heart a Social Democrat of the pre-1914 kind— 

more liberal, more tolerant, finally more “enlightened” than most of 

the Bolsheviks. However, the general secretary at this point, with his 

insight into people’s psychology and ability to detect an opponent’s 

weakness, discovered the internal contradiction that was tearing apart 

Rakovski, the Social Democrat, the internationalist who had tried to 

become a Bolshevik. He gave his opinion on this to the delegates who 

had assembled for the Fifteenth Congress: 

What is party democracy? If you mean the freedom of four 

or five intellectuals, divorced from the revolution, to hold 

endless discussion, to have their own newspaper, etc. . . 

then we do not need democracy, because it serves a tiny 

minority which opposes the will of the vast majority.34 

There is no doubt that Rakovski was deeply troubled when he 

heard of the advance of fascism in Europe, because he was aware of 

his not being a “replica” of the ideal Bolshevik. It so happened that 

the Bolshevik version was the only form of socialism to have achieved 

power in the world, and it had done so in a country representing one- 

sixth of the planet, in an enormous territory that now remained the 

only fortress capable of resisting the rise of “international reaction.” 

In 1917, Rakovski had given in to the evidence that the Russian 

revolution was successful; had given up his old theories and adopted 

Leninist principles. In 1934 too factual evidence spoke loudest; he 

sacrificed his principles and returned to the Party to help the first 

socialist state as far as he was able to. To bring Rakovski down, 

therefore, the only thing was to force him to admit that, in between 
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the times of reconciliation, he had had no qualms in going against the 

Party, that is to say, against the first socialist state, and ultimately 

socialism itself. One had only to recall the years when he obstinately 

refused to bend his will to the Party and obey perinde ac cadaver. . 

. . This is exactly what happened, and Rakovski’s statement at the 

trial showed a mixture of contrition and pride in his past: 

[I have been until today] a Trotskyist activist, a close per¬ 

sonal friend of Trotsky (the prosecution has established that 

our friendship is of thirty-four years standing), a man who 

for many years has led an open struggle against the Party 

leadership, when many had already returned to the Party 

[maybe not always in good faith]. . . . 

Citizen judges, how could I have turned against my 

Party, and in the end become a criminal? What were we, 

we Trotskyists, in the Party? We were what can be called 

a foreign body in the Party’s living tissue. Trotsky joined 

the Bolshevik party only a few months before the October 

Revolution, his ideology was shaped by his struggle against 

the Bolshevik doctrine. I joined the Party toward the end 

of 1917, after belonging for a quarter of a century and more 

to the Second International . . . although I was part of the 

left wing, I was not immune to opportunism . . .35 

This last sentence clearly shows Rakovski’s tactics, visible in all 

the statements he made at his public trial. In order to express what 

was dearest to him, in order to leaf through the “sinless pages” of his 

life in front of representatives of the world press and diplomacy, he was 

willing to accuse himself of all possible crimes and to pass from “cred¬ 

ible lines” to fantastic abberations, in the hope that they would show 

it all to be false.36 Rakovski did not make a scene like Krestinski, who 

dared to deny in toto the statements he made under interrogation, 

and to claim his innocence in public.37 He did not resort to biting 

irony, as Bukharin did, with Vyshinski (an old Menshevik himself) 

acting as prosecutor, when he denounced the “medieval inquisitorial 

methods” used against them. 

Bukharin firmly rejected all charges of spying that Vyshinki was 

trying to pin on him during the trial. When the prosecutor asked 

him whether, one way or the other, he had not been in touch with 

the Austrian, U. S., or Japanese police, he indignantly replied: “I was 

jailed in several foreign fortresses and even in Russia. These are the 

only cases of my entertaining relations with the police.”38 

Rakovski, on the other hand, confessed to anything he was asked 

on the subject. The old story of his dealings with the German gen- 
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eral staff during World War I was resuscitated for the occasion and 

was used to put pressure on him. The prosecution used the simple 

expedient of reversing the roles and forced Rakovski to say that when 

he was ambassador in London, he was blackmailed and persuaded to 

work for the Secret Service to avoid exposure. This is what Rakovski 

finally replied to the prosecutor, who asked him to describe the way 

he had been “recruited”: “Armstrong [an Englishman who knew him] 

told me: ‘We feel warmly towards you and wish to warn you that you 

are facing danger.’ He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and 

gave it to me.” 

Vyshinski: “What was on the this paper?” 

Rakovski: “It was a typewritten letter with a forged signature 

bearing my name.” 

V: “Forged, did you say?” 

R: “Forged.” 

V: “What was the address on the letter?” 

R: “It did not have a name ... it was clear from the contents 

that it was intended for the German government.” 

V: “For German intelligence?” 

R: “That is possible.” 

V: “What did the letter say?” 

R: “It can be summed up this way: You will find enclosed a list 

of commercial firms and editorial boards of Romanian newspapers, 

which have to be won over to the German cause if Romania is to 

enter the war as an ally of Germany.” 

V: “What does this mean?” 

R: “It means there were relations between myself and the German 

intelligence service or some similar German organization.” 

V: “That you helped Germany in recruiting Romanian citizens 

in Romania to support Germany?” 

R: “That is correct.” 39 

Rakovski went even further in his “confession,” since he admitted 

also to being recruited by Japanese intelligence services, when he 

made a journey to the Land of the Rising Sun in 1934, as head of the 

Soviet Red Cross delegation, (this is the reason why Trotsky claimed 

that Rakovski had been sent to Tokyo to expose him for spying later). 

To make it look more credible, there was a rehearsal of the answers 

to be given by the accused (as was the case with all the others who 

spoke in public after agreeing to a certain amount of cooperation with 

the prosecution).40 

When Rakovski had gone to Tokyo, Piatakov entrusted him with 

a letter to Yurenev, which seemed harmless enough on the surface. In 

reality, Piatokov had written in invisible ink that it was imperative to 
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find a way of using the sale of the Chinese Eastern Railway to Japan 

to raise funds for Trotskyist propaganda. Piatakov also wrote that 

some powers were critical of Yurenev’s behavior, as he gave prece¬ 

dence to British interests. Last, Piatakov warned Yurenev of some 

governments having taken steps to make contact with Rakovski— 

who, in spite of his illness and his position of no political importance 

as head of public health, could still prove useful. 

At the headquarters of the Japanese Red Cross, Rakovski was 

introduced to a prominent Japanese personality (whose name he re¬ 

vealed when the trial was held in camera), who told him that Japan’s 

interests and that of his associates in the USSR were identical. Rather 

puzzled, Rakovski related the incident to Yurenev who, showing him 

Piatakov’s letter, with the lines written in invisible ink now clearly 

visible, apparently told him: “The die is cast, now there is no going 

back . . . .”41 

From the charges brought against him, it appears that Rakovski 

would have been recruited as a spy every time he stayed abroad, in 

Great Britain, Japan, and, of course, in France! He stated that in 

1927, he was engaged in “negotiations with some French capitalists 

of right-wing leanings” whose aims were also hostile to the Soviet 

Union.42 Not content with this, he “confessed” that Trotsky had told 

him in strict confidence that he was criminally involved with the 

British Secret Service since 1926. The ex-leader of the Red Army 

was supposed to have told him in December 1927 had that he asked 

to be sent to Alma Ata in exile (rather than Astrakhan) not for health 

reasons, but to be able to escape more easily by crossing the Chinese 

border on foot. Rakovski then asked him how he would manage to 

“make his way from western China, through deserts and mountains, 

without a penny,” only to be told “‘the intelligence services will help 

me.”43 

This piece of nonsense is really amazing, since, as it happened, 

Stalin himself did the work of the British intelligence and helped 

Trotsky across the border, that is to say, he had him expelled from 

the Soviet Union in 1929. Actually, the prosecutor was not afraid 

of factual contradictions: for example, Krestinski stated (at the end 

of a scenario that had been prepared beforehand) that he had met 

Trotsky in Italy on 10 October 1933, while the latter was at the time 

traveling from Saint-Palais to Bagnères-de-Bigorre, a spa for medical 

treatment.44 

In the same way, Piatakov was made to say that he left Berlin by 

air for Oslo in 1935, when no one had flown to Norway at the time, 

and the circumstances of Trotsky’s stay would not have allowed him 

to keep secret such a visit.45 
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During his “confession” Rakovski gave a list of people he had 

been in touch with while abroad. He related how, at the time of 

Laval’s trip to Moscow in May 1935, he met his old friend, Emile 

Bure, chief editor of Ordre, among journalists traveling with the 

French minister. Rakovski was supposed to have warned him that a 

French-Soviet rapprochement would be highly dangerous, especially 

if it was going to restore the prewar network of alliances, as it could 

start a preventive war on the part of Germany. Emile Bure remained 

unconvinced, apparently, and replied that “in the face of rising Ger¬ 

man militarism, France must not stay isolated.” As for the “French 

capitalists” with whom he was supposed to have entered into crimi¬ 

nal relations, Rakovski named a deputy from the Nord departement, 

Nicolle, and Louis Dreyfus, who was once a minister. He was supposed 

to have asked them how far French capital “would accept supporting 

the opposition in the event of it attempting a coup in Russia.” He was 

allegedly told that French industrialists and financiers would demand 

highly advantageous terms in the Soviet Union.”46 

Moreover, after his return to Moscow, Rakovski was supposed 

to have met Lady Muriel Paget, a philanthropist, who looked after 

needy British subjects abroad. She would have been instrumental in 

bringing him back to the Secret Service since (after all) she “helped 

to have his appointment as ambassador to London approved.” As 

soon as these allegations became known in Paris and London, they 

were denied in strongly worded declarations from all sides.47 

As evidenced by the account of eyewitnesses, Rakovski made 

these utterances in a highly emotional state, which was “shared by 

the audience,” but he found enough energy to complement his “most 

infamous statements” with words intended to negate them. Thus, 

he declared suddenly, to expose the agents provocateurs infiltrated 

among the accused: 

I have confessed my crimes. What difference would it make 

if I revealed here, in front of the whole assembly, that I 

discovered most of my crimes, the ‘most shattering right 

wing and Trotskyist crimes’ here, in the courtroom, and 

that I met some of the people implicated in them for the 

first time here?48 

To refute the accusations that he seemed to admit, Rakovski 

tried throughout to join in the same sentence both a denial and a 

confirmation of the official line. When Vyshinski asked him whether 

he had waited eight months “to follow Trotsky’s orders and tactics,” 

he replied to follow old revolutionary tactics and carry out counter¬ 

revolutionary practices.”49 When the prosecutor told him that he had 
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fought against the Party leadership in order to seize power himself, he 

answered angrily: “Citizen prosecutor, if I told you that we wanted 

to seize power in order to give it to the Fascists, it would make us not 

only criminals, which we are, but fools as well. . . .”°° 

Rakovski also indicated his determination not to cooperate, by 

using “political terms” that were unacceptable to Vyshnski. On 5 

March in the morning, he spoke about the “opposition”: 

V: “What opposition? When did it take place?” 

R: “It was about the middle of 1935, when Laval came to Moscow.” 

V: “What opposition do you mean?” 

R: “I mean the right-wing and Trotskyist opposition.” 

V: “Is this an opposition? Rather counterrevolutionary bandits.” 

R: “Citizen prosecutor, I apologize, but this term has long been 
» 

V: “On the whole, you allow yourself to use expressions which do 

not suggest that you stand in the dock as a member of a counterrevo¬ 

lutionary organization of bandits, spies, deviationists and traitors. . . 

. You are requested to keep to facts as regards the treasonable crimes 

you have committed, without bringing in philosophical considerations 

and other things which are quite out of place in the courtroom.” 

It is true that on several occasions Rakovski tried to place oppo¬ 

sition action in its historical context, to justify it by implication, but 

each time Vyshinski interrupted him. 

R: “History tells us ... ” 

V: “Leave history alone.”51 

Yet, finally he escaped the prosecutor’s vigilance and put him¬ 

self firmly in this perspective, using the device of mental reservation 

before resuming the course of his statement. He put his reasoning in 

the mouths of “bourgeois” historians (which allowed him to carry his 

demonstration to its logical conclusion). Thus, he showed that the 

Russian revolution, because it was restricted to one country, and cut 

off from the international workers’ movement, was being asphyxiated 

by an increasingly overbearing bureaucracy and degenerating into a 

bourgeois revolution. 

It could not be otherwise since this bureaucracy, having secured 

power for itself as if it were “its private property,” was now murdering 

the members of the Trotskyist opposition, that is to say representa¬ 

tives of the “proletarian left:” 

People are content to repeat the empty, the vulgar bourgeois 

explanation to the effect that revolutions end up devouring 

their own children. The October Revolution, they say, could 

not escape the law of history. This is a ridiculous analysis 
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without any foundations. Bourgeois revolutions came to, 

excuse me for using theoretical arguments, but they illus¬ 

trate the point, bourgeois revolutions ended up devouring 

their own children, since, after they had achieved victory, 

they had to eliminate their allies within the people, their 

left-wing revolutionary allies. . . .52 

At this point, Rakovski resumed his relation of events and ad¬ 

mitted to “stabbing the revolution in the back,” but he had done so 

after a “period” of loyal service to the revolution.53 He still hoped 

that no one would believe this far-fetched list of crimes from a man 

who had held such important positions and fully deserved his heavy 

responsibilities. This is why he put strong emphasis on his past before 

being brutally interrupted by Vyshinski. When he mentioned their 

use of the “old revolutionary methods,” the prosecutor burst out with: 

“What possible connection can you have with revolutionary methods? 

You only have the word left, but this is another story.” 

R: “But it cannot be denied that in the past I belonged. . . .” 

V: “You were not arrested then, but today. . . .” 

When Rakovski insisted on bringing out fragments of his past, 

Vyshinski heaped abuses on him. Rakovski had declared in a book 

written in 1925, Bessarabia and Romania, 

All my life I have been totally opposed to Romanian land¬ 

lords and propertied classes; they used me as a target in the 

worst days of peasant and worker struggle for emancipation. 

They had me jailed several times and I was able to reflect 

on the “blessings of bourgeois political parties.”54 

During his trial in the Soviet Union, he took up this idea again, 

and mentioned the “blessings” of what he called, perhaps with irony, 

“proletarian reprisals.” When Vyshinski asked him to describe his 

social origins and how he made a living, he replied: “I was the son of 
a wealthy man.” 

V: “Who was he? Where did his wealth come from? Was he an 

industrialist or a landlord?” 

R: “My father was a landlord.” 

V: “A landlord?” 

R: “Yes.” 

V: “Did he have a factory?” 

R: “He did not have one.” 

V: “A commercial concern?” 

R: “He was not engaged in trade.” 

V: “What did he do then?” 

R: “My father died in 1903.” 
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V: “I have nothing against your father’s activities; you are the 

one who mentioned him. What I am asking is, what did you live on?” 

R: “I lived off the income of my father’s farms.” 

V: “So you were a large landowner?” 

R: “Yes.” 

V: “So, not only your father was a large landlord, but you were 

also an exploiter, a . . .” 

R: “Yes, of course, I was an exploiter. In reality, I lived off the 

profit I made, and profit means added value, as it is well known.” 

V: “So, this added value ended up in your pocket.” 

R: “That is so, it ended up in my pocket.” 

V: “Very well, I wanted to establish exactly where your income 

came from.” 

R: “But I want to point out how this income was used.” 

V: “This is another matter.”55 

This is how Rakovski, the professional revolutionary, who had 

been changed into a “professional capitalist” at the hands of Stalinist 

bureaucrats, was not allowed to say that in 1900 he gave Lenin part of 

the capital needed to launch his first revolutionary newspaper, Iskra. 

He was not given a chance either to claim that he provided many Rus¬ 

sian, Bulgarian, and Romanian social democratic publications with 

money accrued from added value on his farms. 

Rakovski was forced to acknowledge that he was guilty of the 

most heinous crimes, but he also had to disavow his whole past, even 

the days so dear to him, when he could not imagine that he would be 

so closely connected with the first “socialist” state. This realization 

was a fresh blow to him. His voice choking with emotion, he bravely 

stated at his last public appearance: 

The reason I confessed is not that I was afraid of judges. 

My conscience, my own judge, compelled me to. For many 

years, I gave my life to the workers’ movement and I thought 

it was my duty through my confession, to help in the fight 

against fascism. . . . 

When he read Rakovski’s declarations, Trotsky, the man who 

was called “our gang’s ataman” by Rakovski, did not blame his old 

comrade in any way. As early as January 1938, when Trotsky heard 

that Drobnis had tried to implicate Rakovski, he spoke warmly of 

their long-lasting friendship “stretching for over thirty years.” He 

was saddened by the “really tragic” fate of a man who “was the 

closest to him among all those on trial.”56 When Rakovski in the end 

“confessed” his crimes, when he accused Trotsky of spying, when he 

declared himself “sorry” not to see him in the dock, the latter did 
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not have the heart to condemn a friend who had been broken by a 

prolonged period of resistance. He showed his understanding of the 

situation in these optimistic words: 

When, at the age of seventy, Galileo was caught also in the 

meshes of the Holy Inquisition, he was forced to denounce 

Copernicus’ system—but this did not stop the earth turning 

round the sun.57 

A final circumstance must be mentioned, which shows how much 

Rakovski was admired everywhere in Europe. As soon as the news of 

his trial became known, protesting voices were heard. On 5 March, 

the Union of Bulgarian Lawyers sent a telegram to the Soviet minister 

in Sofia, asking him to be kind enough to “convey to Moscow our wish 

that the accused be allowed to defend themselves, including the two 

Bulgars among them” (sic) Rakovski and Kazakov.58 The day before, 

Emile Vandervelde published a lengthy analysis of the Moscow trial, 

in which he wrote perceptively: 

We have a choice. . . . Either, however unlikely it may 

be, it will be proved that, apart from the one Stalin, all the 

USSR leaders are or have been a bunch of traitors, spies, 

Fascists, sold to the enemy and foreign agents. In this case, 

what is left of the spirit of the Russian revolution?59 

Or, and this is the hypothesis we should prefer, the 

people who are being hauled in front of the revolutionary 

tribunal, considering that there is no evidence against them, 

apart from their own admission, obtained through who know 

what means, have not committed or premeditated the crimes 

they have been accused of, and something awful will happen, 

they will lose their lives after losing their dignity. . . ,60 

To support his assertions, he referred to the character of an ac¬ 

tivist whom he had always respected in spite of their political differ¬ 
ences: 

When a man such as Rakovski stands accused, a man I have 

known for a quarter of a century, a man who has been so 

far only blamed for his excess of revolutionary enthusiasm, a 

man I can still hear say, as Soviet ambassador in Paris: “As 

for us, Bolsheviks, we are like a religious congregation, we 

obey pennde ac cadaver. ...” I will never believe, nor will 

I be brought to believe, even were he to confess ten times, or 

a hundred times, that he is a monster, a murderer, a venal 

spy, and a traitor to his lifelong convictions. I wonder what 

torture he had to endure to become the sick, dejected, and 
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demoralized being, the pitiful human puppet they dragged 

to the bar of the Moscow tribunal.01 

Even if Vandervelde underestimated Rakovski’s strength for lack 

of reliable information on his testimony, he was not wrong about 

the future. In his closing speech, Vyshinski violently pleaded for 

capital punishment: “Our people requires these bloodthirsty dogs 

to be executed, only then, under our great Stalin’s guidance, can it 

resume its joyful march toward communism.”62 

While the audience greeted these concluding words with a pro¬ 

longed burst of applause, the accused “remained motionless, as if 

petrified.” 03 One wonders what was on Rakovski’s mind then. On 11 

March as the correspondent to Le Temps remarked, it was generally 

thought that Rakovski would not be spared capital punishment, any 

more than Bukharin, Rykov, Krestinski, Rosengoltz, or Yagoda.64 

The following day, however, to everyone’s surprise, Vyshinski asked 

for all the accused to be executed, apart from Besonov (a diplomat) 

and Rakovski. After portraying Rakovski during the the trial as one 

of the leaders and one of the most prominent members of the under¬ 

ground Trotkyist organization in the USSR,05 he declared suddenly 

in his last speech that Rakovski “had only been a go-between.” 06 

This turnabout, which makes nonsense of the whole picture 

painstakingly built by Vyshinski over months of interrogations (but 

he was not averse to one more or less contradiction), came as a result 

of another gesture in support of Rakovski that seems to have been 

decisive. According to Professor Luciani, Anatole de Monzie had 

entreated the French government to use its influence with Stalin. As 

a matter of fact, Jean Payait, a minister at the French Embassy, went 

to the Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, where Litvinov received him. 

Stalin may have chosen to “spare” Rakovski for political reasons, 

and had him sentenced to twenty years’ imprisonment (instead of the 

twenty-five Vyshinski had asked for).07 

Subsequently, Rakovski vanished into the gloom of camp life, 

where he was exposed to all kinds of miseries and abuses, as he was 

detained with common criminals who despised political prisoners and 

liked nothing better than humiliating them if they had a chance. 

It is probable that Rakovski lived for another three years. He 

was probably shot on Stalin’s orders, in October 1941 near Orib, 

together with Maria Spiridonova. It is common knowledge that in 

the emergency that followed the German invasion, the Soviet leader 

dispatched all the members of the old guard who had not committed 

suicide or been executed at the time of the trials. He seemed to fear 

that they would be freed by the populance, to be put in charge of the 

first socialist state as it entered one of the most difficult times of its 

history.08 
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Chapter 22 

Conclusion 

In his political biography of Mettemich written in 1905, Rakovski 

made a comment that gives the key to his whole life: 

In the soul of every man a fundamental idea can be found, an 

anchor laid deep inside him, connected with all his thoughts 

and actions by a strong chain of causality.1 

Rakovski was probably interested in Mettemich because every¬ 

thing in the man, his ideas and feelings, was in complete contrast to 

his own. He seemed to have molded himself by opposing the Aus¬ 

trian statesman, who in his opinion, lacked “the Titan energy” that 

according to Goethe, in his conversations with Eckermann, “is behind 

all great historic figures in their relentless work, the fire that kindles 

new desires in their souls and sets new goals for which to strive.”2 

Rakovski was filled with a fire that was never to leave him in 

the fifty years of his life as a “professional revolutionary.” He was 

also endowed with the “noble ambition” lacking in Mettemich: an 

“appetite for glory” that he was proud of, as it revealed “high pur¬ 

poses” and a genuine belief in “principles.” The answer by Rakovski 

to Kaganovich shows this clearly. As he was asked in 1928 to give 

up his fight for his ideas and return to the Stalinist majority, he said 

“Why, as I am growing old, should I spoil the story of my life . . .?”3 

From childhood, Rakovski had felt driven to help human progress 

toward new social patterns, in the name of the Marxist doctrine he 

had adopted completely “to the marrow of his bones.” Throughout 

his life, he carried out “honestly, loyally, and selflessly” 4 his “duty as 

a soldier fighting for labor’s emancipation,” as he claimed at his trial 

in 1938.5 He chose as his aim in life to help the class struggle in order 

to change society for the benefit of the underprivileged. 

Unlike Mettemich, who remained a “conservative” all his life not 

through any logical thought process, but because of his “total lack 

of enthusiasm and his lazy intellect,” Rakovski became a socialist 

because he believed in man,” and was filled with vital and generous 

optimism.6 He had no wish to “conserve” what was established; he 

wanted to “create” new relations of equality between men, a new 
world in size and spirit. 
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To achieve this he sacrificed everything early in his life: he gave 

up his wealth, social position, the comfort of a doctor’s life, and 

never renounced his principles until he was broken in body and spirit 

by the “inquisition.” At the age of fifteen, he was denied access 

to all Bulgarian schools for organizing a demonstration against the 

authorities; forty years later, he chose to give up his official functions 

and go into exile rather than sacrifice his political convictions. 

Yet, Rakovski was not a man to cling obstinately to his ideas if he 

believed they were false. This is why he aligned himself with Lenin in 

December 1917, after fighting him for years, because he then believed 

that the Russian revolution had proved in the most conclusive manner 

that the new theory was right. He thought that “only a fool never 

changes his mind.”7 

His fine perceptiveness and his staunch political beliefs, make 

Rakovski stand out among leading European Socialists, whether in 

Bulgaria, Romania, or the Soviet Union, as a member of the Second 

International and founding member of the Communist International 

together with Lenin and Trotsky. In the field of theory, the indefatiga¬ 

ble propagandist should not be forgotten, as he contributed much to 

the debate on national minorities (in the Balkans and in the USSR) on 

the peasantry, the Red Army, and the decay of Stalinist bureaucracy. 

As an intellectual and a man of action, he will be remembered 

as one of the most attractive of the European Socialists of the late 

nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth.8 His “noble soul,” 

in Trotsky’s words, his sense of humor, combined with the earnest¬ 

ness of his oral and political convictions, add up to a philosophy 

of life “rich in the ideals of tolerance and progress inherited from 

the Enlightenment.”9 His place in history is assured as an impor¬ 

tant leader and theoretician of the socialist movement, since he never 

contented himself with being a mere rank-and-file man. His inde¬ 

pendent spirit, his intellect, and personal magnetism allowed him to 

assert himself in front of the leaders whom he was to associate with 

or sometimes oppose, like Jaurès, Guesde, Trotsky, Lenin, and above 

all, Stalin. 

Rakovski’s “tragic fate” probably lies in the fact that his classical 

education, ranging over most European countries, provided him with 

few defenses in a system increasingly run with primitive brutality 

under the effect of Stalin’s complicated personality.10 
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