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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Dilemma of 1917

The mutiny of the Petrograd garrison on 10 March 1917 marked the
death of the Imperial Russian Army, long a historical anomaly. The
professional soldier, having reviewed the events of those last years,
cannot comprehend how such a military organization could change its
loyalties during a major war. Historical studies of those last years
further divides a military tradition between great captains, glorious
battles and campaigns, and a history of suspicion, distrust, exploita-
tion, and fear. Such are the poles around which the Russian military
tradition has struggled for its existence and ultimate survival.

Between February and October 1917, the disintegration within the
Imperial Army spread like an epidemic. Millions of men--desperate for
leadership and information and suffering from acute shortages of food,
supplies, and the sinews of war--surrendered to the enemy or deserted to
return to the interior. The military hierarchy faced a crisis on two
fronts--the battlefield and the political uncertainty behind the lines.
In spite of the aim of the revolutionary forces to destroy the old army,
the army at the front collapsed last. Units on the eastern and southern
fronts maintained some semblance of military order and discipline until
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their soldiers became convinced they were forgotten men or cannon
fodder.

The Petrograd garrison, comprised of elite guard units, has
usually attracted the greatest study of an army in decay. In actuality,
the two regiments normally stationed in Petrograd were at the front and
had been there during most of the war. Each regiment had a replacement
battalion in Petrograd to receive, train, and process new recruits
before shipping them to the parent unit. The acute shortage of officers
and cadre in Petrograd resulted in untrained and poorly supervised
soldiers who later participated in the riots. In reality, the trainees
were soldiers in name only, and to them duty in Petrograd represented a
means of avoiding the front.] They were mentally and politically unpre-
pared for the chaos of the revolution. When placed at the front, they
were militarily unprepared to face combat. When called upon to quell
the workers, they refused to suppress the rioters. Guard officers,
ordered from the front to Petrograd to aid the authorities, failed to
regain control of the situation in Petrograd.2

The officer corps has represented the most crucial element. In
a discussion of the October Revolution and the officers' role, one

historian described the officers as a totally confused group and

]A. M. Nikolaieff, "The February Revolution and the Russian
Army," Russian Review 6, No. 1 (Autumn 1946):17-25.

2A'Han Weldman, "The February Revolution in the Russian Army,"
Soviet Studies 22, No. 1 (July 1970):3-23.




discounted the traditional view that they were simply dispirited and
war-weary, The situation was that the officers had become disgusted not
only with the Provisional Government but also with the Red and White
civilian leaders. A long-standing distrust of politicians had engen-
dered an ambivalent attitude among the officers. They viewed the con-
duct of the Bolsheviks as criminally wicked and promoted by the disgust-
ing ineffectiveness of the Provisional Government., The officers' rela-
tive inactivity in October resulted from a total disorganization of the
command structure and a confusion of loyalties. Patriotism underwent a
subtle psychological shift from the autocrat to the state. Consequently
the officers did not know what to do with the situation. In the confu-
sion they clearly established security of the front and order in the
army as top priorities. The state of institutional confusion in the
officer corps prompted many to desert and others to join the Red Army,
an apolitical nationalist's natural response to side with the apparent
victor.3

The antecedent for the disasters that occurred during the eight
months between the Petrograd and October revolts came early in the war.
The Russian Army had suffered several military disasters in the early

stages of the war that culminated in a headlong retreat in 1915.4

3David R. Jones, "The Officers and the October Revolution,"
Soviet Studies 28, No. 2 (April 1976):207-223.

4Dam‘e] W. Graf, "The Reign of the Generals: Military Govern-
ment in Western Russia, 1914-1915" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of
Nebraska, 1972), p. 44. (Ann Arbor, Mich., University Microfilm.)



Retreat after retreat fostered confusion within the interior and a loss
of spirit.5 Because of widespread incidents of rape, looting, and
destruction of private property by the retreating soldiers, the army
camé to be viewed as an enemy of the people.6 In retrospect, this
conduct was not unexpected, for from the outset "the Russian military
regime was marked by chaos and growing repressiveness."7 Regimental
commanders did as well as could be expected in holding down the barbaric
conduct of the army considering the level of support from higher

officer-s.8

The Problem
Professor S. E. Finer, in his classic study of the military role
in revolution, wrote:

The Armed Forces have three massive political advantages over civil-
ian organizations: a marked superiority in organization, a highly
emotionalized symbolic status, and a monopoly of arms. They form a
prestigious corporation on Order, enjoying overwhelming superiority
in the means of applying force. The wonder therefore is not why
this rebels against its civilian masters, but why it ever obeys
them.?

Finer's definition applies to a modern army. The Russian Army,

after years of rebuilding following the defeats at the hands of the

Japanese in 1904-1905, was considered by most of the world as a modern

5Nicho]as N. Golovine, The Russian Army in the World War (New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1931), p. 231.

6 1

Graf, p. 120. Graf, p. 45. BGoiovine, p. 129.

95. E. Finer, The Man on Horseback: The Role of the Military
in Politics (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1962), p. 6.




military force. That is to say, it was a "cohesive, hierarchical, and
purposive 1nstr~ument”]0 that was capable of accomplishing certain objec-
tives. Yet, in spite of these attributes, there remained inherent
weaknesses of a military within a modern society. According to Finer,
“military organizations possess a technical inability to administer
anything but a most primitive community" and, likewise, a "genuine lack
of a moral title to ru]e."11

The features of an army are centralized command, hierarchy,

discipline, intercommunications, and esprit de corps in conjunction with

corresponding isclation and se'l1"-suf1"1'c1'ency.]2 However, these traits
are not obtained overnight'and there is not time to redefine and reform
them in the few years between frequent wars. In the Russian case, the
years between the Russo-Japanese War and the outbreak of war in 1914 may
have given the Imperial Army time to convince itself that it enjoyed a
resurrected military spirit and a capability equal to other powers.
Historians of the period suggest that causes of the disintegration in
1917 lay in the post-1905 period.

The establishment of a modern army takes a considerable number
of years. The process of establishing the features of an army that
Finer identifies implicitly extends over long periods of time and may
occur concurrzntly or even consecutively with each other. Centralized

command implies time te train and educate staffs in the formal

0ciner, p. 6. Mkiner, pp. 14 & 22. 2tiner, pp. 6-10.



procedures that are best suited to running the military organization in
both war and peace. The efficacy of discipline is conditioned by the
military's use of discipline in the past. Intercommunications connote
an attitude of reinforcement within the army and an internal ability to
examine errors of the past. The roots of esprit exist long before the
current members are made aware of their own role in upholding that
tradition and promoting that esprit.

In summary, the creation of any modern army is an evolutionary
process which depends upon its architects and their helpers. Occasional
failures may occur, but the manner of recovery from setbacks obviously
has much to do with insuring institutional survivability. In the Rus-
sian Army the inability to understand the subtleties of a developing
military tradition may have contributed to an inevitable collapse.

This paper assumes that the Russian Army of 1914 had every valid
reason to proclaim itself a fighting force that was equal to other
armies of Europe and capable of defending the autocrat and the state.
Likewise, it is acknowledged that the Russian Army did not operate in a
vacuum during the imperial years.

Using Finer's criteria, this study attempts to show the evolu-
tion of the Russian military tradition and presents an overview of the
character and nature of the imperial military experience that led to the
collapse of one army and the creation of another. The remainder of the
report is divided into three chapters. Chapter II covers the period

between the reign of Peter the Great and the end of the Napoleonic Wars.



In that "Golden Age," as historians often describe the period, great
captains, such as Count Alexander Vasilievich Suvorov, led Russian
armies to victories that expanded the empire and secured the preeminence
of the Russian state in Western Europe. The 19th century, the period
discussed in Chapter III, witnessed a struggle between the forces of
professionalism and modernity and the advocates of tradition. Used as a
force to consolidate the empire, the Russian Army suffered defeats in
several major wars. Yet, those defeats became the catalyst for reform
and aided in the advancement of professionalism. Chapter IV explores
the duties of the Russian military in war and peace and the peculiar
nature of its relationships with the state and briefly highlights the

significance of the autocrat to the military experience.

Officers and Soldiers

Put simply, the principal ingredients of any military institu-
tion are the officers and the rank and file, but military studies often
assume that readers understand the nature of the personnel of an army.
A study of defeats and victories in battle shows the professional and
technical competence of an army. Analysis of the struggle associated
with a given reform movement may shed light on the polarization in
military thinking at that time. However, an appreciation of the corpo-
rate personality of the officer corps and of the soldiers illuminates
the spirit and will of an army in battle as well as one of the possible

causes behind debates over reform.
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In the Russian case, perhaps the difference in character between
the officer class and the serf-soldier class is central to understanding
the imperial Russian way of war. In both cases character was first a
function of class origin and second a function of group experience
within the institution, We must therefore examine briefly the 200-year
evolution of the character of the officer and soldier in terms of ori-
gin, education, training, lifestyles, and reputation in war and peace.

Historically, there were three principal sources for officers.
First, a generally complicated and unstructured system of military
schooling produced the majority of officers for the Imperial Army.
Training in the schools was roughly equivalent to cadet level and, as
such, was held in high esteem, As a rule only members of noble families
could attend. Second, families could buy commissions for young nobles
who were incapable of completing some form of schooling. The parents
accomplished this by volunteering the youth for service until such time
as he qualified for commissioning. Last, but not least, a small number
of men in service could earn a commission by advancement through the
r'anks.]3

In the late 19th century and during the age of reform, the
percentage of nobles serving as officers declined to less than one-half

14

of the officer corps. Technological advances and military setbacks

]3John Shelton Curtiss, The Russian Army Under Nicholas I, 1825-
1855 (Durham, N. C.: Duke University Press, 1965), p. 176.

14

Peter Kenez, "Russian Officer Corps Before the Revolution:



prompted the emergence of a new professional officer cor'ps.]5 However,
the corps continued to hold on to the traditional classification: guard
officers, army officers, and staff officers. The officer corps took on
a more heterogeneous makeup late in the 19th century, but throughout the
200-year experience the tsar and society viewed the guard officers as
the most professional, yet elite, element of the Russian officer corps.
Losses in war forced the consolidation of experienced guard officers in
positions of the highest commands and staffs. Consequently, officer
vacancies in the early years of World War [ were filled with poorly

16 The

trained, improperly indoctrinated, and hastily selected officers.
inherent practice of self-classification by social origin or profes-
sional assignment created sharp divisions among officers of the Imperial
Army.

Closely related to the source of officers was the education

system. Cadet schools, which produced the better officers, were affili-

ated with elite guard units and thus maintained high standards of

The Military Mind," Russian Review 31, No. 3 (July 1972):226-36; Oliver
Allen Ray, "The Imperial Russian Army Officer,"” Political Science Quar-
terly 76, No. 4 (December 1961):576-92; and G. H. N. Seton-Watson, "Rus-
sia: Army and Autocracy," in Soldiers and Governments, ed. by Michael
Howard (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1957), pp. 101-114,

]5Raymond L. Garthoff, “The Military As a Social Force," in The
Transformation of Russian Society: Aspects of Social Change Since 1861,
ed, by Cyril E. Black (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1960), pp. 323-28.

]GDavid R. Jones, "The Imperial Russian Life Guards Grenadier
Regiment, 1906-1917: The Disintegration of an Elite Unit,"” Military
Affairs 33, No. 2 (October 1969):289-302.
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discipline. By the standards of the time, cadet schools offered a
better education.ly

The crucial problem with education in the Tsarist Army was not
the initial training but how the officer maintained his competence.
Wars, such as the Crimean, exposed the deplorable state of both training
and theoretical education within the officer corps.18 Nevertheless,
throughout the 19th century, officers, instead of expanding their pro-
fessional knowledge, developed a somewhat stagnant attitude toward
improving the skills of their profession. After 10 or 15 years in
service a sizable group of officers reached a stage of total ignorance
and general 'im:ompetence..|9 Lieutenant General Nicholas N. Golovine,
writing after World War I, implied that in the last years of the tsarist
system professional study tended to lose its value because of the corpo-
rate failure to honor such work.20 Whether the nature of education was
at fault is not clear, but the officers' attitude toward their careers
brought about their own demise, subsequently creating an officer who was
virtually helpless in the face of political and military crisis.

No evidence has appeared to support a change in the view that

the Russian Army's main weaknesses were the ignorance and incompetence

17David Mackenzie, The Lion of Tashkent: The Career of General
M. G. Cherniaev (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1974), p. 4.

]BForrestt A. Miller, Dimitrii Miliutin and the Reform Era in
Russia (Charlotte, N. C.: Vanderbilt University Press, 1968), p. 21.

19

Curtiss, p. 199, 20Go]ovine, p. 12.



n
of its officers.z1 Russian historians and junior officers, in retro-
spect, considered many senior commanders in the Crimean War unfit for
their duties. The Russo-Japanese War demonstrated that Russian command-
ers lacked initiative and determination and were ignorant of tactical
operations.zz Many in the officer corps saw high command only as an

& Others sought duty and combat

opportunity to secure personal wealth,
in unknown territories and against weak enemies to gain fame and for-
tune. Despite efforts that dated from Suvorov's time, the Russian Army
failed to build a corps of capable higher commanders.24 Moreover, it
allowed officers to continue in positions of great responsibility long
after they demonstrated motives that were not in the best interests of
the service and long after they failed to redeem situations caused by
pursuit of their own se]f-interests.25

- Poorly educated officers tend to be poor leaders. Suvorov, as

is discussed later, revolted against unfavorable outward appearances

such as servants and special dress and practices of the officer class.

21Eugene Tarle, Napoleon's Invasion of Russia, 1812 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1942), p. 77.

ZZA. N. Kuropatkin, The Russian Army and the Japanese War,
2 vols. (London: John Murray, 1902), I1:28 & 61.

230urt1ss, p. 194,

24Peter H. C. von Wahlde, "Military Thought in Imperial Russia"
(Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana University, 1966), p. 171. (Ann Arbor,
Mich., University Microfilms.)

2eraf, p. 73.
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He broke tradition by trying to get a closer bond between the soldier
and his officer., Yet, Suvorov's style of leadership was the exception
rather than the rule. In general, the leadership of the officer corps
as a whole during the imperial years was considered below that of other
great armies, General Anton I, Denikin, in his personal memoirs after
World War I, wrote that he had "met many in both high and low posts who
were absolutely courageous but who feared responsibi]ity.“26 General
A. N. Kuropatkin, in his account of the Russo-Japanese War, wrote of
“junior officers and commanders who failed to get to know their men after
weeks of training and traveling together to the front.27

A more cynical aspect of the officer's leadership was his treat-
ment of fellow officers. High-ranking commanders with a parade-ground
mentality often insulted subordinates in front of the men they com-
manded. General Denikin also described a regimental commander who

28 Yet, in battle the Russian

heaped unusual punishment upon officers.
officer showed general indifference to danger. For example, during
World War I, "for every two officers killed or wounded fewer than two
were taken prisoners.”29 In a broad sense the officer had every justi-

fication to rebel against the severe state of his existence, yet some

intangible force held his rebellion in check.

26Anton I. Denikin, The Career of a Tsarist Officer, trans. by
Margaret Patoski (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1975),
p. 124,

28

27Kuropatkin, 1:275. Denikin, p. 50. 29Go]ovine, p. 100.
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Another side of the officer corps is sometimes overlooked.
Tarle considered its corrupt nature a third major weakness.30 Suvorov
disapproved of officers' efforts to supplement their meager pay by

enriching themselves at the expense of the tmops.31

Alexis Andreyevich
Arakcheev, discussed later, chastised officers with responsibility to
supply the army in the field for stealing not only from the soldier but
also from the tsar. During the reign of Nicholas I, dishonest command-
ers stole funds set aside for the soldiers' needs and bartered equipment

scheduled for units--all for personal gain.32

That conduct, along with
other infractions, helped to usher in an age of reform. Yet, in spite
of such corrupt practices, Nicholas I continued to place unusual trust
in army officers, which partly explains how they were able to get away
with corrupt practices. Throughout the first 125 years of the Imperial
Army, an officer's career consisted of transfers to remote stations,
demotions for petty indiscretions, and barbaric discipline along with

low pay and little incentive except social status, all of which makes a .

strong argument justifying corruption.33 More significantly, the

30rar1e, p. 28.

3]Phﬂ'ip Longworth, The Art of Victory: The Life and Achieve-
ments of Field-Marshal Suvorov (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston,
1966), p. 23.

32

Curtiss, pp. 213-15,
333, M. K. Vyvyan, "Chapter XVIII: Russia, 1789-1825," in War
and Peace in the Age of Upheaval, 1793-1830, ed. by C. W. Crawley,
Vol. IX of The New Cambridge Modern History (Cambridge, England:
University Press, 1965), p. 505.
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reputation of the officer corps up to World War I was permanently tar-
nished by practices of a generation long past.

In contrast to developing a profile of the officer, the soldier
presented an altogether different problem., Being basically illiterate
the entire 200 years, the soldier did not record memoirs of his service.
One historian asserted that the peasant-soldier went through three major
periods of socialization: the old serf army prior to 1855, the reform
era, and the period after Alexander II.34 For many years officers
viewed the serf-soldier as good-natured, submissive, and without discom-
forts. Discipline was brutal and more often than not officers and the
government exploited the soldier. Because of their ﬁniversa] illiter-
acy, the common troops were tools of the Church and the Tsar.

Educational programs during the reform era were designed to
raise the soldier's level of technical competence since illiterate
soldiers had trouble using new weapons. In general, the stolid serf-
soldier lacked initiative and self-reliance. He was fundamentally
helpless without his officers. Although he would not run in a deterio-
rating battle situation, without token leadership he would not fight.
Well led, the soldier endured enormous hardship and at the same time
demonstrated great enthusiasm for the fight at hand. Conditions of

service declined after the reign of Alexander II and the departure of

3 John S. Curtiss, "The Peasant and the Army," in The Peasant in
19th Century Russia, ed, by Wayne S. Vucinich (Stanford, Calif.: Stan-
ford University Press, 1968), p. 109.
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Count Dimitrii Miliutin as Minister of War in 1881 and was accelerated
by the defeats of the Russo-Japanese War. Mistreatment by the officers
increased and effectively alienated the soldier from both his army and
his country. Thus by 1907 the soldier possessed a latent hostility
toward authority in general and the state in particular that remained
dormant until the events of World War 1.5

General Denikin used the following words in recalling the plight

of the soldier during the last half of the 19th century:

Qur soldiers lived in a harsh and austere setting . . . wooden
bunks. . . . On them were straw mattresses and straw pillows without
pillow cases, nothing more. . . . Company commanders dreamed about
blankets fqr troops. . - . Not uqtil 1905 was a refggm introduced
which provided troops with bed 1inens and blankets.

General Denikin continued by describing uniforms that gave no protection
from the harsh cold of winter and became a burden in the summer. The
soldier's food was adequate but characterized by extreme fruga]'ity.37

In 25 years of minimum service, a soldier was almost completely

separated from his family. In fact, the family of a serf selected for
military service usually mourned his selection as one mourns the death
of a loved one. There was nothing in Russian society that had an aura

38

of total consummation of life like the military service. Nonetheless,

Beurtiss, "The Peasant and the Army," pp. 108-132.

36 37

Denikin, p. 81. Denikin, pp. 81-82.

38A11an Douglas Ferguson, "The Russian Military Settlements,
1810-1866" (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 1954), pp. 73-77.

(Ann Arbor, Mich., University Microfilms.)
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the Russian Army probably provided the means, however meager, to escape
a harsher state of existence and may very well explain the view that
while the Russian soldier in battle preserved order, discipline, and a
fighting spirit, he nevertheless feared hunger and privation more than
the bullet or grapeshot.39

The severe nature of discipline in the Imperial Army created
within the soldier an attitude of fear and hatred for his officers. The
most often used method of punishment was the knout, where a man ran the
gauntlet of a thousand men. The consequence of this punishment was
either death or a crippled life. The reform era tended to ease the
practice of barbaric disciplinary methods, but the scar was too deep.
The common soldier could expect a lengthy service of work, misery, and
death. If he was lucky enough to escape death, a 1ife of poverty and

vagrancy awaited him when his service ended.40

Summary
In 1917, the Imperial Army disintegrated. Throughout two centu-
ries, the officers, in spite of a rather severe existence, displayed an
almost unswerving loyalty to the autocrat. After the setbacks in the
Crimean War the officer corps underwent a fundamental transformation
that made it a more heterogenous group and a more professional but
apolitical body. The officers entered the 20th century generally con-

fused as to the object of their loyalty--nation, state, or autocrat--and

39Tarle, p. 172, 40Ferguson, p. 76.
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deceived of their true military capabilities and limitations. The
peasant soldier, on the other hand, did not undergo any profound trans-
formation. He led a harsh existence, was even exploited by his own
officers. Despite an attempt at reform, the scars of the years past
were too deep. What in the imperial experience led to such a climate of

distrust and skepticism?



CHAPTER II

FORMATION OF A TRADITION

The imperial Russian military tradition started early in the
18th century. Admittedly, there were some antecedents from the previous
century, but in this age of relatively limited warfare small nations
became preeminent in world affairs in part because of their military
power. States witnessed a greater sense of nationalism: military
leaders, though generally unimaginative, rose in importance; and the
rise of technology imposed new parameters on the art of warfare. Out of
necessity nations generally kept pace with each other and adapted to
change as they became threatened, but they had no inkling as to the long
range consequences of the rise of world leadership. Russia was no
exception. Forced by necessity early in the century to establish and
defend vast lands, led by exceptional men of uncharacteristic military
ability, and intoxicated with the rise of its own preeminence in Euro-
pean affairs following the defeat in 1815 of the age's greatest military
genius, Napoleon, Russia failed to understand its own accomplishments
and became falsely secure and accepted its image of the past as a
prologue to the future.

Tradition, especially military tradition, can be most deceptive.
As an institution, armies select only that element of their history that

18
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helps accomplish their present-day objectives. This eulogizing the past
can present a false image of progress and accomplishment. The net
result may be an institution that imitates rather than understands the
past. Imperial Russia was entitled to claim a glorious past for the
accomplishments of Peter the Great, Count Alexander Vasilievich Suvorov,
and their disciples. However, the nature of Russian society and the
world it lived in preconditioned those accomplishments. As conditions
change, however, traditions must be reevaluated and appreciated in the

light of their own time in history.

Petrine Legacy

The history of the Russian army begins 1ike a fairy tale: "Once
upon a time," a young prince, kept by his sister away from the
throne, occupied his long days in the country by playing soldiers
with boys from nearby villages.

The young prince was Peter I, who became tsar of Muscovy in

1689 after sharing the throne with his half-brother for more than

15 years. Peter ascended the throne in his own right by wiping out an
abortive rebellion by warlords. Before examining his contribution to
the military tradition, the previous condition of the army and the
significance of Peter's "toy regiments" on his military philosophy must
be reviewed.

No concept of state trade and industry and no civil power or

security existed in pre-Petrine Russia. The military existed in name

]Michel Garder, The History of the Soviet Army (New York:
Frederick A. Praeger, 1966), p. 3.




