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ABSTRACT 
Today when ‘revolution’ has become a virtually 
ubiquitous formulaic term, it is difficult to visualize the 
historical importance that the ‘Age of Revolution’ once 
had. Originally the word ‘revolution’ was more 
restorative in its semantic, in the sense of 
reconstitution of a natural order. Only after the French 
Revolution and in connection with Hegel’s philosophy 
of history did the lexeme evolve into a key concept of 
historical perspective. When Marx termed the modern 
industrial productive forces ‘revolutionary’, he made 
social and political ‘revolution’ a precondition for a 
future, totally new mode of production and way of life. 
Yet the actual revolutions that took place were rarely 
or ever made by ‘revolutionaries’. Rather they were 
upheavals in which the mass actions involved 
specifically took on the forms of a ‘force of nature’ – 
one that could scarcely be controlled and directed by 
the actors. The two great modern ‘revolutions’ that 
corresponded to this classic image were the 
spontaneous people’s revolutions of 1905 and 1917 in 
the Russian Empire. Precisely for that reason they led 
to ‘involutions’, internal collapses, which were what 
allowed the Bolsheviks to utilize these ‘elemental 
forces’ (in Lenin’s words) in order to gain power. In 
many respects, that bore the features of a ‘counter-
revolution’, which – similar to the seizure of power by 
the Chinese communists – served principally to 
‘reestablish’ the shattered empire and foster the 
creation of a hierarchical order of power and society 
of a new type.  
 
ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 
Heute, da „Revolution“ zu einer nahezu ubiquitären 
Formel geworden ist, fällt es schwer, sich die 
historische Bedeutung zu vergegenwärtigen, die das 
„Zeitalter der Revolutionen“ einmal gehabt hat. 
Ursprünglich hatte das Wort „Revolution“ eine eher 
restaurative Bedeutung, im Sinne der 
Wiederherstellung einer natürlichen Ordnung. Erst 
nach der Französischen Revolution und in 
Verbindung mit Hegels Geschichtsphilosophie wurde 
er zu einem historischen Perspektivbegriff. Indem 
Marx die modernen industriellen Produktivkräfte 
selbst als „revolutionär“ bezeichnete, machte er eine 
soziale und politische „Revolution“ zur Vorbedingung 
einer künftigen, völlig neuen Produktions- und 
Lebensweise. Die tatsächlichen Revolutionen, die 
stattfanden, wurden aber selten oder nie von 

„Revolutionären“ gemacht, sondern waren 
Umwälzungen, in denen gerade die Massenaktionen 
Formen einer „Naturgewalt“ annahmen, die von den 
Akteuren kaum gesteuert werden konnte. Die beiden 
größten modernen „Revolutionen“, die diesem 
klassischen Bild entsprachen, waren die spontanen 
Volksrevolutionen im Russländischen Reich von 1905 
und 1917. Gerade deshalb mündeten sie in 
„Involutionen“, in innere Zusammenbrüche, die es den 
Bolschewiki erst erlaubten, sich dieser 
„Elementarkräfte“ (so Lenin) zu bedienen, um die 
Macht zu erobern. Das trug in mancher Hinsicht Züge 
einer „Konterrevolution“, die – ähnlich wie die 
Machteroberung der chinesischen Kommunisten – vor 
allem der „Wiederaufrichtung“ des zerborstenen 
Reiches und der Kreierung einer hierarchischen 
Macht- und Sozialordnung neuen Typs diente. 
 
РЕЗЮМЕ 
В наши дни, когда понятие «революция» 
превратилось практически в повсеместно 
употребляемый стереотипный термин, трудно 
представить насколько велико было историческое 
значение «эпохи революций». Первоначально 
слово «революция» означало скорее 
восстановление естественного порядка. Лишь 
после Французской революции и на фоне 
Гегелевской истории философии лексема 
приобретает значение исторической перспективы. 
Маркс, называя «революционными» современные 
промышленные производительные силы, 
превратил социальную и политическую 
«революцию» в предпосылку совершенно нового 
образа жизни и производства в будущем. На 
самом деле состоявшиеся революции редко (если 
вообще когда-либо) совершались благодаря 
«революционерам». Скорее речь шла о 
переворотах, где именно массовые акции 
принимали форму «стихийной силы», которой 
никто из акторов уже не мог управлять. Двумя 
величайшими «революциями» модерна, 
соответствующими этому классическому 
представлению, были стихийные народные 
революции в Российской Империи 1905-го и 1917-
го годов. Именно поэтому они вылились в 
«инволюции», во внутренние расколы, благодаря 
которым большевикам удалось воспользоваться 
этими «стихийными силами» (как говорил Ленин), 
чтобы захватить власть. В некотором смысле это 
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носило характер «контрреволюции», которая – 
будучи схожей с захватом власти китайскими 
коммунистами – прежде всего служила 

«возвращению в нормальное состояние» 
лопнувшей империи и созданию иерархии нового 
типа во власти и обществе. 

 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, dear colleagues, 

I have the distinct honor and pleasure this evening of presenting the introductory lecture 

to this conference. My title is “‘Red October’ within the Cycle of Revolutions in the 

Modern World”. This topic has a certain irony in my own life history that I feel I must 

mention as a kind of personal preface. 

It was on November 7th, 1967, almost 50 years ago, exactly halfway on the road to the 

current 100th anniversary of the 1917 Revolution when we, a group of the “Socialist 

German Student Alliance” (SDS), were engaged that night in hoisting a Soviet flag on 

the main building of the University of Tübingen. By next morning this red flag with 

hammer and sickle had, like a ghost, already vanished. Yet in a photo in the local paper 

it remained documented, visible for all to see. What had inspired us to do that? Actually 

we did not really know. It had little or nothing to do with a specific sympathy for the 

Soviet Union and expectations we may have harbored for the so-called ‘real socialism’ 

of Europe’s Eastern bloc. Nothing like that. Rather our action in flying a Soviet flag 

sprang principally from our own generational sense of opposition and rebellion. 

Put more generally, one could probably say that “1968”, as a year of worldwide youth 

rebellion, itself marked a historic juncture where an excessively inflated concept of 

‘revolution’ experienced a kind of last great highly evocative revival. This was inspired 

far more via Havana and Beijing than from Moscow, where the 50th anniversary of Red 

October in 1967 had ossified into a dead, pompous, military ritual of old men and their 

weary applause. But the concept of “Revolution” seemed vital, diffusing once more into 

literature and the rhetoric then of a global ‘New Left,’ both Western and Southern as 

well as Eastern. 

It was possible for a historic moment to imagine oneself as part of an almost planetary 

youth movement of like-minded revolutionaries, who themselves were part and allies of 

an uprising by the “wretched of the earth” against the ruling elites of the world. But then 
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simultaneously you experienced how this totality already had begun to shift into some 

sort of ubiquity. Until the bloated concept of a “Revolution” had wandered, virtually 

overnight, on into the industries of culture and consciousness in the Western world. 

With fresh fuel, those industries capitalized on and were fired by these youthful 

rebellions and reforms in life style. And from there this flowed right on into the capitalist 

worlds of advertising and consumerism. It did not take long until every technological 

innovation, every style in music, dress or art, every change in everyday life was touted 

as a so-called ‘revolution’, one revolution chasing the next. And extending, ever more 

hectic, right on down even to today. 

In any event: by 1989 the concept of “revolution” had become so ubiquitous and 

indeterminate that people might almost have hesitated using this emphatic concept to 

describe that most far-reaching and drastic political transformation of our era – the 

collapse of the Soviet bloc. And this despite all the mass popular protests that 

accompanied and drove it. Thus, precisely these civil and peaceful, “singing” or “velvet” 

Revolutions – and they certainly were revolutions measured by all the criteria one can 

apply – were only very partially able to make use of the pathos of Revolution. It 

seemingly remained reserved for more violent events of that kind, such as specifically 

the Bolshevik “October Revolution”. 

In another way that also holds true for those democratic “Color Revolutions” (the 

pejorative term used by Vladimir Putin), which – extending from the Middle East to 

Ukraine, and for a time also here in Moscow – drove multitudes of educated urban 

youth and adults into the street to protest against the old, corrupt autocratic regimes. 

And everywhere those protesters were stifled, suppressed, more or less violently, 

drowned out and overridden by ultra-nationalist or fundamentalist side currents. Or they 

were utilized by oligarchic interest groups for their own ends. This went on a point 

where the just outrage, moral and social, and sense of authentic democratic revolt 

present at the outset virtually fell into oblivion. What remained is the specter of the 

“Color Revolutions”, which the potentates of countries everywhere today are carefully 

following in a very similar way like the haunting specter of a “Red” democratic and social 

revolution 1848/49 against the old regimes of Europe. 
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But what actually is and was a ‘revolution’ in a politically and socially meaningful sense? 

And in reference to what times and events did people even talk about an “Age of 

Revolutions”? Where in that picture is the place of the Russian revolutions of 1905 and 

1917? 

“More than in any other epoch, politics in the 19th century was revolutionary politics”, 

writes Jürgen Osterhammel in his history of this long century, titled Die Verwandlung 

der Welt (The Transformation of the World).1 Naturally, his chosen title itself indicates a 

global revolution, an upheaval in the broadest “world-revolutionary” sense, one whose 

pathos already lies in this outcome in the history of civilization. 

However, that is precisely that expansion of the concept of revolution that first Marx 

attempted in the Commmunist Manifesto, when he characterized the development of 

the modern forces of production and the bourgeois relations of production, particularly in 

their global-economic and world-political expansion, as the greatest ‘revolution’ that 

humanity had ever seen. A revolution which would have to be fused with a socialist 

revolution by the working classes. This in order to move forward, from the realm of pre-

history, shaped by primitive exploitation and violence, into the true and authentic history 

of humankind, i.e. capable of achieving a higher level of civilization. 

In so doing, Marx went a significant step further than those liberal historians of his time 

(such as Barthold Georg Niebuhr in Germany or François Guizot in France), who 

themselves had already spoken of an “era of revolution”. What they had had in mind 

was the triad of the English, American and French Revolutions from 1688 to 1789, while 

from the vantage of the historian today, this concept of the “Age of Revolutions” is 

extended at least until 1919/20, when “during the virtually worldwide crisis at the end of 

World War One several of the oldest and most powerful states vanished into thin air.”2 

Jürgen Osterhammel identified three successive waves that constituted this “Age of 

Revolution”: a first cluster of unrest around a “revolutionary Atlantic,” in which between 

1765 and 1830 America, England and France, had fought for dominance; a second 

                                                        
1 Jürgen Osterhammel: Die Verwandlung der Welt. Eine Geschichte des 19. Jahrhunderts. Munich 2009, 
Abschnitt X: Revolutionen, pp. 736-817; quote p. 736. 
2 Ibid., p. 736. 
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cluster or wave between 1847 and 1865, that already had a global dimension, and 

which combined the Central-European revolutions of 1848/49 with the Chinese Civil 

War (Taiping Revolution), the Indian “Great Mutiny” of 1857 and the American Civil War 

1861-65. And finally a third cluster, a wave of “Eurasian revolutions”, which spread from 

Japan with its Meiji Restoration in the 1870s, reaching Russia in 1905, Iran in 1907 

Turkey in 1908, China in 1911 and then Russia again in 1917. 

However, what tends to be obscured in this decidedly sober perspective grounded on 

the history of civilization is the auratic element, the fascination that already from the 

beginning had infused the concept of Revolution – specifically in its ambivalence. And 

that ambivalence was hardly compatible with a perspective oriented solely to progress, 

emancipation and modernization. 

As is well-known: the neologism “revolutio” (a notion unknown to the Romans) first 

appears in Copernicus’ epoch-making De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium (On the 

Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres) of 1543. It described the eternally repetitive 

“return” of the planets to their point of departure in their orbit around the sun, a system 

of “circular motion of the heavenly bodies,” their revolutio. This was initially not a 

“Copernican shift,” an overthrow of all traditional conceptions of the world. No, almost 

on the contrary: it entailed an attempt to conceive the world anew within an eternal, 

quiescent self-contained model. And like Copernicus the other subsequent great 

astronomers of this Early Modern Era – from Galileo to Tycho Brahe and Kepler and on 

to Newton – were always simultaneously or even first and foremost astrologers, 

mythologists and theologians in search of the “World Harmony” (Kepler) or “God’s 

Sensorium” (Newton). 

More imperceptibly, almost unwillingly, the expanding knowledge about the physical 

world led to a concomitant shift in all human conceptions of time, the world and history. 

With the insight into the constant evolution of the natural world – unfinished, not obeying 

some divine plan of creation and salvation – and thus also insight into the historicity of 

humankind itself, it became possible for the first time for a much further-reaching idea to 

germinate: namely that there could be a pathway, chosen on their own account and 

responsibility, replete with forks in the road and alternatives. This envisioned the option 
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of something like “progress” amenable to conscious shaping by means of “rational” 

action. In this sense, the “discovery of the future” evinced for the first time a genuine 

and real “Copernican” shift in the concept of time and the conceptions of the world3 – a 

shift that immediately triggered a kind of metaphysical vertigo or a “horror vacui” vis-à-

vis the utter openness of the situation. 

That was most clearly evident in the use of the concept “Revolution” in its sojourn from 

astronomic celestial spheres into the world of political and social action. The term 

emerged (although infrequently) during the civil wars and religious wars of the 16th/17th 

century, there initially in direct analogy to the course of the stars and a part of a 

universal context of fate.  It appears there were principally conservative, “anti-

revolutionary” authors who were the ones to introduce the concept polemically into 

political discourse. Thus in a poem at the time of the English Civil War, Heath speaks of 

a “strange Vertigo or Delerium o’ the Brain,” which people had been seized by since the 

overthrow of the heavenly order of the cosmos, a confusion of the spirits. This had 

pushed them toward political revolution, where matters were turned upside-down.4 

Vice versa, the political concept of “revolution” could take on a conservative meaning. 

After all, “revolutio” derived from “revolvere” and meant literally: “turn something back” in 

a development or the “return” to an original condition. Official talk of a “Glorious 

Revolution” in England thus specifically did not actually mean a revolutionary act 

(according to modern understanding), namely the execution of Charles I. 1649 and the 

temporary takeover of power by the Parliament and Oliver Cromwell, but rather just the 

opposite: the stepwise restoration of a newly constituted power of the monarchy, newly 

legitimated by Parliament and by a “Bill of Rights” in 1688/89. In this sense, Thomas 

Hobbes, as advocate of a strong monarchical order, spoke about the English period of 

revolution: “I have seen in this revolution a circular motion.”5 All had turned in a circle 

and ended as it had to – according to the classical pattern of the “circulation of the 

forms of the state” from aristocracy via monarchy and oligarchy to democracy, to 

                                                        
3 See, for example, Lucian Hölscher: Die Entdeckung der Zukunft. Frankfurt/Main 1999. 
4 Robert Heath: Clarastella (1650), quoted here in James H. Billington: Fire in the Minds of Men. Origins of the 
Revolutionary Faith. New Brunswick 1999, p. 18 f. 
5 Thomas Hobbes: Behemoth or the Long Parliament. London 1889, p. 214. 
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ochlocracy (i.e. mobocracy) – and following Tyrannis, from which in the end once more 

a new aristocratic order would spring forth. 

Likewise, the French Revolution initially still drew its élan totally from this, if you will, 

‘restorative’ impulse. Thus, precisely the most radical among the “founding fathers” of 

the US, the English autodidact and free thinker Thomas Paine, praised in his basic text 

The Rights of Man (1791) the “Revolutions of America and France” as new creations 

springing from the spirit of a genuine “counter-revolution”: “What were formerly called 

Revolutions, were little more than a change of persons ... But what we now see in the 

world ... are a renovation of the natural order of things, a system of principles as 

universal as truth ...”.6 

Thus, the “human rights” were nothing new, but rather the restoration of an ancient 

natural law of all human beings, inalienable, existing before all legislation by the hand of 

Man. Only the Ancient and Eternal, the “Natural” or Divine was able to serve as the 

legitimation of what was new, unprecedented, never before seen. A revolution and new 

state order established by it was by no means able to self-legitimate itself, by dint of the 

mere free decision of its citizens – and the more radical this newly established entity 

was, all the less so. 

For that reason, according to Hannah Arendt, the significance of the American and 

French Revolution had first revealed itself in that moment when, from within their own 

internal dynamics, they stepped beyond the original plan of a restoration or reformation, 

to a point where their leaders for the first time developed a consciousness “that there 

could be something absolutely new also in the realm of the political.” The “enormous 

pathos of a new era which we find in almost identical terms and in endless variations 

uttered by the actors of the American as of the French Revolution, came to the fore only 

after they had come, much against their will, to a point of no return.”7 

At the beginning of 1791, neither Robespierre nor Saint-Just, to mention but these two 

central figures in the later reign of terror, had been prepared to commit themselves on 

                                                        
6 Thomas Paine: Rights of Man, Part 2, Introduction. http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1786-
1800/thomas-paine-the-rights-of-man/text.php  
7 Hannah Arendt: Über die Revolution. Munich 1965, pp. 50, 56 f.; English original: On Revolution. New York 
1963, pp. 37, 42. 

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1786-1800/thomas-paine-the-rights-of-man/text.php
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1786-1800/thomas-paine-the-rights-of-man/text.php
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the question of the form of state – a republic or (constitutional) monarchy – and had 

passionately called for abolishing the death penalty. Only the chain of events triggered 

by the abortive flight of the King in 1791, which ended with the conviction and execution 

of Louis XV in January 1793 as a “rebel” against his own state, and this against the 

backdrop of the threatening in invasion by enemy armies and an English sea blockade, 

accompanied by the ever more intensifying social and political tensions in a starving 

Paris and tensions between the central power and the provinces – only all these 

developments and circumstances had driven the centristically-oriented Jacobins, 

fanatics when it came to order, ultimately to declare themselves, unambiguously and 

now also grounded on principled arguments, in favor of the Republic, people’s popular 

sovereignty, the mobilization of the masses and thus for the terror against the “enemies 

of the people” and for a (vague) “social revolution,” that for a brief moment also was 

already imbued with pre-totalitarian features. Before the revolutionaries made the 

Revolution, the Revolution made the revolutionaries. 

That could also be contended in regard to the majority of the Russian revolutionaries of 

1917 as well. For all of them, the Revolution – originally planned let alone organized by 

no one, but rather set in motion almost like a social “natural process” – meant a chain of 

revolutionary and overturning, transformative, subjective experiences. An integral part of 

that was the physical, energy-laden, literally electrifying entry of the “masses” 

themselves onto the historical stage – a stage furnished in a highly imaginable effective 

manner by the imperial center of autocracy, replete with all its emblems and insignias, 

palaces, military barracks and institutions of coercion. 

Justifiably so, the overthrow of a 300-year-old autocracy within the span of three short 

days seemed like an unheard-of acceleration and liquefaction of history itself. 

Metaphors of nature suggested themselves: tempests, thunderstorms, tidal waves, 

earthquakes or volcanic eruptions – natural phenomena that from time immemorial had 

been considered as “omens,“ signs of the workings of nemesis or the Goddess of Fate, 

punishing the hubris of the rulers and restoring law and order. 

Thus, in 1918 the Russian symbolist Alexander Blok called the Revolution less than a 

bright and shining sign of hope for the future. Rather, he welcomed it as the “deserved 
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retribution for the social sins of the past,” as a cleansing Deluge:  “It is akin to Nature. 

Woe to those who expect a revolution to fulfill merely their own dreams, however high-

minded and noble. A revolution, like a hurricane, like a blizzard, always brings 

something new and unexpected. It cruelly deceives many, it easily mains the deserving 

in its vortex, it often carries the undeserving unharmed to dry land; but these are the 

details, they change neither the main direction of the torrent nor its awesome, deafening 

roar.”8 

This text reveals something of the sense of being overwhelmed by a process to which 

not just passively participant observers like Blok succumbed -- but also those who 

seemingly actively steered it, driving it on. What was swept away, virtually overnight and 

astonishingly easily, by the initial actions of often not even very large masses of people 

who had joined together in ad hoc fashion (diffusely enraged citizens, women beating 

on pots, striking workers or soldiers rising up in mutiny) was simply not just an “old 

regime”. Rather it was an entire traditional order of life, one which already had largely 

lost its social functions, yet still had decisively shaped and stamped the very tonus of 

former social life. 

For that reason, the great Revolution always initially took on the form of an “involution”: 

a regression or acute failure of the internal organs of social metabolism. The climate of 

general pervading insecurity led to a downward spiral in all socio-economic relations of 

production and exchange, to a collapse of credit relations in a financial and metaphoric 

sense of the term, and thus to a relapse or regression in the natural and exchange 

economy – as transpired archetypically in Russia in 1917. 

In this connection, the two Russian or more correctly “Russia-state” (‘российский’) 

Revolutions of 1905 and February/March 1917 are in general the only two that 

correspond to their arche- or ideal-typical concept – more even than the French 

Revolution of 1789. In any case, they were the two greatest, most authentic mass 

actions in human recorded history. As Rosa Luxemburg wrote in 1905, they were 

marked not only by “the most pronounced proletarian character” of all previous political 

                                                        
8 Alexander Blok: Intelligentsia and Revolution, in: Marc Raeff (ed.): Russian Intellectual History: An 
Anthology. New York 1966, p. 371. 
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and social uprisings of this kind.9 Rather at the same time, also culminating in them was 

a movement of departure and advance in civil society, on a broad social foundation. 

And in this they were accompanied a veritable explosion of cultural and artistic 

potentialities, which turned Russia virtually overnight into a country of classicism, the 

avant-garde and the Revolution par excellence. 

As Engels once wrote in 1851 to Marx, he was coming ever more to the view that a 

revolution was “a pure natural phenomenon, more [directed] in accordance with physical 

laws”.10 Precisely for that reason, both men remained in the position of splendid 

isolation over against all the “asses and numskulls” who believed they could somehow 

on their own accord “make revolution”. Proceeding from this position, they ultimately 

reconciled themselves with the genesis of a German Social Democracy, which 

according to Kautsky was a “revolutionary party but not a revolution-making party” – and 

whose so sarcastically chided “revolutionary wait-and-see attitude” was totally plausible. 

If history itself pressed on toward higher forms of socialization, toward socialism, then 

they, the inexorably advancing Social Democratic parties in Germany and Western 

Europe, could also be on standby, ready to spring into action, expecting a reactionary 

rebellion by the slave owners, could also be on standby,and would publicly proclaim: 

“You kindly shoot first, gentlemen bourgeois!”11 

Instead what came was the Great World War between the most developed powers of 

the era, which catapulted all expectations and necessities of a revolutionary upheaval in 

a totally new direction. No one had grasped that in such a precise way better than 

Lenin, who from the first day of the war on fought for its transformation into a civil war, 

Russian and international. That was bellicism and Machiavellism on the grandest scale. 

In 1916, while the most devastating battles raged at the fronts of the Great War, Lenin 

swore his small numbers of remaining followers to allegiance in support of a world 

revolutionary theatre of civil war, one that went over and beyond all previous horizons of 

                                                        
9 Rosa Luxemburg: Die Revolution in Russland; Artikelserie in der Neuen Zeit, quoted here in Klaus Mayer: 
Die russische Revolution 1905 im deutschen Urteil, in: Uwe Liszkowski (ed.): Russland und Deutschland. 
Stuttgart 1974, pp. 269 f. 
10 Engels to Marx, 27 February 1851, in: MEW 27, p. 190. 
11 Engels, Der Sozialismus in Deutschland, in: MEW 22, pp. 251 – Engels was quoting a legendary statement by 
a French Guards officer in the Battle of Fontenoy, May 1745. 
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European socialism. And one in which, one might say, the entire future development of 

the Communist International and its member parties was marked out in advance. 

Lenin wrote: “Whoever is expecting a ‘pure’ social revolution will never experience it.” 

Alongside or instead of the battles of factory workers, rather what was to be expected 

during and after the war was something else: rebellions by oppressed nations and 

nationalities; uprisings by semi-proletarian peasant masses against large landowners 

and the Church; soldiers rising in mutiny against all inherited powers; and rebellions by 

petit-bourgeois strata with all their “reactionary fantastic ravings,” as represented in 

Russia by the anti-Semitic “Black Hundred” pogromists, and in the West by the 

emergent still nameless “fascist” movements.12  

This meant that the Bolsheviks had to be those who were prepared to ride the tiger of 

the “dark” and anarchic, social and national, perhaps even reactionary passions of the 

masses. Those masses which the progressive intelligentsia of Russia had always truly 

feared, despite all their express praise for the ordinary simple people, the народ. And 

they had to set spurs to this tiger in order to reduce the old world to total ruins. And then 

in the midst of this turmoil they had to attempt to seize power in their own name and in 

keeping with their (not more specifically designated) historical mission. It was now or 

(otherwise perhaps) never. 

Thus, the attempt to seize power by the Bolsheviks in October/November, which they 

launched almost at the nadir of their actual, revolutionary mass movement of 1917, 

harbored, despite all its hyper-revolutionary rhetoric, also features of a “counter-

revolution.” As which many unsuccessful Russian Marxists likewise would immediately 

denounce this usurpation. And this was also already an opening act in the offensive 

onset of a civil war, in the sign of a concomitant world war. A war which as a result of 

the separate peace that Lenin had concluded in Brest-Litovsk against all the resistance 

of his own party, once more pressed on again into a final and insane round of 

destruction. Of all the “tigers” that Lenin had ridden in this historic vabanque act, the 

                                                        
12 Lenin: Die Ergebnisse der Diskussion über die Selbstbestimmung, in: Lenin Werke 22, pp. 363 f.  
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interplay dating already from 1915 with German imperialism’s ambitions for world power 

was the most destructive, “reactionary” and “revolutionary” element.13 

In looking at the further 20th century, the topic of “revolutions,” dissolves into a multitude 

of doubting queries. Does not the auratic and emotional element that surrounds it derive 

sustenance primarily from the overthrow and disappearance of autocratic “old regimes”? 

After all, the Bolsheviks, with their “storm on the Winter Palace” had already been 

constrained to carve out a kind of bogeyman – that in order to ensure themselves the 

semblance of historical legitimation. Moreover, that very “storm” had never occurred, 

and later was theatrically restaged and repeatedly reinvented anew as imagery. But can 

its nocturnal conquest of power in October, a kind of surprise coup, and the subsequent 

military all-round defense within a devastating and disastrous civil war, be at all 

meaningfully grasped using the concept of a “revolution”? One could also of course ask 

the same question regarding the invasion of Mao’s Red Worker-and-Peasant Army into 

Beijing in October 1949. Because this revolution consisted in a radical seizure of power 

and overthrow by force. That power grab, over and beyond all rhetoric of social 

liberation, aimed principally at one goal: to create a state pole of power and counter-

pole to the capitalist global market dynamics and imperial world revolutions of the era – 

in order, as Mao stated in 1949, to “raise China up again.”14 

However, that’s something totally different from the optimistic assumption of European 

Social Democrats and Marxists before 1914 – namely the surges in globalization, 

industrialization, technologization, urbanization, organization, etc. are the primary 

upheavals or “revolutions” that a developed democracy, a multifaceted emancipation 

and a future socialism would have to carry in their womb, so to speak, and later give 

birth to. Yet the two world wars were instead “world revolutions” of a totally different and 

unprecedented kind. And the restructuring of the world map in a series of wars, civil 

wars and dictates of powers 1919/20 was a further “world revolution,” just as were the 

global Great Depression and the fascist expansions in the 1930s, World War II and the 

                                                        
13 See on this game with the plans of German imperialism on the “revolutionizing of Russia“, Gerd Koenen: 
Der Russland-Komplex. Die Deutschen und der Osten. Munich 2005, pp. 76–134, 158–204; and more recently, 
Gerd Koenen: Die Farbe Rot. Ursprünge und Geschichte des Kommunismus. Munich 2017, pp. 666–677, 717–
727, 739–743, 785–799. 
14 Mao Tse-tung: Das chinesische Volk ist aufgestanden!, in: Ausgewählte Werke, Vol. V, Peking 1978, p. 13. 
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postwar order of Yalta and Potsdam. As well as the endemic wars and civil wars, where 

in the aftermath of decolonization from the 1950s to ‘70s, once again dozens of new 

states came into being. 

In this context, the communist revolutions of the 20th century corresponded very 

specifically in a special way to the double character of revolution and restoration, which 

also marked all earlier revolutions, and in the old imperial societies such as Russia or 

China all the more so. And then would anyone deny that the “masses,” who by definition 

are the subject of revolutionary upheavals, are indeed inspired by just as many 

progressive as regressive motives, as have always been inherent in the historical 

concept of a “revolution”? 

If one leaves aside for the moment the deterministic element from Engels’ earlier quoted 

formula of revolutions as a kind of “natural phenomenon,” perhaps one can get along 

quite well with this sober formula. Eruptions with a “revolutionary” character simply 

come to pass, in most cases rather unexpectedly, no one initially made or guided them, 

and the fears about the “Color Revolutions” – present among the neo-authoritarian 

regimes emerging everywhere these days – still have something to tell us about the 

actual significance of such democratic eruptions. Eruptions of which always something 

ultimately remains, often indirect or belated, even if only in the mindset of their 

participants. 

Yet we should bear in mind: with whatever greatness of heart such rebellions have 

always been initially launched, and how appallingly defenseless they often have been 

when it came to usurpers from their own ranks, they harbor the furies of an anomie, an 

anarchy, a terror, which can be far worse than all they originally arose to struggle 

against and eliminate. That though is also an element of established experiential 

knowledge, also today in the 21st century we live in. 

Translated from the German by William Templer 


