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Lenin -Called for a ‘war to the death against the rich the idlers and the parasites’. 

 
'Each village and town should be left to develop its own means of:  
‘cleansing the Russian land of all vermin, of scoundrel fleas, the bedbug   
rich and so on. In one place they will put into prison a dozen rich men.   
a dozen scoundrels, half a dozen workers who shirk on the job . .. In   
another place they will be put to cleaning latrines. In a third they will he   
given yellow tickets [such as prostitutes were given] after a term in prison,   
so that everyone knows they are harmful and can keep an eye on them.  
In  a fourth one out of every ten idlers will he shot. The more variety the   
better. . . for only practice can devise the best methods of struggle’  
Figes 524 

 

 Historians have tended to neglect the connections between this plebeian 
war on privilege and the origins of the Red Terror. Most of them have seen the 
Terror as exclusively political. They have shown how it was imposed by 
the Bolsheviks - either deliberately to build up their power, so that terror; 
became the fundamental basis of their regime (the view of the Right), or as a 
largely pragmatic response to the threats and problems of the civil war (the view of 
the Left). Neither is a satisfactory explanation. The Terror erupted from below. It 
was an integral element of the social revolution from the start. The Bolsheviks 
encouraged but did not create this mass terror. The main institutions of the Terror 
were all shaped, at least in part, in response to these pressures from below. The 
anarchic plunder of bourgeois, Church and noble property was legitimized and 
institutionalized by the Bolshevik decrees of revolutionary confiscation and 
taxation, which the local Chekas then enforced through the arrest of ‘bourgeois’ 
and ‘counter-revolutionary’ hostages. The mob trials of bourgeois employers, 
officers, speculators and other ‘enemies of the people’ were institutionalized 
through the People's Courts and the crude system of ‘revolutionary justice’ which 
they administered — which in turn became a part of the Cheka Terror.    
 
 The Cheka system, as centrally organized political terror, did not really take 
off until the late summer of I918. During the early months of the Bolshevik regime, 
the Cheka system was, like the rest of the state apparatus, extremely decentralized; 
and this often meant that social pressures, such as the desire of the local 
population to despoil the rich and powerful, or even the desire of one community 
to pursue a vendetta against another, could determine whom the local Cheka 
bosses chose to arrest or execute. .......... However much one may condemn it, and 
however hard it may be to admit, there is no doubt that the Terror struck a deep 
chord in the Russian civil war mentality, and that it had a strange mass appeal. 
The slogan ‘Death to the Bourgeoisie’, which was written on the walls of the Cheka 
interrogation rooms, was also the slogan of the street. People even called their 
daughters Terrora.            Figes 525 



 
 
Through the village and volost Soviets the peasants were already carrying out their 
own revolution on the land  and they did not need the sanction  of a decree by the 
Constituent Assembly (or, for that matter, the Soviet Government itself) to 
complete this.  Figes 519  
 
The Constituent Assembly was something totally unknown and unclear to 
the mass of the front-line soldiers, it was without doubt a terra incognita. 
Their sympathies were clearly with the Soviets. These were the institutions 
that were near and dear to them, reminding them of their own village 
assemblies. .. I more than once had occasion to hear the soldiers, some- 
times even the most intelligent of them, object to the Constituent Assembly. To 
most of them it was associated with the State Duma, an institution that was remote 
to them. ‘What do we need some Constituent Assembly for, when we already have 
our Soviets, where our own deputies can meet and decide everything?’ 
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