Paper No. 1 — The Revolutionary Year, 1917

The Russian Revolutions of February and October 1917 have been widely
researched by a wide range of scholars so we now have elaborate chronologies of what
happened on a day-by-day basis. Through concerted efforts scholars have collected
primary documents in the form of letters, petitions, diary entries, and the like.

In this first paper of the semester we will create a collective website highlighting
the voices of those caught up in the revolution with particular attention to four groups:
workers, soldiers, peasants and activists. Our goal will be to create a timeline that shows
some of the enormous variation among the complaints and demands of each of these four
groups and also the ways in which their demands changed over time. By creating a
sophisticated timeline with access to documents by the participants themselves, we will be
able to help scholars and students globally to understand the complexity of different views
and their interactions at different moments in time in this revolutionary year as many of the
players became increasingly radical and intransigent.

In class on February 9 you will each be given a card showing the name of one of
these four groups (or a “wild card,” which I will explain below). Your card will also give
you a particular time period: February-March, April-May, June-July, August-September,
and October-November. Since there are 25 students in the class, that means there will be
five of you working in each of the five time periods.

Each individual will be responsible for finding four to five primary documents for
their type of person in their time period. Workers, soldiers and peasants will recognize
their documents particularly in the volumes by Daly and Trofimov (Russia in War and
Revolution) and by Steinberg (Voices of Revolution), where documents are grouped by
exactly such sociological principles. The person who receives the card “activist” must
look for documents by revolutionaries with particular priority to lesser known figures (i.e.,
moving beyond Lenin and Tsar Nicholas II). The person who receives the designation
“wild card” can choose to look at documents by any one of the other four groups or may
consider more prominent activist figures.

Meeting for discussion

The five students who receive cards naming the same time period will meet a week
before the class is due (preferably during the weekend of February 13 which is a long
weekend) to discuss the themes that are emerging in their time period and compare notes
on the documents they have found so far. When you meet, you may decide to cover your
period by issue rather than by type of person. In other words, you might decide that one of
you will principally tackle the war issue; another, the land issue; a third, the issue of the
form of government. For example, the June-July group might decide that one person will
take up the issue of the June 18 offensive against Austria-Hungary, looking for letters from
soldiers, workers, peasants and/or activists relating to that offensive.

When you meet, you may give each other documents if you find ones that look
particularly promising for that person given their historical character or topic. For



example, if you are researching workers but you find a soldier’s letter you think is
excellent, you may give it to your comrade, the soldier. (One note: If you give away a
document, I would prefer that you not use it yourself. We want the final result to include
as many diverse documents as possible.)

Analyzing your documents

Your individual mission will then be to study closely the documents you have
chosen, using as well all the documents we will be reading for the course. You will choose
one of these documents to be your lead document. This is the one that will be posted on
the timeline we will collectively create. The other documents should relate to the first
document either by group (e.g., they are all documents written by soldiers) or by topic
(e.g., the June 18 offensive).  The documents may take opposing viewpoints, €.g., you
may find you have some soldiers who are pro-war while others are vehemently anti-war.
You will want to talk about these variations and disagreements in your paper.

In your paper you will provide analysis of the documents. Here are some questions
to help you:

*  What do you know about the authors of these documents and who they are
addressing? How have they chosen their audience(s)? How does their choice of
audience affect what they have to say? If the audience is an authority figure, what
does the document tell you about their understanding of the nature of authority at
this time?

*  What is the author’s point of view on the topics he or she is addressing? Is that
person for or against the war or land reform, for example? Does he or she think
munitions workers, to take another example, should go on strike or continue to
produce for the war effort? Is he or she pro-monarchist or anti-monarchist, pro- or
anti-Bolshevik? This is by no means an exhaustive list of possible points of view.
Pay close attention. Some may be subtle.

*  What kind of language are your subjects using? Think about both phrasing and
tone. Are they deferential or defiant? How do they refer to third parties? If they
speak of the Bolsheviks, for example, do they view them as “blood-suckers” or
“saviors”? Is their language formal or informal? Do they seem to show a high
level of education or one that is probably not so high?

*  What is the significance of these documents? Do they seem to be addressing each
other? In other words, are they aware of others who are making similar arguments?
How do they address counter-arguments, i.e., the views of those who would
disagree with them?

Looking for more information

In addition to analyzing the primary documents you have found, you may want to
search GoogleScholar for your date or issue to see what scholars have written about your



time period. Pay particular attention to any controversies at that time and controversies
among later scholars (e.g., was Lenin a German spy? Was it a good idea to initiative a new
offensive in June as part of World War 1?).

Once you have assembled the information for your project, you will write up a 7-
page (double-spaced) paper discussing why your lead document is important, what other
contemporaries were saying (from your other documents), what controversies were most
prominent at the time, and what controversies have emerged among scholars and popular
students of Russian and Soviet history since that time.

Creating the website

After you have completed your essay, you must also write a title and an executive
summary. An example of a title might be “Soldiers Threaten Mutiny over Galician
Offensive” if that is your topic. Your executive summary would be one-paragraph long so
that a viewer clicking on, say, June 25, would pull up your description of what was going
on for soldiers in that time frame.

I would particularly like you to write your paper with hyperlinks to both the
scholarly articles and any primary documents that are on line. If it is possible for you to
scan any documents that are not on line, that would be great. One hope I have is that
visitors to our timeline will be able to read “across” the documents and follow a particular
line of development (e.g., the mutiny of the soldiers, the uprisings of the peasants, and so
on).

You must provide accurate and detailed bibliographical information for all sources
that you use. Any attempts at plagiarism will be ruthlessly tracked down. This is going to
be a public website and we will all be publicly humiliated if there is any plagiarism.
Someone attempting to plagiarize will receive a failing grade on this assignment and a
warning in their file at MIT.

I strongly recommend that you consider visiting the Writing Center (12-132) for
help at any stage with your writing. They offer free, one-on-one, professional advice from
lecturers who are published writers about all types of academic, creative, and professional
writing and about all aspects of oral presentations. If you begin by going to
http://writing.mit.edu/wcce, you can click on "Appointments" to find a time and a person to
work with.
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