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Introduction

Over the years, Soviet Studies/Europe-Asia Studies has published articles on different aspects of
the Russian revolution. This virtual special issue to mark the hundredth anniversary reproduces
a selection of them. Although our journal published contributions that dealt with the revolution
on a broader perspective, the present selection limits itself to those that concentrate on the
period between February and October 1917, as it is ultimately appropriate in the centenary of
that year. Within this framework, it has been attempted to make the choice of articles in such a
way as to cover the main landmarks of that year. The complication here is that the coverage of
the events is uneven; there are more articles on the February revolution than on any other event.
That may well be for the reason that the February revolution is one of the most complex events
of 1917, and attracts more attention and controversy.

A further criterion for the selection of articles was the attempt to represent the kind of
contributions that featured in the journal over the years. When Soviet Studies was first published
in 1949 very little had been published in the West on the events of 1917. Symptomatically, in the
first volume of his history of Soviet Russia which appeared in 1950, E. H. Carr remarked that a
history of the vital period from February to October 1917 was badly needed. He could only refer
his readers to a Soviet chronology of events and works by Miliukov and Trotsky. Things were not
quite as dire as Carr made out. But beyond William Chamberlin’s two-volume The Russian
Revolution, which had appeared in 1935, there was no academic study of the subject. It was this
void that the articles in Soviet Studies and Europe-Asia Studies helped to fill.

That it was possible for Carr to note in 1950 the dearth of academic studies on the Russian
revolution serves to emphasise how late in the day Western interest in the subject developed.
One can only regret the opportunities missed: the materials on the revolutionary period that
could have been collected, the participants who could have been interviewed. The 1950s was a
singularly barren period for the publication of any historical works of any kind in the Soviet Union,
and if any veteran of the Russian revolution had survived into the 1950s it is most unlikely they
would have shared their experiences with a foreign scholar. This situation was noted by
Chamberlin in 1952, when he drew a contrast between the 1920s, when sources on 1917 were
relatively abundant, and the present time, when he despaired of its being possible to write a
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reasonably objective history of the Russian revolution on the basis of what material was then
available.

It was from the 1960s, in the period of the thaw after Stalin’s death and the re-emergence of
Soviet works on the Russian revolution, that articles on 1917 began to appear in Soviet Studies.
A number of them were published in 1967 in connection with the fiftieth anniversary of the
Russian revolution. With the end of the Cold War, the political atmosphere in which articles on
1917 were written changed considerably. This change, however, does not seem to have had any
noticeable effect on the approach adopted by contributors to the journal. Fashions in scholarship,
conversely, proved to be more effective in determining the tone of articles. Earlier articles are
more inclined to adopt a broad perspective on events, whereas more recent ones are more likely
to be narrowly focussed and to include the element of quantification. Increased access to archival
materials and availability of new sources were the main ways in which the end of communism
affected scholarship on 1917.

After over 50 years of publishing articles on 1917 in Soviet Studies and Europe-Asia Studies, can
it be said that the subject is exhausted? By no means! The Russian revolution is a key episode in
modern world history, one which has always had, and will continue to have, far-reaching
ideological dimensions. It is a subject that will continue to be studied and analysed along with
other great historical landmarks. History, moreover, is not a discipline in which anything can
finally be ‘established’; there is an infinity of ways to interpret the sources available. It is possible,
therefore, that in the future the most significant discoveries about 1917 will be made in exactly
those areas that we think we know best.

James D. White
November 2017
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