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The Russian Revolution was a watershed event in global history. The transformations it 

occasioned lastingly shaped the world order. Its reverberations were felt well beyond the borders 

of the Tsarist Empire. Many of its protagonists conceived it as the first act of the world 

revolution – an impression that was shared by many abroad, both friends and foes. The 

revolution inaugurated a period of pan-European agitations unseen since 1848.  

The centenary of 1917 has rekindled interest for the Russian Revolution and its global 

significance, which is being revisited through innovative prisms, shedding light on disregarded 

actors, networks, and ideas. This international conference shifts attention away from the well-

known splits and schisms in Social Democracy and the big revolutionary upheavals in Germany, 

Austria, Hungary, and Italy, to focus on the reception of the Bolshevik Revolution by 

unconventional groups of radicals, iconoclasts, and revolutionaries that have been frequently 

forgotten by the historiography: nationalists, feminists, anarchists, republicans, etc., who struck 

temporary and often tense and fragile alliances with the Bolsheviks. We aim to study the way 

these groups understood and assimilated the news coming from the east; the blurry and unstable 

but also mythical and rousing images conjured by the revolution; and the networks and channels 

through which they learned about the revolution and engaged with the Bolsheviks and the 

nascent Third International. Not only are we concerned with the ideological peripheries of the 

European revolutionary movement, but also on its geographic peripheries, and are particularly 

interested in local case studies that move away from the Central European shatter zones to less 

studied corners of the continent.  

 



DAY ONE, THURSDAY 5 OCTOBER 2017 

Registration 

12:30 – 13:30 

Opening remarks  

13:30 – 14:00 

 

1. The European Civil War 

14:00 –15:30 

Chair: Federico Romero (EUI) 

 

Wim van Meurs (Radboud University Nijmegen): Stamboliyski as a Peasantist Revolutionary  

In the era of world revolution, Hungary, Germany and Austria are often listed as proof as to how real the 

spectre of communism was. All the movements and regimes, however, were short-lived. Conversely, the 

rule of the peasantist revolutionary Aleksandar Stamboliyski and his Bulgarian Agrarian National Union 

lasted from 1920 until 1923, characterised by radical policies and political repression. Being part of the 

ideological and geographical periphery, outside of Bulgaria Stamboliyski’s regime has been largely 

forgotten, not only in the grand narrative of world revolution, but also in the general historiography of the 

interwar period.   

In the aftermath of Bulgaria’s disastrous defeat in the First World War, the radical BANU won the 1919 

elections and became the dominant party in a leftist coalition. After one year of political violence and new 

elections, the BANU became a one-party regime with Stamboliyski as prime minister. In June 1923, a 

coup by traditional parties and army officers ended the BANU regime and brutally murdered its leader. 

Both BANU and its main rival, the Communist Party (the so-called “narrow” socialists) found most of 

their followers in the countryside. BANU immediately implemented a radical land reform, disowning 

large landowners, but creating a class of small-landowners instead (rather than communist-type collective 

farms). Stamboliysky’s policies were (apart from being extremely violent), passionately anti-urban and 

nationalistic, but wavering between “bourgeois” and class-based revolutionary. Thus, both ideologically 

and politically, Stamboliyski’s and the BANU’s relation to Soviet communism and Lenin’s regime was 

conflictual at best. BANU was one of the founders of the moderate agrarianist International Agrarian 

Bureau in Prague, but under the banner of world revolution the Comintern tried in vain to draw 

Stamboliyski closer to its affiliate organisation (Krestintern) for peasant parties. 

Professor for European Political History; previously Lecturer at the History Dept., Humboldt Universität 

zu Berlin and Postdoc researcher and lecturer at the East European Dept., Freie Universität Berlin; PhD 

in Contemporary History and East European Studies, Utrecht University. Since 2017: research for a 

monograph on agrarian and peasantist international organizations. 

 

 

 



Aleksandra Pomiecko (University of Toronto): War, Revolution, and Nationalism: Reframing 

the Sluck Uprising of 1920   

During an inspirational lecture to Belarusian soldiers in 1944, veteran Todar Daniliuk discussed his 

participation in the Sluck Uprising of November 1920. His memory of the events was situated within his 

experience in the war and post-First World War revolutionary era, suggesting that he and other 

participants were informed by their surroundings. Tension resulted from a “stabilisation” of the Polish-

Bolshevik War, precipitating in a division of Belarusian territory between the two warring parties. As part 

the Treaty of Riga negotiations, the Sluck region was to be handed over to the Bolsheviks, instigating an 

outcry amongst Belarusian elites and nationalists. Upon hearing of the instability in Sluck, Daniliuk and 

others travelled to the region from different parts of the eastern front, to participate in the anti-Bolshevik 

uprising. They saw the post-war and revolutionary confusion as a space to foment national fervour, in the 

hopes of crystallizing an autonomous Belarusian region, whose declaration had been announced on 25 

March 1918. 

In western historiography there is little mention of the events in Sluck, while Belarusian scholars involve 

it as either part of the general anti-Bolshevik struggle or as part of the history of Belarusian nationalism. 

This paper situates the uprising within a larger, reactionary mechanism, instigated by the fallout of war 

and revolutionary fervour. What opportunities did the revolution create for the dissemination of 

Belarusian national ideas? Furthermore, how can we understand “anti-Soviet” to mean at this point in 

time? Prior to Sovietisation, the Great Purges, and mass deportations, this term retained a different 

connotation. Using primary archival documents from Poland and Belarus, this paper seeks to position the 

events in Sluck within the revolutionary space, while examining the intersection of revolution, war, and 

imperial competition from the local perspective. 

Aleksandra Pomiecko is a PhD candidate at the University of Toronto, focusing on Belarusian nationalist 

networks and armed contention in the first half of the 20th century. She completed her MA at the 

Jagiellonian University and a dual BA degree at the University of Pittsburgh. 

 

Coffee break  

15:30 – 16:00 

 

2. Women on the frontlines of revolution 

16:00 – 17:30 

Chair: Pieter Judson (EUI) 

Tiina Lintunen (University of Turku): Revolutionary Red Women: Why did Finnish women join 

the Red Guard?  

Shortly after Finland had gained its independence in December 1917, the socialist Reds started a 

revolution that led to a Civil War. Approximately 2,600 women joined the Red Guard as soldiers. Their 

role models were the women of the Russian Revolution. However, the number of women who worked in 

maintenance and nursing was far greater. They did not act with a rifle in their hands, but their contribution 

to the Revolution was nevertheless remarkable. After the unsuccessful uprising, both armed and unarmed 

women were taken to court. 



This paper examines women’s participation at local level. Most of them worked for the Red Guard as 

civilians, not as soldiers. The research subjects are the 267 women from the city of Pori who were taken 

to the political crime courts. The analysis is primarily based on the material in parish and register offices’ 

archives as well as on documents in the National Archive, the Labour Archive and the People’s Archive. 

In the court, the defendants were asked several questions concerning their activity during the war. One of 

the main issues was why they had joined the Guard. Reasons such as unemployment, lack of money and 

enforcement were mentioned. 

Thus, several reasons for joining the Guard were given. However, the possible differences between the 

reasons stated and the actual truth are important to consider. Only one of the investigated 267 women 

admitted in the hearings to have joined the Red Guard because of socialistic ideology. Yet, nearly 70 per 

cent of them were politically active in the labour movement. 

In my paper, I will discuss the explanations the Red women gave for their joining the Guard and ponder 

what actually made them rebellious. 

Tiina Lintunen holds a Doctor of Social Sciences in the field of Contemporary History. In her PhD, she 

studied the roles of women in the Finnish civil war and their survival after the war. Her main research 

interests include the Finnish civil war, war propaganda and the history of Nationalist Socialist Germany. 

Currently, she works as a university teacher at the Department of Philosophy, Contemporary History and 

Political Science at the University of Turku, Finland. 

 

Veronika Helfert (University of Vienna): On the Peripheries of the Westentaschenrevolution: 

Women in the Austrian Revolution and Council’s Movement  

On May 13th in 1917, a thousand workers of the night shift in the Roth Factory in Vienna, which 

produced bullet casings, laid down their work and demanded higher loans. An overwhelming part of them 

were women – as well as in the crowds in the streets protesting the shortages in food supply in the cities 

of the Habsburg Monarchy. Although the striking women in the Roth Factory were part of the strike 

delegations negotiating with the management of the factory and the war ministry, they were soon pushed 

out by the male leading functionaries of the metalworker union and sent home during further strike 

meetings.  

This episode sheds light on the relevance of gender in the strike movements in the First World War and 

the institutional exclusion of the mobilized women, an exclusion, which can be traced through the 

revolutionary events in 1918/19 – events Ruth Fischer retrospectively would call a 

“Westentaschenrevolution”, a revolution in the size of a vest pocket – and the Austrian Council’s 

Movement. Although the un/organized strikes and hunger riots played an important role in destabilizing 

the societies of war leading countries such as Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia (Gabriella Hauch 

2008) historians like Richard Bessel (2014) have stressed the important role of returning soldiers and 

prisoners of war as triggers of the revolutions in Austria and Germany. “[I]n 1918, when the revolution 

came, it’s gender was male” concluded Benjamin Ziemann (2011, 387f.).  

This paper will explore the tension between the declared equality of men and women in the socialist 

organizations and the place of women activists in the revolutionary movements in Austria. It will analyse 

the impact of the figuration of a revolutionary masculinity and the (political) category of the (male) 

worker in framing revolutionary activism. Nevertheless, the Council’s Movement in Austria was not a 



monolithic institution, but was shaped by a multitude of socialist ideas and therefore offered space for 

female activists to set their own agenda. 

From 2012 to 2016, Veronika Helfert was employed as an Assistant Professor (prae doc) in Modern 

History / Women’s and Gender History at the University of Vienna, Austria. She currently holds a 

Fellowship from the Austrian Federal Ministry of Research, Science and Economy (Marietta-Blau-

Stipendium) from June 2016 to July 2017 with research visits at McGill University, Montréal (Canada) 

and University of Bern (Switzerland). Her dissertation project is on a Gender and Women’s History of the 

Councils’ Movement in Austria within a European Context, 1916/17–1924. She has received prizes for 

her dissertation project such as the Johanna-Dohnal-Preis. 

 

Coffee break  

17:30 – 18:00 

 

Keynote speaker: Robert Gerwarth (University College Dublin): Bolshevism and the European 

Counter-Revolution, 1917-1939 

18:00–19:30 

 

Conference dinner 

20:00 

Circolo ARCI Risorgimento, Ponte alla Badia 

 

 

DAY 2, FRIDAY 6 OCTOBER  

 

3. ‘Hearts too, are motors’: Art, culture, and revolution 

09:30–11:00 

Chair: Ann Thomson (EUI) 

Brigid O’Keeffe (Brooklyn College, City University of New York), An International Language 

for Global Proletarian Revolution? Esperanto and the Bolsheviks, 1917–1923  

A recent historiographical trend has productively placed Russian and Soviet history in global perspective. 

Yet few have asked how the dilemmas of language diversity impacted imperial Russia and the Soviet 

Union’s global encounters and endeavours. My research explores the politics of international language 

and how the nagging “curse of Babel” ignited the global imaginations of political entrepreneurs in late 

imperial Russia and the early Soviet Union. My paper examines how Esperantists in revolutionary Russia 

sought to find a prominent place for Esperanto, their adopted international auxiliary language, in the 

Bolsheviks’ evolving vision of “refashioning life on earth.” Theirs was a question of enormous practical 

and theoretical significance in revolutionary Russia: how could the Bolsheviks hope to succeed in their 

pursuit of an international proletarian revolution without offering the global proletariat a language with 



which to effectively communicate, collaborate, and wage the revolutionary struggle? In this paper, I will 

present the understudied history of how Esperantists in revolutionary Russia adapted their Esperantist 

ideals to those of the Bolsheviks. The Soviet Esperantists energetically lobbied for a prominent role in the 

work of the Comintern and other emerging Soviet institutions. In 1921, they established the Union of 

Soviet Esperantists in Petrograd. World revolution, these early Soviet Esperantists argued, would be 

impossible without the aid of Esperanto – a formidable linguistic weapon in the hands of the global 

proletariat.   

Long neglected in the historiography, early Soviet Esperantists have no doubt suffered “the enormous 

condescension of posterity.” In their own age of Russian revolutionary tumult, they battled the popular 

perception that they were oddballs and quacks at best, and effete bourgeois idealists at worst. This paper 

will explain how early Soviet Esperantists succeeded in capturing the Bolsheviks’ attention and cautious 

investment, even if not a prized formal role within the Comintern. The Esperantists pointed to an 

inescapable issue that the Bolsheviks had not vigorously considered in the lead-up to the revolution. 

Could global proletarian revolution be achieved without an international language? The politics of 

language diversity was and would remain one of many dilemmas for the Bolsheviks as they struggled to 

achieve their revolutionary goals at home and abroad. Likewise, it remained an open question in the 

Soviet 1920s whether or not the Bolsheviks would fully invest in Esperantists and Esperanto as useful for 

their purposes. 

Brigid O’Keeffe is an associate professor of history at Brooklyn College (CUNY) where she teaches 

modern Russian and Soviet history. She is the author of New Soviet Gypsies: Nationality, Performance, 

and Selfhood in the Early Soviet Union (University of Toronto Press, 2013). O’Keeffe is currently at work 

on a second book, Comrades Without Borders. This book project explores Esperanto and 

internationalism in late imperial Russia and the interwar Soviet Union. Its primary focus is on how, in an 

era of simultaneously anguished and hopeful globalization, ordinary people in tsarist Russia and the 

early Soviet Union used Esperanto to participate in global communities of varied ideological stripes. 

 

Eszter Balázs (János Kodolányi University Budapest/Kassák Museum - Petőfi Literary Museum 

Budapest) & Gábor Dobó (Università degli Studi di Firenze/Eötvös Loránd University Budapest/ Kassák 

Museum - Petőfi Literary Museum Budapest): Between Commitment and Criticism. Challenges of the 

Hungarian Avant-Garde in Prominent Positions During the Commune of 1919  

This paper deals with the inner conflicts of the Hungarian avant-garde movement during the revolutions 

after WWI (consecutively in 1918 and 1919), and its conflicts with the Communist power in rule in 1919. 

Eszter Balázs will offer an analysis of their changing terminology regarding art and the artist and the role 

of the artist and intellectual in society between November 1918 and July 1919, while Gábor Dobó will 

detail their conflicts with communist institutions during the period March–July 1919. 

While in a socially and culturally marginal and a politically dissenting position during WWI, the 

Hungarian avant-garde progressively gained recognition after the end of the conflict. It obtained a 

mainstream position only during the 1919 Commune. However, this position was not without 

contradictions. When the Communists took power on March 21 after the “popular democratic” Károlyi 

government had collapsed, the editors of the avant-garde magazine Ma (Today), the writer and poet Lajos 

Kassák and the painter Béla Uitz, took part in the cultural programme of the dictatorship of the proletariat 

as members of the literary and artistic directorates. For Kassák and his associates, it was evident that 

activists had to create the lyrical and visual idiom of the art of the ‘new world’ that would follow the 

proletarian revolution. Their journal, Ma did not, however, become the official cultural organ of the 



proletarian dictatorship. The activists were committed to the communist revolution and its promises of 

social change, but they did not conceive of their activity as being in the service of party politics. They 

were therefore unable to implement their ideas for cultural policy in 1919. 

Kassák and his associates insisted on their sovereignty regarding art, and this led them into confrontation 

with the leadership of the Hungarian Soviet Republic. Their cause became a point of contention in 

factional disputes within the government (between the Social Democrats and the Communists). 

Nonetheless, Ma was able to carry on for a few weeks. Its last issue appeared on the first of July 1919. 

Officially the magazine ceased to be published on the basis of lack of paper (a typical reasoning of power 

in times of financial crisis, unwilling to admit to the use censorship). What seems to have caused its 

demise, like that of many other journals at the time, was the increasingly critical shortage of paper. 

Gábor Dobó, MA in Literary History and PhD student at the Eötvös Loránd University of Budapest. 

Researcher at the Kassák Museum since 2014. In his research he applies the methods of Periodical 

Studies on the Hungarian avant-garde magazines. He has studies at the universities of Budapest, 

Florence and Angers; his PhD research focuses on the international network of Lajos Kassák's 1926-

1927 magazine titled 'Dokumentum' (Document). 

Eszter Balázs, Assistant professor at Kodolányi University of Applied Arts since 2009, she holds a co-

tutelle PhD in History from EHESS (Paris) and ELTE (Budapest), 2008. She is the leader researcher of 

the ‘Avant-Garde Magazines of Lajos Kassák (1915–1928)’ research team since 2016. 

 

Coffee break  

11:00–11:30 

 

4. Honeymoon and heartbreak: anarchists, syndicalists, and Bolsheviks 

11:30–13:00 

Chair: Arturo Zoffmann Rodriguez (EUI) 

 

Reiner Tosstorff (Johannes Gutenberg University of Mainz): The Syndicalist encounter with 

Bolshevism: from honeymoon to love marriage or estrangement  

In the years before World War I international syndicalism presented itself as a revolutionary workers' 

alternative to social democratic / Marxist politics. Conversely, within the Second International 

"syndicalism" was used as a stigma against the left wing, which was eager to distance itself from it. But 

October 1917 changed all this. The syndicalists were among the most enthusiastic supporters of the 

Bolsheviks. Instead of giving speeches in parliament, which had not prevented the war, they had acted 

through revolutionary deeds. The soviets superseded bourgeois institutions with an organism of the 

working class. And not least, the Bolsheviks, even though Marxists, were actively looking for 

collaboration with them, taking a dramatic turn from pre-WWI-attitudes. 

But would expectations and projections from afar survive the reality test? Syndicalists visited the new 

revolutionary "Mecca", experienced the everyday life in the Soviet Republic and were confronted with all 

sorts of theoretical and political requirements in order to become full part of the new revolutionary 

undertaking. Conflicts between syndicalist organizations and the newly founded communist parties with 



their origins in social democracy developed in a series of countries. In the end, one part only of the 

syndicalists completely merged into the new communist movement, another parted ways. 

The paper will examine the (mostly European) syndicalist movement with a comparative look and at the 

same time delve into the national specificities in order to get an understanding why early sympathies 

either deepened or finally led to a break. It will thus combine the national with the international and will 

ask for the legacy of syndicalism, international communism inherited. It is based on long-time research on 

international communism and trade unionism, using both published sources (mainly the contemporary 

publications) and primary sources from the communist archives. 

Given the frequent terminological confusion between revolutionary syndicalism and anarcho-syndicalism, 

a side story will be the question, how much this episode of syndicalism's history has to do with anarchism, 

properly speaking. 

Dr. habil. Reiner Tosstorff, apl. Professor at Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz (19th & 20th century 

history), 2007/8 at Cardiff University. Doctoral thesis on the POUM in the Spanish Civil War, 

"Habilitation" thesis on the Red International of Labor Unions (Profintern),, English version Boston – 

Leiden 2016. 

 

Francesco Giliani (University of Naples): A revolutionary syndicalist in Moscow: Alfred Rosmer 

from the “Charter of Amines” to Bolshevism 

Alfred Rosmer (1877-1964) is one of the most prominent figures in the history of early-twentieth century 

French revolutionary syndicalism. In 1908 he entered the editorial board of La Vie Ouvrière, headed by 

Pierre Monatte, and formed part of the informal noyau that led the Confédération Nationale du Travail 

(CGT).  He opposed the First World War from an internationalist standpoint along with a minority of the 

CGT, and was profoundly inspired by the October Revolution, rapidly becoming one of its most 

authoritative and committed champions in France.  

This paper aims to explore Rosmer’s central role in winning over large sectors of the revolutionary 

syndicalist movement (in France and beyond) to Bolshevism, especially with regards to the question of 

the relationship between the trade unions and the party, the dictatorship of the proletariat, and the tactical 

participation in elections. The paper will draw upon Rosmer’s abundant correspondence in the years 

1917-1923, his journalistic activity in the French communist press, and his participation in the Red 

International of Labour Unions (Profintern). Held in high esteem by Lenin and Trotsky, Rosmer played a 

crucial part in the inception of the Profintern. His reputation and his personal characteristics made his 

interventions in the delicate negotiations with the Spanish CNT, the Italian USI or the American IWW 

extremely valuable. 

The peculiarities of Rosmer’s political life are particularly striking if one takes into consideration his 

ulterior evolution when, abhorred at the rise of Stalinism, as was the case with numerous communist 

militants with a syndicalist background, he only very partially reverted to the ideas of his youth. Indeed, 

his anti-Stalinism did not turn him into an anti-communist, and he did not adopt the distinction drawn by 

Monatte between “bourgeois anti-communism” and “proletarian anti-communism”, as attested by his 

inedited correspondence with Max Shachtman. The influence the events of October exerted on Rosmer 

was thus long-lasting and deep-rooted and stretched into the years of the Cold War.  

Francesco Giliani (1976). I hold a degree in philosophy from the University of Bologna (2000). From the 

year 2000 until 2005 I collaborated with French historian Pierre Broué in his journal Cahiers Léon 



Trotsky, and wrote several articles on the Italian labour movement (n. 75, 77 and 80) for this publication. 

In 2007 I received my PhD degree in modern European history from the University of Naples, where I 

wrote a thesis on the “Red CGL” of southern Italy in 1943-45, under the supervision of professor 

Giuseppe Civile. In 2013 I turned this study into a book, Fedeli alla classe. La CGL rossa tra ‘svolta di 

Salerno’ e occupazione anglo-americana del Sud (AC Editoriale: Milan, 2013). In 2015 I wrote a paper 

on the class struggle in southern Italy in 1943-44 in the peer-reviewed journal MicroMega on the 

occasion of the 70th anniversary of the country’s liberation. In 2016 I translated and edited the first 

Italian version of Pierre Broué’s Communistes contre Staline. I am currently working on a biography of 

Enrico Russo, Neapolitan communist, anti-fascist exile and POUM militiaman in Spain and first 

secretary of the “Red CGL”.  

 

 

Lunch (EUI) 

13:00–14:00 

 

5. New and unlikely allies? Fellow travelers and uncanny friendships 

14:00–15:30 

Chair: Pavel Kolar (EUI) 

Tommaso Giordani (EUI), ‘Apôtre du syndicalisme révolutionnaire, ami de la Russie des 

Soviets’: Georges Sorel and the Russian Revolution (1919-1922). 

In the last three years of his life, Georges Sorel dedicated a small but substantial body of texts to the 

newborn Soviet regime. The examination of these texts, a combination of opinion pieces for Italian 

conservative newspapers and articles for the newly established Revue Communiste, allows us to go 

beyond the established but substantially misleading image of Sorel as a supporter of both fascism and 

Bolshevism. By showing Sorel’s enmeshment in a transnational network of intellectual support to Soviet 

Russia, these texts allow us not only to clarify Sorel’s rationale for this support, but also the wider 

dynamics that split the left over the Russian question in the immediate aftermath of the revolution. 

Tommaso Giordani teaches history at Gonzaga University in Florence. He is an intellectual historian 

with a background in philosophy, whose research interests include fin de siècle France and its political 

languages. He holds a PhD from the EUI and is currently working on a monograph on Georges Sorel. 

 

Dimitry V. Shlapentokh (Indiana University): The Changing mind: the Acceptance of 

Revolution by its Enemies 

The Bolshevik revolution, the Civil War and the early periods of the regime’s existence had attracted a 

variety of the people who had little connection with the original Bolshevik doctrine. There were, for 

example, those who discovered in Bolshevism actually nationalistic force, and it was this which attracted 

them to Bolshevism. The Bolsheviks launched their revolution as an international movement, as a start of 

worldwide revolution, and believed that they would not be able to survive without the help of the 



international proletariat. Russian nationalism was anathema to them. And it was the Whites, their enemy, 

who preached the idea of Russia, “one and indivisible,” and accused the Bolsheviks of betraying Russian 

interests. Still, as the Civil War unravelled, the views of some Bolsheviks’ enemies started to change. 

First, they observed the Allies’ treatment of defeated Germany, Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman empire. 

All of them were dismembered and no attention was paid to the fate of ethnic Germans who lived in the 

lands which became the independent states emerging from the rubble of the Austria-Hungary and 

Germany. The Ottoman empire was also dismembered. Still, its land was appropriated by European 

powers. These observers came to the conclusion that Russia could suffer the same fate if the Allies and 

the Whites were successful. Consequently, they started to look at Bolsheviks as a peculiar national force 

which, presumably without fully understanding them, fought not for internationalistic abstraction, but for 

the defence of the country’s national interests. Consequently, the true Russian nationalists should support 

not the Whites, the unwitting tools in the hands of the perfidious Allies, but the Bolsheviks. This feeling 

became even stronger after the Civil War and led to the peculiar ideological phenomenon called 

“National-Bolshevism.” The trends were clearly visible among émigrés. Still, their views clearly reflected 

the views of those who lived in Russia and who tried to cooperate with the regime. The major ideas of 

this trend were as follows. The Bolsheviks’ rise was not connected with official slogans. The role of the 

Bolshevik regime was plainly to change the corrupted and disenfranchised elite from the Romanov 

dynasty, and provisional government, and to replace it with a strong vigorous elite which made Russia 

much stronger than before. There were several Russian émigré groups which professed different forms of 

“National-Bolshevism.” 

Associate professor, Indiana University-South Bend, Indiana. PhD University of Chicago. Interests: the 

Former USSR, past and present. Modern European History The author of several books and many 

articles. 

Coffee break 

15:30–16:00 

 

6. From the battlefield to the barricades and back: revolution and war 

16:00–17:30 

Chair: Tamara Scheer (University of Vienna/EUI) 

Tamás Révész (University of Vienna): National Army under Red Banner? The Mobilisation of 

the Hungarian Red Army in 1918–1919     

In November 1918, the Habsburg army irreversibly collapsed and the tired and war-weary soldiers 

returned to their homelands in massive numbers. The new revolutionary government of Budapest – 

dominated by liberals and social democrats – made several failed attempts to attract these people into the 

republican self-defence formations. After the regime’s failure to gain popular support, the Bolsheviks 

seized power in March and within one month they organized a powerful army. The 100.000 new red 

soldiers fought – temporarily – effectively against the Czechoslovakian and Romanian invasion. In order 

to explain this unexpected success of the Hungarian Soviet regime, two distinct narratives have been 

developed in the historiography. Hungarian scholars of the 1960s claimed that the superiority of 

Bolshevik ideology was the key factor, while after 1990, revisionist studies argued that nationalism was 

the real motivation behind the soldiers’ decision to volunteer. 



My study intends to overcome these oversimplified explanations and analyse the process of military 

remobilization in post WWI Hungary and it aims to understand why people joined the Red Army in 

massive numbers. The first part of the paper discusses the ideological debates about the organization and 

internal structure of the new armed forces. It focuses on the interactions between the concepts of 

conservative military officers, the social democratic and radical communist politicians. The second part of 

the study concentrates on the implementation of these ideas in everyday practice. The paper examines 

here the role of the civilian actors – like the trade unions and local workers’ councils – in the recruitment 

to the army. It also presents how effectively they could replace the traditional military institutions and 

gain popular support for the army. Through the analyses of the Hungarian case, the study aims to provide 

a better understanding of the ways how the revolutionary Bolshevik regimes were able to gain popular 

support and organize their self-defence forces in East and Central Europe. 

 

Yannis Skalidakis (University of Crete) & George Souvlis (EUI): “Red Soldiers”; The 

infiltration of the communist ideology to the Greek army during the Russian Civil War and the Greco-

Turkish War  

Before he left Paris for Athens, Venizelos drafted a telegram for Romanos, the Ambassador of Greece in 

France. He instructed Romanos to inform d’Esperey, General of the Allied Armed Forces on the Salonika 

Front during the First World War, about their fear of the spreading of revolutionary ideas that made the 

Greek government hesitant to accept an invitation from the French government to send Greek troops to 

Russia. However, Venizelos, under French tutelage, decided to send 23,000 Greek soldiers to Ukraine to 

crush the Bolshevik revolution. This event, along with the effect it had on the Greek soldiers who 

participated in this war and in the Greco-Turkish War of 1912-1922, is a forgotten episode of Greek 

history. It has attracted, despite its great importance, very little attention within modern historiography.  

Aim of this paper is to shed light on this unexplored series of events, by examining in which way the 

Greek soldiers adopted the communist ideology through their participation in the Russian Civil War. The 

role of the Greek Communist Party in this process will be examined too and the impact this ideological 

“fermentation” had on their involvement in the imperialist war, which the Greek state waged against 

Turkey during the partitioning of the Ottoman Empire (in the aftermath of the First World War). We 

argue that a significant number of Greece soldiers adopted the communist ideas and many of them were 

the main protagonists that formed the anti-war movement in 1920-1922. It all happened with the decisive 

contribution of the Socialist Labour Party of Greece, then Greek Communist Party, that capitalized on the 

historical conjuncture and proved to be one of its first formative moments that defined its later 

development. 

Yannis Skalidakis obtained his Ph.D., at the School of Political Sciences at the Aristotle University of 

Thessaloniki. Post-Doctoral Researcher in the Department of Political Sciences at the University of Crete. 

Also a researcher in the Research Centre for Modern History (KENI) at Panteion University, Athens. 

Author of the book: Free Greece, The power of the National Liberation Front during Occupation (1943-

1944) [in Greek]. My research interests include Modern Greece, 20th century European History and my 

specialization field is World War II History and the Occupation period in Greece (1941-1944). 

George Souvlis is a doctoral candidate in history at the European University Institute in Florence and a 

freelance writer for various progressive magazines including Salvage, Jacobin, ROAR and Lefteast. My 

Phd focuses on the organic intellectuals of the Metaxas regime in Greece and their antiparliamentarian 

argumentation. 



Coffee break  

17:30–18:00 

 

Keynote speech: Steve Smith (University of Oxford): The Russian Revolution: A Hundred Years On 

18:00–19:30  

 

Conference dinner 

20:00 

Trattoria Tiberio (Via delle Ruote 26/R) 

 

DAY 3, SATURDAY 7 OCTOBER 

 

7. Socialism, Nationalism, and Zionism 

09:30–11:00 

Chair: Borut Klabjan (EUI) 

Jan Rybak (EUI): The red flag over Petrograd or Jerusalem? Socialist Zionism in the 

Revolution 

The paper assesses the effects of the Russian and European revolutionary process on the political 

practices and ideological development of the socialist-Zionist organisation Poale Zion. Originally aiming 

for a symbiosis of Jewish-national liberation in the form of settlement in Palestine, and universal social 

emancipation in cooperation with the workers’ movements of other peoples, the revolutionary experience 

of 1917–1923 represented a severe crisis. The fall of autocratic antisemitic rule and the European 

revolution’s all-encompassing promise for emancipation implied a challenge to the supposed necessity for 

particularly Jewish aims for territorial and political independence. Many socialist-Zionist activists’ 

experience in participating in the uprisings and struggles alongside their non-Jewish comrades 

additionally put the postulated need for Jewish-autonomous organisation in question, while the 

differences and conflicts, laid bare during the revolutionary process eventually led to a split in the 

organisation, with a large part eventually siding with the communist movement.     

The paper reconstructs Poale Zion’s participation in the revolutionary process in its various forms: from 

sup-port for the Bolsheviks in Petrograd, to the participation in the workers’ councils and mass protests in 

Austria, local uprisings in Poland, to the defence of Jewish communities in Galicia, threatened by 

pogroms. In doing so, the paper contextualises activists’ performances with local circumstances as well as 

with the organisation’s ideological development, eventually analysing the reflection of these local 

experiences in the debates over the organisation’s schism. At the centre is the question of how radical 

socialist minority nationalism in its peculiar Zionist form performed and was challenged during the 

massive societal shifts and the opening of new possibilities the European revolutions entailed. It focuses 

on the process of formation and alteration of a left-wing Jewish-national identity during the European 

revolutionary crisis, given the simultaneity of promises for social and national emancipation.  



Jan Rybak studied history at the University of Salzburg, the School of Oriental and African 

Studies in London, and Tel Aviv University. He is currently a PhD Researcher at the Department 

of History and Civilization at the European University Institute in Florence and an external 

lecturer at the University of Salzburg’s Department of History and Centre for Jewish Cultural 

Studies. His research focuses on Zionism in Central/Eastern Europe during the crisis of 1914–

1921, discussing Zionism as a national building project in the Diaspora. 

 

Nick Underwood (University of Colorado, Boulder), The Yiddish Red Flag in the City of Light: 

Revolutionary Jewish Culture in Interwar Paris  

In 1905, 18-year-old Leo Glaeser, a Yiddish-speaking Jew from Riga, was expelled from his home 

because of his political activities during the failed revolution of that year. After a short stint in Heidelberg, 

he settled in Paris in 1907. He remained politically engaged, but because of restrictions on foreigner’s 

political activities during the Third Republic in France, he kept a relatively low profile. After World War 

I and the Russian Revolution, however, his revolutionary spirit was re-ignited and re-focused. In 1919, 

Glaeser formed the group La Culture Juive (Jewish Culture [1919-1922]), the first Jewish cultural 

organization in interwar France dedicated to cultivating and nurturing the idea of a radical Jewish 

belonging in France through the ideals of secular Yiddish culture. Although Glaeser maintained that the 

group was “not about politics,” many of the group’s meetings concluded with a group sing-along of “The 

Red Flag” in Yiddish. 

This paper will explore Glaeser’s work as an organizer and community leader to demonstrate how he 

advocated for Jewish belonging in France through a revolutionary and internationalist lens centered on a 

particular Parisian brand of Yiddish culture. This paper will also demonstrate how his work ushered in an 

era of leftist cultural cooperation among immigrant revolutionary Jews in Paris, laying the groundwork 

for the organization Kultur-lige pariz (The League of Culture, Paris), which opened in 1922 and operated 

through 1939. Through an examination of Glaeser and these two groups’ work, I will attempt to uncover 

what drew them to merge the revolutionary process with a cultural project aimed at establishing a 

culturally autonomous space for immigrant Jews in interwar Paris. The Kultur-lige’s existence in interwar 

France also complicates some of the narratives of leftist cooperation after the Russian Revolution. The 

first two stages of the group, 1922-1927 and 1927-1933 certainly follow the standard narrative. During 

the first stage, leftists of all stripes were involved only to be pushed out by a “red board of directors” after 

1927. The French context, however, created space once again for cooperation after 1933 because of a new 

wave of Yiddish-speaking Jewish refugees fleeing Nazi Germany, catalyzing a new antifascist era of 

cooperation, which predated the Comintern’s call for an antifascist front. Leo Glaeser sparked a rise of 

Yiddish culture in interwar Paris, demonstrating the cultural, political, and community effects of the 

Russian Revolution in Western Europe and highlighting yet another revolutionary cultural trajectory 

catalyzed by the events of 1917. 

Nick Underwood received his PhD in 2016 from the University of Colorado Boulder. His research 

focuses on Yiddish culture in France, and his current book project is titled “Yiddish Paris: Nation and 

community in Interwar France.” His work has appeared in French Politics, Culture & Society, Urban 

History, and East European Jewish Affairs. He also serves as Managing Editor for the journals American 

Jewish History and East European Jewish Affairs and Project Manager for the Digital Yiddish Theatre 

Project. 

 



Coffee break 

11:00–11:30 

8. Anti-colonialism, Islam, and Bolshevism 

11:30–13:00 

Chair: John Slight (University of Cambridge/EUI) 

Alp Yenen (University of Basel): Anticolonial Revolutions between Nationalism and 

Internationalism: The Transnational Moment of Muslim Revolutionary Movements after World War I   

The Russian Revolution and the end of World War I unleashed a global moment of revolutions. One 

peculiar outcome of this of global moment was that the connected Muslim lands in North Africa, Middle 

East, Central Asia, and South Asia ended up or remained with few minor exceptions under colonial or 

foreign rule. This outcome was, however, not for the lack of Muslim revolutionary activism. Especially in 

the aftermath of World War I, these connected Muslim lands were the settings of numerous revolutions, 

revolts, and wars of liberation that needs to be put into a global framework. There was a transnational 

moment of Muslim revolutionary movements, in which transnational connections, shared beliefs, and 

collective attempts of the Muslim revolutionaries came together against the colonial settlement. The most 

flamboyant movement of this transnational moment was the Union of Muslim Revolutionary Societies, 

which was secretly founded in Berlin in 1919 and formally established in Moscow in 1920 by the exiled 

Young Turk leaders of the Committee of Union and Progress. Although this organization was already 

failed and dissolved in 1922, it uniquely embodied the ambitions and anxieties of a global revolution of 

Muslims. The internal documents and private correspondence of this organization as well as 

contemporary intelligence documents illustrate the remarkable fusion and confusion of old and new 

revolutionary concepts. The model of internationalism was seriously considered to unite Muslim 

nationalists within a joint anti-colonial federation. However, idealist intentions did not translate well into 

collective actions. The theoretical marriage of independent nationalism and Islamic internationalism 

proved to be a practical challenge for the purposes of organization and mobilization. Eventually, the 

collective agency of Muslim revolutionary movements was obscured, divided, and overruled by the 

settlement of 1922. The transnational moment of the so-called “Muslim menace” was believed to be left 

behind for good. 

Alp Yenen is a senior assistant lecturer in Middle Eastern Studies at the Department of Social Sciences at 

the University of Basel. He studied a combined undergraduate and graduate program in History and 

Culture of the Middle East (Turkish, Ottoman, and Iranian Studies), Political Science, and Economic 

Geography at the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich. In 2016, he completed his PhD from the 

University of Basel with his dissertation titled “The Young Turk Aftermath: Making Sense of 

Transnational Contentious Politics at the End of the Ottoman Empire, 1918-1922”. His research interests 

lie in the comparative and connected political history of the modern Middle East. 

 

Giorgio Potì (American University of Rome): Flirting with Lenin in Paris: The Egyptian 

Revolution of 1919 and the French Left  

Erez Manela has portrayed the imagination of the Egyptian nationalists of 1919, as well as of other 

contemporary anti-colonial movements, as shaped by the Wilsonian rhetoric of self-determination. 

Conversely, Steffi Marung is currently investigating the ‘Leninian moment’ in the ‘Global South’ 

following the Bolshevik Revolution. My research challenges representations of the wave of anticolonial 



unrest crossing the Maghreb and the Mashreq in the early aftermath of the First World War as a side 

effect of ‘exogenous’ internationalist ideologies.  

This paper traces the public campaigns of Cairo’s Wafd (‘Delegation’) among the circles of the French 

Left and its leading papers—Le Populaire and L’Humanité. As Michael Goebel has highlighted, Paris 

emerged as a centre of gravity for critics of empire beyond and, to a certain extent, regardless of the peace 

conference. What is more, the Egyptian Revolution of 1919 coincided with a traumatic transition phase 

for the SFIO, in which radical anti-imperialists like Cohin and Fossard confronted advocates of the 

mission civilisatrice and ‘colonial socialism’ like Blum and Longuet, before leaving the party to join the 

Third International.  

As I will show, while other anti-colonial movements of the early interwar years simply exploited Paris 

leftist networks as amplifiers of their claims, Cairo’s ‘delegates’ hybridized their nationalist discourse 

with Marxism-Leninism and the language of class struggle–which sounds striking if we consider the 

moderate background and liberal leanings of Lutfi al-Sayyid and other Wafd leaders. Whether resulting 

from opportunistic calculation or genuine intellectual evolution, this hybridization signals how skilled 

Egyptian nationalists were as entrepreneurs of internationalism. Rather than seducing and radicalizing the 

Wafd, the Bolshevik Revolution, with its international repercussions, provided Zaghlul and his fellows 

with additional rhetorical weapons ad venues of transnational mobilisation, which they appropriated 

selectively and adroitly. 

Giorgio Potì earned a doctorate in History and Civilization from the European University Institute in 

2016 after studying International Relations at the University of Bologna. He joined the adjunct faculty of 

the International Relations and Global Politics Program of the American University of Rome in 2015. 

Giorgio’s research interests include modern European history, comparative nationalism and imperialism, 

international legal history and theory, and the international relations of the Mediterranean. His doctoral 

dissertation, titled Imperial Violence, Anti-Colonial Nationalism and International Society: The Politics 

of Revolt across Mediterranean Empires, 1919–1927, examines the reconfiguration of European colonial 

empires in the early aftermath of World War I through four cases of anti-colonial unrest and repression 

throughout the Maghreb and the Mashreq. He is currently working on refining his thesis into a book 

manuscript. In the meantime, his ‘Un microcosme de l’entre-deux-guerres: La Guerre du Rif (1921–1926) 

et la reconfiguration du complexe impérial euro-méditerranéen’ has been accepted. 

 

Closing remarks  

13:00 – 13:30 

 


