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Preface 

The historiography of the Russian Revolution in West-
ern countries, for all its peculiar advantages of objective 
distance from the events, has produced a distorted view of 
the vast canvas of 1917-1918 by its almost exclusive con-
centration on the central cities, Petrograd and Moscow. 
Despite some interesting studies on the national regions 
during the revolution, important industrial centers have 
been overlooked, centers in which the revolution ran a 
course distinctly different from the pattern evident in 
Petrograd. This study endeavors to redress the balance 
somewhat by presenting a close look at the first year and 
a half of the revolution in the Caspian seaport and oil 
capital of the Russian empire, Baku. The very uniqueness 
of Baku, where class and national struggles were inter-
twined, offers a useful corrective to generalizations based 
on the better-known case of central Russia. 

The revolution of 1917 was the culmination of a long 
process of social development and disintegration, the ori-
gin of which lay deep in Russia's past and in the peculiar 
characteristics of her society. A predominantly peasant 
country with an insignificantly small working class, Rus-
sia underwent the first so-called "socialist" revolution. This 
paradoxical occurrence, apparently inconsistent with or-
thodox Marxist prediction, was, in fact, explained by some 
of the Russian Marxists. From his earliest writings the 
"Father of Russian Marxism," Georgia Valentinovich PIe-
khanov, had maintained that the Marxist timetable would 
apply to Russia in a somewhat unusual form. Marx had 
argued that, in the transition from feudal society through 
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PREFACE 
capitalism to socialism, two great revolutions had to be 
endured: a bourgeois-democratic revolution which would 
abolish feudal relationships and permit the mature de-
velopment of capitalist society; and a proletarian-socialist 
revolution which would liquidate capitalist exploitation 
and begin the transition to the classless society. Plekhanov 
carefully distinguished between these two revolutions, but 
contended that in backward, peasant Russia the miniscule 
urban proletariat would have to help the pusillanimous 
bourgeoisie carry out the bourgeois-democratic revolution. 
During this first revolution the working class would be 
allied with the bourgeoisie and had to refrain from taking 
power. Only after a long interim period under a parlia-
mentary republic, with the establishment of civil liberties 
and the slow development of an organized labor move-
ment, could the second revolution be accomplished. This 
discipline and restraint of the working class were to char-
acterize the Menshevik approach from the break with the 
Leninists in 1903 right through the revolution. 

Lenin also maintained a distinction between the two 
revolutions; but in 1905 and again in 1917 he began to 
flirt with the notion of "continuous" or "permanent" revo-
lution, a theory first expounded by the Social Democrats 
Helphand-Parvus and Leon Trotsky.1 According to Lenin 
the period between the two revolutions was of indetermi-
nate length and could very probably be shortened, i.e., the 
proletariat might be able to take power in the course even 

1 "Permanent revolution," according to Trotsky, was inevitable in 
Russia, given the fact that the bourgeoisie could not make its own 
revolution without the proletariat. Once the revolution was under-
taken, workers' representatives would enter the government and be 
compelled by their constituents to introduce socialist legislation. 
Trotsky wrote: "Political supremacy of the proletariat is incom-
patible with its economic slavery. Whatever may be the banner un-
der which the proletariat will find itself in possession of power, it 
will be compelled to enter the road of Socialism." (L. Trotsky, 
Results and Prospects [1906], trans, as Our Revolution by M. J. Olgin 
[New York, 1918], and republished in Robert V. Daniels [ed.], A 
Documentary History of Communism [New York, i960], 1, p . 46.) 
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of a revolutio n which in its first stages was a bourgeois-
democrati c revolution . This would be accomplished , not 
with the aid of the liberal bourgeoisie , but in alliance with 
the poor and middle peasantry . Such a revolutio n in Russia 
he conceived as the openin g shot in the internationa l prole-
tarian revolution . Believing tha t by herself Russia could 
not achieve socialism, Lenin argued tha t the aid of the ad-
vanced industria l states of Western Europ e was essentia l 
for the final transitio n to socialism. Lenin was more radica l 
in his approac h to the workers tha n Plekhanov , more re-
ceptive to the potentia l of the peasantry , and more im-
patien t in his anticipatio n of the internationa l revolution . 

All Marxists agreed in 1917 tha t the Februar y Revolu-
tion was "bourgeois-democratic, " despite the fact tha t the 
revolutio n in Petrogra d had been made by workers and 
soldiers. Two contender s for power sprang up to fill the 
vacuum : the Provisiona l Government , made up of bour-
geois, professionals , and liberal intellectuals , and the Soviet 
of Workers' Deputies . Eviden t from the beginnin g was the 
fact tha t real power rested with the soviet, which alone 
could order people into the streets and comman d the local 
soldiers. But the soviet leadership , largely Menshevi k and 
Socialist Revolutionary , reluctan t to take formal state 
power into its own hands , recognize d the Provisiona l Gov-
ernment . The workers had made the revolution , but thei r 
leadershi p considere d it a "bourgeois" revolutio n and gave 
its conditiona l suppor t to the "bourgeois" government . 
Thus , the "dual power" or dvoevlastie was created , in part 
as a result of fears tha t a workers' governmen t could not 
unify Russia in its crisis and in part because of the notio n 
tha t in a bourgeois-democrati c revolutio n state power 
should remai n in the hand s of the bourgeoisie. 2 

The implici t conflict between the Menshevi k view and 
the Leninis t approac h did not come out into the open unti l 

2 I. G. Tseretelli , Vospominaniia ο fevral'skoi revoliutsii, 1 (Pari s 
and The Hague , 1963), pp. 22-23 . 
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Lenin' s retur n to Russia in April. The Bolshevik leader' s 
attentio n was turne d first to his own party in an attemp t 
to win it over to his more radica l position , appealin g to the 
Bolsheviks to break decisively with the Provisiona l Gov-
ernmen t and adop t the slogan "All Power to the Soviets." 
The implication s of this slogan were clear: immediat e 
transitio n to the socialist revolution . No t only did Lenin' s 
April Theses shock the Bolshevik moderates , it trauma -
tized the conciliator y leadershi p of the soviet. Within a 
surprisingly short time , however, Lenin had won over his 
own part y as well as a significant numbe r of the city's 
workers. By May the conferenc e of factory committee s was 
passing Bolshevik resolutions . 

The weakness of the Provisiona l Governmen t and its 
absolute dependence  on the suppor t of the soviet was made 
abundantl y clear in the "April Crisis," durin g which soviet 
disconten t with Miliukov's annexationis t foreign policy led 
to the foreign minister' s resignation . In the aftermat h of 
the crisis the governmen t itself began to break up. Early in 
May a coalitio n government , mad e up of member s of the 
old governing group and a numbe r of socialist minister s 
from the soviet, was formed . The coalitio n was a stop-
gap government , designed to lead the countr y throug h the 
war unti l a Constituen t Assembly could be convene d and a 
constitutio n adopted . But, unlike the dvoevlastie, the coali-
tion tried to link the leadershi p of the workers with the 
representative s of the uppe r classes, and the divergence of 
interest s of these groups led to a complet e impasse in the 
government . The failure of the coalitio n governmen t to 
respon d to the deepenin g social crisis in the countr y and its 
inability to bring the war to an end worked to the advantage 
of the one party which promise d immediat e social reform s 
and an end to the war—the Bolsheviks. 

Shortage s of food combine d with the failure of the 
"Kerensky Offensive" to increase the volatility of the work-
ers and soldiers. Outside the cities the peasant s undertoo k 
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their own kind of land reform by seizing the land them-
selves, killing the landlords, and burning their manor 
houses. By September the Bolsheviks had majorities in 
both the Moscow and the Petrograd Soviets. The coalition 
government had thus been de facto repudiated by the 
soviet electorate. The October Revolution, while in form a 
conspiratorial coup d'etat, came about after a steady drain-
ing away of Kerensky's support. Just as in February 1917 
no troops could be found to defend the tsarist order, so in 
October few but the famous Women's Battalion of Death 
were prepared to stand up for the coalition government. 

The Bolsheviks came to power in Petrograd, Moscow, 
and a number of other cities in October and November 
1917, but by overthrowing the Provisional Government 
they in effect declared war on the rest of Russia, which 
was unwilling to recognize a soviet monopoly of power. On 
the eve of the Civil War a deceptive calm lay over Russia, 
while elections to the Constituent Assembly were held. 
Those elections reflected the widespread opposition to the 
Bolsheviks and the peasants' support for the Socialist 
Revolutionaries. When two months later the soviet govern-
ment dispersed the Assembly after a one-day session, the 
lines were finally drawn for the fratricidal struggle. On one 
side were those who accepted the October Revolution and 
soviet power; on the other was a diverse group unified by 
their rejection of October but only in part committed to 
February. 

A thousand miles to the south, in Transcaucasia, the 
revolution resembled the pattern in Petrograd, at least for 
the first year. A "dual power" was created in both Tiflis 
and Baku, but in both cities real power was held by the 
soviet. There too the moderate socialists dominated the 
local Soviets and refused to seize power in their own name. 
Only after a long and gradual radicalization of the workers 
were the Bolsheviks in Baku in a position to make a bid for 
power. In Tiflis the Georgian Mensheviks, considerably 
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PREFACE 
more radical than their Russian brethren, formed an inde-
pendent Georgian government. 

Similarities disappeared, however, soon after October. 
In Baku the local Bolsheviks decided not to seize power by 
force but to work toward a "peaceful transition" to soviet 
power. Thus Baku's "October" was delayed. Not until 
March 1918 did the soviet win the political monopoly in 
the city which it had sought since the fall of 1917. The 
consequences of this delay are discussed in this study. 

The moderate Bolshevism of Baku had deep roots in 
the history of the local labor movement and Social De-
mocracy in the city. Faced with a politically unconscious 
working class that was divided by nationality, skills, and 
wage-levels, the Baku Bolsheviks adapted their appeals to 
the particular interests of the oil workers. Thus Bolshevism 
in Baku, especially after 1905, developed a sensitivity to-
ward workers' economic desires. Bolsheviks dominated 
trade unions, workers' clubs, and the legal labor move-
ment. The underground party continued to exist, but often 
played a subordinate role to the legal institutions. The Bol-
shevik leaders did not simply respond to any spontaneously 
generated impulse of the workers but rather worked to 
shape those impulses and provide the economic struggle 
of workers with organization, appropriate rhetoric, and 
some political overtones. 

A local history study such as this one can in some detail 
describe the growth of Bolshevik receptivity to workers' 
demands in both the pre-1917 and the revolutionary peri-
ods. This work attempts to demonstrate the dialectical re-
lationship between the workers and the Bolsheviks in 
which the party taught and from which the party learned. 
The chapters that follow describe the origins, evolution, 
and eventual disintegration of the Bolshevik hegemony 
over the workers of Baku. 

Any researcher dealing with the revolution in Baku must 
address himself to the perplexities which punctuate the 
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events themselves. Question s arise how the Bolsheviks 
achieved paramountc y in the Baku soviet withou t a ma-
jority. Why did dvoevlastie continu e after Octobe r 1917? 
What were the reason s for the revolution' s "delay" in 
Baku? Particularl y fascinatin g are the problem s of the 
nationalis t struggle within the city and its relationshi p to 
the class struggle. Was the insurrectio n in Marc h 1918 
the result of class or nationa l antagonism ? On this very 
poin t Soviet and non-Sovie t historian s are divided. Finally , 
why did the Baku Commun e fail? Were the Bolsheviks at 
fault or were the objective circumstance s beyond the ca-
pacity of any party to control ? 

Historica l writing on the revolutio n in Baku has always 
been abundan t but has never enjoyed freedom from parti -
sanship (or , in Soviet terminology , partiinosf). Whethe r 
the writer wanted to prove his party comrade s innocen t of 
the tragic murde r of the Twenty-si x Commissars, 3 to dem-
onstrat e the correctnes s of Shaumian' s general line, 4 or to 
defend Grea t Britain from the accusation s of the Soviet 
government, 5 those who have taken up thei r pens to de-
scribe the confusion of those years in Baku have usually 
served a mistress less worthy tha n Clio. Needles s to say, 
the cause of objectivity has not been served by the politica l 
shifts within the Soviet Unio n which have resulted in 
artificial reevaluation s of various aspects of revolutionar y 
history. As with most Soviet historiography , so with the 
materia l on Baku, the most productiv e period was between 
the Civil War and the consolidatio n of Stalin' s dictatorshi p 
in the early 1930s. Durin g tha t period the study of history 

3 V. A. Chaikin , K istorii rossiiskoi revoliutsii, vypusk ϊ ; Kazn ' 26 
bakinskik h komissaro v (Moscow , 1922) ; a n accoun t of th e execu-
tio n by a Righ t S.R. 

* Artashe s Karinian , Shaumian  i natsionalisticheskie techeniia na 
Kavkaze  (Baku , 1928) ; by th e Bolshevik commissa r of justice in th e 
Baku Commune . 

5 C. H . Ellis, The British "Intervention" in Transcaspia, 1918— 
1919 (Berkeley , 1963) ; by a membe r of th e British force in Trans -
caspi a a t th e tim e of th e executio n of th e Baku Commissars . 
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was "Bolshevized," but no t yet "Stalinized. " The former 
process implied merely tha t the poin t of view of the Bol-
shevik party durin g the revolutio n was identified as the 
only correc t position and tha t those of the rival partie s 
were seen as rangin g from "mistaken " to "anti-Soviet " and 
"counterrevolutionary. " The works on Baku written in the 
twentie s read as if they had been dictate d by the partici -
pant s in the events themselves, as if the old Bolsheviks 
were rationalizin g thei r own action s in the recen t past. 6 

Fact s are not distorted , but they are interprete d in agree-
men t with an a priori understandin g of the "laws" of 
history. 

Particularl y importan t in the 1920s was the work of the 
kolletiv of scholar s who eventuall y formed the Shaumia n 
Institut e of Part y Histor y in Baku. Collection s of docu-
ments , memoirs , and secondar y account s by the leadin g 
Marxist historian s in Transcaucasi a were published by 
the Institute . Such writers as A. Dubner , Ia. A. Ratgauzer , 
S. A. Sef, and A. Raevskii provided Soviet reader s with the 
first thoroughl y analytica l account s of the revolutio n in 
one of the major cities of thei r country. 7 Because the 
archive of the Baku soviet had been destroyed durin g the 

β Fo r a genera l survey on Soviet historiograph y of th e 1920s on 
th e revolutio n in Baku , see N . M. Kuliev, "Sovetskaia istoriografli a 
sotsialistichesko i revoliutsi i ν Azerhaidzhane, " Istoriia SSSR,  no . 3 
(1967) , PP . 38-50 . 

7 A. Dubner , Bakinskii  proletariat ν gody revoliutsii (1917-192 0 
gg.) (Baku , r g 3 r ) . 

Ia . A. Ratgauzer , Bor'ba bakinskogo proletariate! za kollektivnyi 
dogovor 1917 g. (Baku , 1927) . 

, Revoliutsiia i grazhdanskaia voina ν Baku,  I: 1917-191 8 
gg. (Baku , 1927) . 

S. E. Sef, Revoliutsiia 1917 g. ν Zakavkaz'e  (dokumenty,  ma-
terialy) (Tiflis, 1927) . 

, Kak bol'sheviki prishli k vlasti ν 1917-191 8 gg. ν 
bakinskom raione (Baku , 1927) . 

A. M. Raevskii , Partiia "Musavat" i ee kontrrevoliutsionnaia 
rabota (Baku , 1928) . 
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Turkish occupation of the city, these researchers relied 
primarily on the stenographic reports of soviet sessions 
given in the local press. The completeness and apparent 
accuracy of these accounts make Baku newspapers the 
single most valuable primary source for investigations of 
the revolutionary events. Scholarly works of the 1920s are 
admittedly "Bolshevik" in tone, but they are invaluable to 
scholars as sources of information. Based on solid research 
and candid in dealing with controversial issues, their fail-
ure usually lies in the authors' readiness to impute the 
most diabolical motives to leaders of other political parties 
and to identify Bolshevik policies, as a rule, with an objec-
tively correct course. These writers consistently argue the 
primacy of the class struggle within Baku over the na-
tionalist conflict, often objecting strenuously to certain 
mistakes committed by the Bolshevik leadership. Debates 
raged in the 1920s, and the historiographical conflicts have 
been preserved in published symposia.8 They appear all the 
more lively when compared with the dearth of controversy 
which followed the establishment of the "Cult of Person-
ality." 

Stalinized history on the revolution in Baku grew out of 
the famous speech of Lavrenti Beria given in Tiflis on July 
21-22, 1935.9 Stalin's lieutenant in Transcaucasia at-
tempted to demonstrate to his audience, indeed to a gen-
eration of readers, that both the prerevolutionary and post-
revolutionary history of Georgia and its neighbors had been 
dominated by the single figure of Iosif Dzhugashvili. Events 
which had occurred in Stalin's absence were attributed to 
him. Articles by other revolutionaries were said to have 
been written by him. He had been omniscient and ubiq-
uitous. During his frequent stays in prison he managed, 

s S. E. Sef, Kak bol'sheviki prishli k vlasti. . . . 
9 Lavrenti Beria, On the History of the Bolshevik Organizations in 

Transcaucasia (Moscow, 1949). 
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in Beria' s account , to carr y on th e business of th e part y 
from his cell. Stalin had , in fact, spen t par t of his revolu-
tionar y youth in Baku, an d th e part y chie f of Azerbaijan , 
M. D . Bagirov, in a speech which rivaled Beria' s in imagi-
nation , celebrate d Stalin' s sixtieth birthda y (1939) with 
a length y accoun t of th e Genera l Secretary' s years in tha t 
city. 10 Thes e two works determine d th e natur e of all writ-
ing on part y histor y in Transcaucasi a unti l th e deat h of 
Stalin (1953) an d th e Twentiet h Part y Congres s (1956) . 
Th e othe r majo r studie s of thi s period , by Burdzhalov , To-
karzhevskii , an d Ibragimov , shar e thi s fawning dedicatio n 
to Stalin an d a rigid uncompromisin g view of th e "ene-
mies" of th e Bolsheviks.11 Thos e scholar s who foun d it 
impossible to elevate Stalin to th e positio n of prim e mover 
in Transcaucasia n politic s eithe r remaine d silent or spen t 
years in th e aimless pursui t of nonexisten t material . 

Since th e Twentiet h Part y Congres s Soviet historiogra -
ph y on Baku ha s returne d to th e positio n of th e 1920s, i.e., 
to a Bolshevik approac h withou t Stalinis t distortions . But 
th e best-know n works of th e recen t past have no t yet rid 
themselve s of th e formulisti c an d oppressively dul l style 
developed in th e Stalin years. Th e role of th e oppositio n 
partie s ha s no t yet been adequatel y investigated , an d cer-
tain unrehabilitate d figures have been neglecte d in th e re-
tellin g of th e revolution . I n 1957, on th e fortiet h anniver -
sary of th e revolution , collection s of document s were 
issued, but th e processe s of selectio n requir e tha t the y be 

10 M. D . Bagirov, Iz istorii bol'shevistskoi organizatsii Baku  i 
Azerbaidzhana (Moscow , 1946) . 

11E. Burdzhalov , Dvadtsat' shest' bakinskikh  komissarov (Mos -
cow, 1938) . 

E. A. Tokarzhevskii , Bakinskie  bol'sheviki—organizatory bor'by 
protiv turetsko-germanskikh i angliiskikh interventov ν Azerbaid-
zhane ν 1918 godu (Baku , 1949) . 

Th e work of Z . I. Ibragimo v is largely in th e Azeri language ; for 
a complet e list see th e bibliograph y in I. A. Guseino v et al. (eds.) , 
Istoriia Azerbaidzhana,  m , pp . 504-505 . 
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used with utmos t care .·12 man y interestin g document s were 
left out or abridged—and only a close readin g of the Baku 
press provides a true picture . The most interestin g work in 
recen t years has appeare d in article s in lstoriia SSSR  and 
othe r journals , rathe r tha n in book-lengt h studies. First -
han d experienc e in the USSR indicate s tha t historica l 
thinkin g is somewha t ahead of publication s and tha t So-
viet historian s impatientl y await the tota l eradicatio n of 
the unscientifi c habit s of an older generation . 

12 Z . I. Ibragimo v an d M. S. Iskendero v (eds.) , Bol'sheviki ν 
bor'be za pobedu sotsialisticheskoi revoliutsii ν Azerbaidzhane. 
Dokumenty i materialy, 1917-191 8 gg. Hereafte r thi s work will be 
cite d as "Dok." 
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Glossary of Term s and 
Abbreviations 

"Biulleten'"—Biulleten' komiteta revoliutsionnoi oborony, 
th e newspape r of th e committe e of revolutionar y de-
fense. 

"Biulleten' diktatury"—Biulleten' diktatury Tsentrokaspiia 
i prezidiuma vremennogo ispolnitel'nogo komiteta so-
veta. 

Chek a (Chrezvychainaia Komissiia)—the Extraordinar y 
Commissio n set up by th e Soviet Governmen t in Decem -
ber 1917 to comba t counterrevolutionar y forces: th e 
predecesso r to th e Soviet secret police agencies , e.g., 
th e OGPU , NKVD , KGB . 

Dashnak—membe r of th e Dashnaktsutiu n (Armenia n 
Revolutionar y Federation) , th e mos t influentia l Arme-
nia n politica l part y in Transcaucasia . 

desiatina— a measur e of lan d equa l to 2.7 acres . 
"Dok."—Z. I. Ibragimo v an d M. S. Iskendero v (eds.) , BoV-

sheviki ν bor'be za pobedu sotsialisticheskoi revoliutsii ν 
Azerbaidzhane. Dokumenty i materialy, XQIJ—IQJ8 gg. 
(Baku , i960) . 

dvoevlastie—"dual power": refers to th e perio d when th e 
Provisiona l Governmen t an d th e Petrogra d soviet both 
held power in th e capital . 

Glavkonef t {Glavnyi Neftianoi Komitet)—the Centra l Oil 
Committee , establishe d on Ma y 19, 1918, in Mosco w to 
supervise th e oil industr y throughou t Russia. 

Hnchak—membe r of th e Hncha k Party , an Armenia n 
Marxis t party . 
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Hummet—the Azerbaijani Social Democratic Party, affili-
ated with the RSDRP. 

IKOO (Ispolnitel'nyi Komitet Obshchestvennykh Organi-
ZOtSW)—the Executive Committee of Public Organiza-
tions: the official governing agent of the Provisional 
Government in Baku, established in the first days of 
the revolution (March 1917) and disbanded by the So-
viet in November 1917. 

IKS (Ispolnitel'nyi Komitet Soveta)—the executive com-
mittee of the Baku Soviet. 

Kadet—member of the Party of People's Freedom, the prin-
cipal liberal party in Russia. 

Musavat—the Azerbaijani nationalist party. 
"Ocherki"—M. S. Iskenderov et al., Ocherki istorii kom-

munisticheskoi partii Azerbaidzhana (Baku, 1963). 
Ozakom (Osobyi ZakavkazskU Komitet)—the Special 

Transcaucasian Committee established by the Provi-
sional Government as the highest governing authority in 
Transcaucasia. It exercised little actual power during its 
existence from March to November 1917. 

"Pis'ma"—S. G. Shaumian, Pis'ma, 18Q6-1918 (Erevan, 
1959)· 

pood—a measurement of weight equal to 36.11 pounds. 
RSDRP (Rossiiskaia Sotsial-Demokraticheskaia Robochaia 

Partiia)—the Russian Social Democratic Workers' Party. 
RSDRP(b)—the Bolshevik Party. 
S.D.—Social Democrat: a member of the RSDRP. 
S.R.—Socialist Revolutionary: a member of the principal 

peasant socialist party. 
"Shaumian, 1"—S. G. Shaumian, Izbrannye proizvedeniia, 

i: 1902-1916 gg. (Moscow, 1957). 
"Shaumian, n"—S. G. Shaumian, Izbrannye proizvedeniia, 

n : 1917-1918 gg. (Moscow, 1958). 
Sovnarkhoz (Sovet Narodnogo Khoziastva)—Supreme 

Council of People's Economy, both in Petrograd-Mos-
cow and in Baku. 
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Sovnarkom (Sovet Narodnykh Komissarov)—Council of 
People's Commissars, both in Petrograd-Moscow and in 
Baku. 

Tsentrodom—an agency set up in Baku to organize mu-
nicipal services, such as sanitation, when order broke 
down in 1917. 

Tsentrokaspii—the Union of Caspian Sailors, a Socialist-
Revolutionary stronghold. 

tsentsovoe obshchestvo—the former ruling classes in 
tsarist Russia. 

TsK (Tsentral'nyi Komitet)—the Central Committee of 
the RSDRP. 

uezd—an administrative sub-division of a province. 
verst—a measurement of distance equal to 1.06 kilome-

ters. 
Zafatem—the Union of Plant, Factory and Technical 

Workshop Owners, an association of oil industrialists. 
Zavkom (Zakavkazskii Komisariat)—the Transcaucasian 

Commissariat formed on November 15, 1917, as the 
successor to the Ozakom in Tiflis. 
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Λ Note on Transliteration 
and Dating 

Transliteration from Russian is based on the Library of 
Congress system, although common English usage has 
been adopted for certain names and terms. Transliteration 
from Armenian is based on the eastern Armenian dialect 
which is spoken in the Armenian SSR. Azeri words and 
names have been transliterated according to the Russian 
system except in cases where accepted practice has estab-
lished other spellings. 

The dates are given according to the Julian calendar, 
then in use in Russia, which was thirteen days behind the 
Gregorian calendar used in the West. Where the latter 
calendar is used indications are made in the text. 
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1 
Nationality and Class in Baku 

A POPULAR ETYMOLOGICAL EXPLANATION of the name 
"Baku" is that it comes from two Persian words (bad and 
kube) which roughly translate as "buffeted by winds." 
Baku is indeed subject to winds, blowing in from the 
Caspian and bringing the little relief from the heat that 
its inhabitants enjoy. The city is today the fourth largest 
in the Soviet Union, the elegant capital of the Azerbai-
jani Soviet Socialist Republic, and the home of more than a 
million people. The oil industry which spawned it is remote 
from the downtown boulevards, yet its influence is felt 
everywhere. Baku's history, both before and after the revo-
lution of 1917, is intimately connected with its principal 
resource, oil. As early as the tenth century an Arab trav-
eler wrote that Baku's wells provided both white and 
black oil, useful for lighting, heating, and lubrication, as 
well as medicine. In the ensuing centuries a modest but 
profitable trade in oil made the city an important link with 
Iran and Russia. In 1723 Tsar Peter I sent an expedition 
to Baku and ordered his victorious general to bring several 
poods of the renowned white oil back to Russia. The city 
remained in Russian hands until 1735 when a weakened 
empire returned it to Iran in exchange for trading priv-
ileges. 

Russia's mercantile interest in Baku never slackened, 
however, and many Russian and Armenian merchants 
settled in the city. At the beginning of the nineteenth 
century Baku had about five hundred buildings and three 
thousand inhabitants, and was the center of a small Per-
sian khanate. Three powers—Iran, Russia, and Turkey— 
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coveted the town, and a series of campaigns finally cul-
minated in its annexation by the Romanovs. 

Travelers to Baku marveled at the ancient temple of the 
fire-worshipers, where a flame fed by the petroleum under-
ground burned constantly. With the coming of the Rus-
sians in 1806 enterprising men began systematically to 
exploit the natural riches of the Caspian shore. In the 
district of Surakhany, near the fire-temple, the produc-
tion of kerosene was begun in 1859, the same year that 
Edwin Drake drilled the first oil-well in Titusville. A suc-
cessful attempt to drill a well near Baku was made by a 
local entrepreneur in 1869; and in the following decades 
the industry, based on this more efficient method of ob-
taining petroleum, surrounded the sleepy port of Baku 
with a forest of derricks. The first gusher came in 1873 
amid cries of "We have our own Pennsylvania now!"1 

Within a few years oil had turned Baku from an oriental 
curiosity into a modern cosmopolitan city. 

With the development of the oil industry in the last 
decades of the nineteenth century a new class of entre-
preneurs appeared in Baku side by side with the older 
commercial bourgeoisie. The neftepromyshlenniki ("oil 
industrialists") soon dominated the economy and politics 
of the Apsheron Peninsula, displacing the older-established 
elites. At first Armenian capitalists were favored by the 
tsarist government. During the period (1821-1872) when 
the government held a state monopoly on the oil-fields and 
leased them for four-year terms to selected entrepreneurs, 
the Armenians were given special treatment. From 1850 
to 1872 a monopoly on the pumping of oil was granted 
first to the Armenian capitalist Ter-Gukasov, and later to 
his countryman Mirzoev.2 Local Azerbaijani capitalists, 
cut off from the pumping of oil, managed in this period 
to gain control of more than half the refineries in the area.8 

11. A. Guseinov et al. (eds . ) , Istoriia Azerbaidzhana (Baku, 1959— 
1963), n , pp. 201-202. 

2 Ibid., p. 200. « Ibid., p. 255. 

(4) 
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When the government abolished the state monopoly and 
began selling the fields to the highest bidders, the domi-
nance of the Armenians was challenged but only slightly 
shaken. Paradoxically, with the influx of Russian, Georgian, 
Jewish, and foreign capital, the relative position of the 
Azerbaijanis deteriorated sharply.4 Azerbaijanis owned 
none of the larger companies (those producing over ten 
million poods of oil a year), being primarily involved in 
smaller enterprises. It was the Russian and Armenian 
owners who shared control of the middle and large com-
panies with the foreign investors.5 

While local Baku entrepreneurs lived in splendor by 
the Caspian, the real control of the oil industry steadily 
drifted from the city to foreign investors with their head-
quarters either in Saint Petersburg or abroad. More than 
half the capital in Russia's oil industry came from abroad. 
British capital alone accounted for 60 percent of the total 
capital investment in Baku's oil industry.6 The largest 
company at the time of the revolution was owned by 
foreigners, the Nobel brothers, Robert and Ludwig. During 
the First World War their company, the Soci<§te Anonyme 
d'Exploitation du Naphte Nobel Freres, acquired the ma-
jority of stock in the giant Russian General Oil Company, 
thus becoming the single largest oil producer in the em-
pire.7 

The trend toward monopoly, so often cited by Marxist 
historians, was clearly evident in Baku, particularly after 

4 By the beginning of the twentieth century, of the 167 oil com-
panies around Baku, only 49 (29.3% ) were owned by Azerbaijanis, 
while 55 (32.9% ) were owned by Armenians, 21 (12.8% ) by Rus-
sians, 17 (10.2%) by Jews, 6 (3-6%) by Georgians, and 19 (11.3%) 
by foreigners (ibid.'). 

5 Ibid., p . 256; this national breakdown· was not characteristic of 
all industries. For example, Azerbaijanis dominated Caspian ship-
ping, owning 80% of all vessels. Armenians, however, r an the fish-
ing industry. The only large textile mill in Transcaucasia belonged 
to the Azerbaijani millionaire, Z. A. Tagiev. 

eHeinrich Hassmann, Oil in the Soviet Union (Princeton, 1953), 
p. 28. 

11bid., pp. 26-27. 

(5) 
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th e tur n of th e century . Baku ha d assume d world-wid e 
significance as a sourc e of oil an d ha d played a leadin g 
role in th e industria l expansio n of Russia in th e 1890s. 
Fro m 1898 to 1901 th e oil fields of Baku produce d mor e 
oil tha n all th e fields in th e Unite d States. 8 Then , sud-
denly , a genera l economi c crisis hi t Russia with immediat e 
an d disastrou s effect on Baku. Primitiv e technolog y an d 
heavy taxes mad e competitio n with th e American s diffi-
cult , an d after 1901 Baku suffered a ne t declin e in th e 
amoun t of oil drilled an d refined. 9 Th e industr y never 
fully recovered . Deman d for oil declined , price s fell, an d 
pani c gripped th e Baku stock-exchange . Drillin g was halved 
between 1900 an d 1902. Outpu t droppe d 11 percen t from 
1901 to 1903. 10 Th e smaller firms were th e greatest losers; 
man y went bankrupt . Because of thei r resource s for flex-
ible operation , th e larger firms survived th e crisis, often 
showing a profit. 11 As a result consolidatio n of companie s 
took place , giving th e larger companie s even greate r influ-
enc e an d power in th e industry . In 1900 th e six largest 
companies—Nobel , Mantashev , th e Caspian-Blac k Sea 
Corporation , th e Baku Oil Society , th e Caspia n Company , 
an d th e Societ y for Drillin g Russian Oil an d Liquid Fue l — 
produce d 50 percen t of th e oil drilled in Baku. 12 I n 1912 
Russian bank s an d industrialist s combine d th e Mantashe v 
Compan y with G. M. Lianosov , an d th e Nef t Compan y to 
form Russian Genera l Oil. Tha t same year th e Royal Dutch -
Shell group bough t th e Rothschilds ' Caspian-Blac k Sea 
Compan y to add to thei r othe r holdings. 13 Consolidation , 
however, did no t affect th e ne t declin e in productio n which 
continue d irregularl y unti l th e secon d decad e of th e cen -
tury . Thus , just as th e labor movemen t began to have an 
effect in Baku, th e industr y as a whole faced a crisis of 
shrinkin g output . 

s A. M. Raevskii , Bol'sheviki i Men'sheviki ν Baku  ν 1904-05 
godakh (Baku , 1930) , p . 26. 

9 I . A. Guseino v et al.,  n , p . 433. 
10 Ibid.,  p . 434· ^ Ibid.,  p . 436· 
12 Ibid.,  p . 437. i3Hassmann , p . 27. 

(6) 
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Th e developmen t of th e oil industr y ha d mad e Baku in 
a few shor t decade s a capitalis t city in a feuda l land , a 
proletaria n oasis surrounde d by a peasan t population . With 
th e industr y th e city itself grew rapidl y in th e last decade s 
of th e nineteent h century . In th e mid-i87o s Baku house d 
only abou t 15,000 people ; accordin g to th e censu s of 1913 
it ha d grown to be th e largest city in Transcaucasia , with 
a populatio n of 214,600 in th e city prope r an d 119,300 in 
th e industria l districts. 14 Baku was structure d in thre e dis-
tinc t concentri c circles of population . I n th e cente r were 
th e city district s (Maritime , Bailov, Railroa d Station , City, 
an d Armenikend ) where mos t of th e educate d elite , th e 
skilled workers, an d th e propertie d classes ha d thei r 
homes . Surroundin g th e city were th e industria l district s 
(promyslo-zavodskoi raion), divided between factor y dis-
trict s (zavodskoi raion) (Black City, White City, an d th e 
villages of Zlykh , Akhmedly , an d Kishly) an d th e mor e 
distan t oil-field district s (promyslovoi raion) which con -
taine d th e villages of Sabunchi , Balakhany , Ramany , Za-
brat , Bibi-Eibat , Surakhany , Binagady , Amirazhany , Biul'-
Biuli, Shikhovo , an d Baladzhary . At th e limit s of Baku uezd 
an d intersperse d amon g th e oil-fields lived th e simple 
Azerbaijan i peasants , th e vast majorit y of th e populatio n 
of easter n Transcaucasia . Thes e peasants , poo r an d com -
pletely uneducated , were cu t off from th e city an d re-
maine d politicall y passive unti l well after th e revolution. 15 

Th e governmen t of Baku was largely in th e hand s of 

1* G. A. Arutiunov , Rabochee dvizhenie ν Zakavkaz'e  ν period 
novogo revoliutsionnogo pod"ema (igro—1914 gg.~) (Moscow-Baku , 
1963) , PP - 34. 43· 

is Th e district s were ethnicall y mixed , thoug h ther e were dis-
trict s largely populate d by on e nationality . Fo r example , th e Ar-
menian s were heavily concentrate d in Armenikend . Russian s ha d a 
majorit y in White Cit y ( 7 5 % ) , Black Cit y ( 6 1 % ) , an d large mi -
noritie s in Sabunchi , Balakhany , an d Bibi-Eibat . Th e Azerbaijani s 
ha d majoritie s in th e villages of Zabrat , Surakhany , an d Balakhany . 
Generall y th e Azerbaijani s were losin g groun d in th e Baku area , 
as th e non-Azerbaijan i population s increase d mor e rapidl y tha n 
they . (V. V. Pokshishevskii , Polozhenie bakinskogo proletariate! 
nakanune  revoliutsii [1914-191 7 gg.] [Baku , 1927], pp . 7-8. ) 

(7 ) 
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officials appointe d by the tsarist government . Local self-
governmen t came late to Baku (no t unti l 1878) and never 
developed independentl y of the tsarist appointees . In man y 
respect s Baku was treate d as a semicolonia l area. The gov-
ernment' s main concer n was keeping order and exploitin g 
the oil reserves. Consideratio n of public welfare was left to 
the local authoritie s or to the charit y of private person s 
It is not surprising, therefore , tha t both workers and the 
propertie d classes agitated for politica l reforms. 

In 1878, after considerabl e delay, the Municipa l Statut e 
of 1870 was extende d to Baku, thu s endin g police and 
militar y rule in the city. The provincia l governor, ap-
pointe d by the tsar, was given limited powers over the 
urban self-government . A city dum a was created , which 
in turn elected a city board (gorodskaia uprava), and a 
mayor (gorodskoi golova') who chaire d both the dum a and 
the city board . These new institution s were to concer n 
themselves with the social, educational , and healt h need s 
of the municipality , and to assist in keeping order . Gov-
ernmen t was paternalis t in nature , though men of prop-
erty could participat e in the dum a elections . A law stipu-
lated tha t not more tha n half the members  of the dum a 
could be non-Christians. 16 In this way both the lower 
classes and the Moslem s were effectively kept from the 
seat of power. 

Even these small concession s to urban self-governmen t 
by the Tsar-Liberator , Alexander II (1855-1881) , were 
rescinde d by his more conservative son, Alexander II I 
(1881-1894) . In 1892 he issued a municipa l "counter -
reform, " in which the franchis e was furthe r limited , the 
powers of the governor were increased , and non-Christia n 

ie A. Sh . Mil 'man , Politicheskii stroi Azerbaidzhana ν XIX—na-
chale XX vekov (administrativnyi apparat i sud, formy i metody 
kolonial'nogo upravleniia') (Baku , 1966) , p . a n . Th e electorate , 
based on ta x assessments , was divided int o thre e groups . Th e to p 
doze n or so taxpayer s by themselve s chos e one-thir d of th e dum a 
members . 

(8 ) 



NATIONALITY AND CLASS IN BAKU 

representation was reduced to one-third of the duma mem-
bership. In Baku at the turn of the century only 1,631 
people, or less than 1.5 percent of the population, had 
the right to vote in elections to the duma.17 Although the 
duma did intensify its activities in the fields of sanitation 
and education in the 1890s (fourteen elementary schools 
were opened in that period), the general public was apa-
thetic about the duma, and only about one-quarter of the 
electorate participated in elections.18 Every third duma 
session had to be canceled because of the lack of a quorum. 
The Baku city duma was thus a body elected, attended, but 
only occasionally supported by the grande bourgeoisie. 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, labor agi-
tation, national animosities, and revolution led to a re-
pressive response by the tsarist government. The powers 
of the police, the military, and the tsarist bureaucracy 
were increased, while former concessions of self-govern-
ment and political rights were withdrawn. In January 
1902 a "state of emergency" was declared in Baku. This 
permitted the police to circumvent the established judicial 
system in dealing with labor disorders and political agita-
tion. In February 1905 Baku was placed under martial 
law (na voennom polozhenii), and a temporary governor-
general was appointed.19 That summer Baku was declared 
to be "in a state of siege" (na osadnom polozhenii). Not 
until October 1906 was the government of the city nor-
malized. At that point a new official, the gradonachaVnik, 
was appointed by the tsar on the recommendation of the 
viceroy of the Caucasus. The gradonachaVnik was given 
the powers of a governor in administrative and police 
matters in the city and represented the city in the councils 
of the governor of Baku Province. As if to underline the 
fact that this latest administrative reform had increased 
the military nature of the municipal government, every six 
months the tsar decreed that Baku remained in a state of 

" Ibid., p . 217. is Ibid., p . 213. 1s» Ibid., p . 247. 

(9) 
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emergenc y (chrezvychainaia okhrana) .20 With the com-
ing of the First World War Baku returne d to martia l law. 
Unpredictabl y vacillating between militar y rule, police 
repression , and "days of freedom, " the governmen t of Baku 
never won the confidenc e of the city's population . A tra-
dition of local self-governmen t did not develop eithe r 
amon g the men of propert y or amon g the lower classes 
who remaine d completel y estranged from urban politics. 

Characteristi c of Baku's working class was its lack of 
deep root s in the city. Sixty-four percen t were Russians 
from the centra l provinces , Moslem s from the Volga region, 
Armenian s who had come down from the mountain s of 
Karabagh , or immigrant s from Norther n Persia. 21 Of the 
populatio n of the oil-fields 72.6 percen t had not been born 
there . About the same percentag e owned land in thei r 
place of birth , and every year some of the workers re-
turne d to thei r farms while other s took thei r place at the 
drilling-site . Those who had not come from great distance s 
maintaine d direct ties with thei r families in the villages. 
Most lived alone—especially the Moslem workers. Fo r 
every thousan d men ther e were only 394 women. 22 The 
oil-field workers lived in a compac t workers' ghetto withou t 
the comfor t of wives or families. They were actuall y half 
peasants , half workers, a phenomeno n well known to othe r 
part s of Russia, especially in the early years of indus-
trialization . The Moslem s experience d most notabl y this 
semiproletaria n existence ; they were the most transient , 
the most closely tied to the village, the least proletarian -
ized. Of the various nationalitie s the Russians were the 
most settled , judging by the higher proportio n of women 
amon g them. 23 

Identificatio n with the city was slight amon g workers, 
20 Ibid.,  p. a6g. 
21 Arutiunov, p. 58. 
22 S. S. Aliiarov, "Izmeneniia ν sostave rabochikh Baku ν gody 

pervoi mirovoi voiny," Istoriia SSSR,  no. 2 (1969) , p. 56. 
23 Pokshishevskil, p. 8. 

( ΙΟ ) 
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especially among the unskilled who lived outside the city 
in the districts where the only government known was that 
provided by the owners of the oil industry. Negotiations 
for improvements in housing, schools, welfare, sanitation, 
etc. had to be carried out with the Unions of the Oil In-
dustrialists, not with the municipal government in Baku. 
The tendency of the workers up to and through 1917 was 
to agitate for piecemeal and immediate alleviation of spe-
cific hardships, rather than for basic reforms. 

The economic orientation of the Baku workers cannot, 
however, be explained solely by their transience and iso-
lation from the political order. The wage system and the 
attitude of the employers also contributed. Workers, as is 
true everywhere, could be distinguished as skilled and un-
skilled, but there was the difference in Baku that the two 
groups tended to live separately, were usually of different 
nationalities, and had different cultural and political affi-
liations. The social distance between skilled and unskilled 
workers was accentuated by the system by which the em-
ployers paid their employees. Separate agreements were 
reached by the individual firms with the various categories 
of workers, so that workers doing the same work for differ-
ent firms received different wages while the wage-rates 
within each factory showed considerable differentials. 

The system of separate agreements was combined with 
a program of bonuses and subsidies rather than simple 
increases in wages. These bonuses could be rescinded 
without changing the basic wage-rates, and made the 
workers dependent on the good will of their employers. 
This beshkesh policy, as it was called, was a contributing 
factor in the tendency of the Baku workers to be con-
cerned primarily with economic improvement rather than 
with political change. The discontent of the workers was 
easily alleviated by small grants of subsidies and bonuses. 
Moreover, the Baku industrialists were flexible in their 
dealings with their workers, making concessions unknown 
in the rest of Russia. The willingness of the industrialists 

( 1 1 ) 
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to grant the workers the substance of their demands often 
distracted the labor movement from considering long-
range political programs.24 

In Baku wages were high in comparison with the rest 
of Russia, but living and working conditions were abom-
inable by any standard. In her memoirs Eva Broido, a 
Menshevik who worked in Baku in 1905, describes the 
physical conditions she found on her arrival in a workers' 
settlement in Balakhany: 

I was immediately plunged into the very midst of toil 
and soot—the road to hell, I thought, would be very 
similar to the one we were driving on. It was narrow 
and indescribably dirty; and on both sides of it towered 
the dark and gloomy derricks from which minute 
droplets of oil escaped in clouds and slowly settled on 
everything. On the skin of my face, neck and hands it 
felt like prickly dust; my clothes were sticky with it. We 
were surrounded by derricks on all sides. As far as the 
eye could reach there was nothing but derricks and an 

2* The "liberalism" of the Baku industrialists stands out in sharp 
contrast with the behavior of the bourgeoisie in the rest of Russia. 
The attitude of the oil industrialists toward their workers may have 
its origin in the paternalism of the owners toward their employees. 
Many firms were owned by men who employed only members of 
their nationality and who provided schooling, housing, and welfare 
for their workers. A unique personal link thus developed between 
employer and employee in the oil-fields and refineries. Another ex-
planation for the liberalism of Baku oil capitalists has been pro-
vided by a Social Democrat active in Baku after the 1905 revolution. 
Iurii Larin (Lur 'e) writes: 

The oil industry's possession of a firm base in the form of a 
guaranteed and growing domestic market put it on its own feet, 
made it self-sufficient. This explains to a significant degree the 
independent tone and well-known liberalism of the Baku 
industrialists in comparison with their colleagues in the rest of 
Russia. . . . A large role in this was played by the pressure of 
the intensive workers' movement, of course, with which they 
thought to deal at first with "gentle measures." (Iurii Larin, 
Rabochie neftianogo dela [iz byta i dvizheniia 1903-1908 gg.] 
[Moscow, 1909], p. 10.) 

( 1 2 ) 
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occasiona l factor y chimney . Along both sides of th e road , 
an d completel y dwarfed by th e derricks , stood rows of 
squat , one-storie d dwelling-house s with windows darkene d 
by soot an d sometime s covered with wire netting . 
Crawlin g aroun d th e derrick s were some tal l black 
figures in long, greasy Persia n coat s an d high ginger-
colore d sheepskin hats . I t was a pictur e of unremittin g 
an d hopeles s gloom. 25 

Th e hierarch y of workers by skills an d wages was closely 
relate d to th e nationa l difference s within th e Baku working 
class. By 1917 th e tota l numbe r of workers in an d aroun d 
Baku numbere d abou t 108-11 0 thousand. 2 6 Of these , 
Azerbaijani s mad e up 36.9 percent , Russian s 23 percent , 
Armenian s 21.4 percent , Daghestani s 11.3 percent , an d 
Volga Tatar s 3.6 percent. 27 Mos t of th e skilled workers, 
office employees , an d administrator s were Armenian s an d 
Russians , while th e Azerbaijanis an d Daghestani s forme d 
th e bulk of th e driller s an d field workers. 28 Nationalit y 
tende d to accentuat e difference s of statu s within th e work-

25 Eva Broido , Memoirs of a Revolutionary, trans , an d ed. , Vera 
Broid o (Ne w York an d Toronto , 1967) , pp . 68-6g . 

2β Thi s estimat e is mad e in S. S. Aliiarov, "Chislennost' , profes-
sional'ny i i natsional 'ny i sostav bakinskog o proletariat a ν perio d 
pervo i mirovo i voiny, " Uchenye zapiski azerbaidzhanskogo gosu-
darstvennogo universiteta imeni S.  M. Kirova, Seriia istorii i filo-
sofskikh nauk,  no . 1 (1967) , p . 73. 

27 Ibid.,  p . 78 . 
28 Ibid.  Amon g office worker s th e nationa l breakdow n was as 

follows: 

Azerbaijani s 
Russian s 
Armenian s 
Daghestani s 
Volga Tatar s 

1 1 . 1 % 
3 3 - 0 % 
2 9 . 8 % 

3-4 % 
1.0 % 

Amon g highl y skilled worker s th e nat iona l breakdow n was 

Azerbaijani s 
Russian s 
Armenian s 
Daghestani s 
Volga Tatar s 

1 6 . 1 % 
46.8% 
2 4 - 9 % 

4-7 % 
2 . 1 % 

(13 ) 
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ing class. National animosities were thus coupled with 
social and economic antagonisms which led to tension and 
disunity in the working class rather than the cohesion 
which the Social Democrats tried to promote. At times 
class interests prevailed over national antagonisms, as in 
the great strikes of 1903, 1904, 1913, and 1914; at other 
times, notably in 1905 and in the "March Days" of 1918, 
proletarian solidarity disappeared in a frenzied interethnic 
bloodletting. 

Nationality reinforced class, but at the same time na-
tional loyalties cut across class lines. A poor unskilled 
Moslem worker had little in common with a skilled Ar-
menian worker apart from their memories of the massa-
cres of 1905, whereas he had the bonds of religion and 
custom tying him to a Moslem peasant and, indeed, to a 
Moslem capitalist. Moslem workers occupied the bottom of 
the labor hierarchy while at the same time Moslem in-
dustrialists experienced condescension from Armenian, 
Russian, and foreign capitalists. The Azerbaijani com-
munity did not participate as fully in the economic and 
political life of Baku as did their neighbors, though they 

Yet among unskilled workers the Moslems predominated: 
Azerbaijanis 54.0% 
Russians 10.7% 
Armenians 13.9% 
Daghestanis 17.0% 
Volga Tatars 3 .1% 

Altogether 7 1 % of all workers in and around Baku were Moslems-
northern Azerbaijanis, southern Azerbaijani immigrants from Per-
sia, Volga Tatars from the region of Kazan, or north Caucasian 
Moslems who were usually from Daghestan and sometimes called 
"Lezgins." The largest single contingent within the Moslem working 
class was the Azerbaijani, about 4 6 % . Most of these men were from 
eastern Transcaucasia and were Russian subjects. During the First 
World War they replaced their brothers from Persia who returned 
home when the ruble exchange proved disadvantageous to them. 
(Ibid., no. 2, p. 35.) 

(14) 



NATIONALITY AND CLASS IN BAKU 

made up an absolute majority in Baku uezd and considered 
eastern Transcaucasia as their historic homeland. 

In describing the Azerbaijani peasantry of Transcau-
casia, the urban intelligentsia always resorted to words 
like "dark," "unconscious," or "reactionary." Most vexing 
to liberals and radicals in Baku was the peasants' loyalty 
to the landlords, the noble beks and khans, and their 
obedience to the Moslem clergy, the mullahs and imams. 
Although they were the poorest peasants in Transcaucasia, 
the Moslems were also the least revolutionary. Perhaps the 
answer to this paradox lies in the unique village society 
in which they lived. The Azerbaijani village did not suffer 
from absentee landlordism and consequently the peasants 
did not share a common antagonism to an invisible ex-
ploiter. Instead the nobles lived in the villages, only slightly 
distinguishable from their peasant neighbors. Their land-
holdings were small. Altogether Moslem nobles owned 
only 18.9 percent of the arable land.29 

Within the village there was little influence of the urban 
culture or the secular nationalism which developed among 
Baku Moslems in the decade from 1905 to 1917. Village 
needs were satisfied by a natural, nonmonetary economy, 
which effectively isolated one village from another. The 
periodic crisis suffered by Georgian and Armenian peas-
ants because of market fluctuations did not affect the 
Azerbaijani peasants.30 Surplus labor on the land was 

29N. Pchelin, Krest'ianskii vopros pri musavate (1918-1920). 
Ocherki (Baku, 1931), pp. 2 - 5 : 32.4% was state land; 48.7% was 
owned by the peasants. Seventy-two percent of the landlord class 
owned less than twenty-five desiatins (on the average, 6.31 desia-
t ins) . Sixteen percent of the beks owned from twenty-five to one 
hundred desiatins, the average holding in this group being 45.64 
desiatins. A small group of rich beks, 8% of the nobility, owned 
the great estates (averaging about 155 desiatins), while a still 
wealthier group, 4% of the nobility, owned estates which averaged 
1,580 desiatins. 

so Grigorii Uratadze, Vospominaniia gruzinskogo sotsial-demokrata 
(Stanford, Calif., 1968), pp. 26-27-
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siphoned off by Baku, thus preventing the development of 
a rural proletariat. 

Called Tatars or Turks until the 1930s, the Azerbaijanis 
developed a national consciousness only in the recent past. 
Though they had lived in the Baku area for centuries, 
Azerbaijanis never thought of themselves as a distinct na-
tional group until late in the nineteenth century. Even 
after the Russian conquest, Persia maintained a cultural 
and religious dominion over the Transcaucasian Azerbai-
janis, just as she maintained a political hold on the south-
ern Azerbaijanis. This cultural domination was reinforced 
by the Iranized clergy of the Shiite wing of Islam. Sixty 
percent of Azerbaijanis considered themselves Shiite, and 
only a minority Sunni.31 Linguistically the Azerbaijanis 
were closer to the Ottoman Turks, though the Ottomans 
were Sunni. To combat this Persian influence, young in-
tellectuals fashioned a national literary movement to re-
new interest in the Turkish language, a linguistic chal-
lenge specifically directed against the conservative nobility 
and the clergy who insisted on the use of Persian.32 

The first newspaper in the Azeri vernacular, considered 
at the time a "peasant dialect," was published in 1875 but 
lasted only two years. Ekinchi ("Laborer") was designed to 
reach the Azerbaijani peasant, and contained much ma-
terial on agricultural techniques. Politically Ekinchi was 
representative of the newly emerging Azerbaijani intelli-
gentsia; it was anti-Iranian, anti-Shiite, and secular in its 
outlook.33 In this initial period the pro-Turkish posture of 
Baku's Moslem intellectuals was shaped by the Pan-Turk-
ism of the Tatar thinker Ismail Bey Gasprinskii, and closer 
to home by the Azerbaijani playwright Mirza Feth-'Ali 

31 A. Bennigsen and C. Lemercier-Quelquejay, Lo presse et Ie 
mouvement national chez les musulmans de Russie avant 1920 
(Paris and The Hague, 1964), p. 28. 

32 Serge A. Zenkovsky, Pan-Turkism and Islam in Russia (Cam-
bridge, Mass., i960), pp. 92-94. 

33 Bennigsen and Lemercier-Quelquejay, p. 28. 
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