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Description and Aim 

 

In the history of Russia and the Soviet Union, to say that October 1917 was a foundational 
event is to state the obvious. The Russian Revolutions of February and especially October 
introduced new frameworks for political thought, an unprecedented conception of society, and 
a radical overhaul of the economic system. October 1917 was the incarnation of the 
revolution, both for those who supported it and for those who were hostile to it. In Russia, it 
was the moment that crystallised the mounting tensions between late but spectacular 
industrialisation and a dominant rural world, exacerbated by the First World War. But 
October 1917 was at once a foundational event and the consequence of the reformulations of 
political, economic and social processes that had begun in the late eighteenth century and 
developed over the course of the nineteenth as Europe industrialised. 1917 has been the object 
of an extensive historiography, which emerged as early as the 1920s and developed after the 
Second World War and during the Cold War, and which offers diverse perspectives on the 
revolutionary event, since every history has been linked to the political and social debates 
contemporary with its writing, so much was October 1917 the anchoring point of political 
antagonisms. Even now, studies undertaken in a new intellectual and political context invite 
us to reconsider the history of the period. 

 Outside the frontiers of Russia redrawn by the revolutionaries, 1917 ushered in a long 
period during which the revolutionary experience of October would serve as an example and 
play a messianic role around the world. Throughout the twentieth century, numerous political 
movements invoked October 1917, selecting from the 1917 "toolkit" elements that were in 
sympathy with an aim, a revolutionary situation or the establishment of a new political and 
social order. The idea of the conference we are organising in autumn 2017 is not so much to 
rethink or remake the history of 1917 in Russia, but to discuss the history of the revolutions 
whose mechanisms and development borrowed from 1917, particularly in terms of social 
explosion, implosion of authority and construction of another form of state. The conference 
also seeks to discuss, more broadly, to what extent the social and economic modes of 
representation derived from 1917, although they crystallised earlier developments, influenced 
the social sciences, representations in general, and action – particularly political action – in 
the twentieth century. We are also interested in what became of that revolutionary legacy after 
1991. 

 Around the overarching theme of October 1917, we are seeking to foster dialogue 
between historians of 1917 who can make new contributions to the interpretation and analysis 
of that revolutionary movement in the Russian Empire, and scholars working on other areas 
and on later periods who also deal with 1917 in their analysis and interpretation of 
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revolutionary movements. To bring all of this research together, we are holding a conference, 
from 19 to 21 October 2017, in which scholars from various disciplines and specialists of 
different areas are invited to participate. The conference will not address October 1917 per se, 
but its long-term influence and impact, from a global perspective. We proposed to structure 
the presentations and debates around the following themes. While the first theme will look 
specifically at Russia, the other five concern the world (even if, ultimately, only some areas 
will be covered):  

o 1917, a Russian revolution? This theme is concerned with the contrast 
between the "universalism" of the October Revolution and the aspects that 
anchor it to the imperial, political and social history of Russia. This is the only 
theme that will deal specifically with October itself. It will encompass the 
revisions of 1917 in historiography. 

o The revolutionary concept and ethos after 1917: How was the idea of 
revolution configured after October 1917? This theme is concerned with the 
concept of revolution and the transformations introduced by October, and with 
the revolutionary practices that followed 1917 in different places and periods. 
It deals not only with revolution as a political and social rupture, but also with 
phenomena associated with revolution, such as revolutionary fervour, 
revolutionary mythologies, the new revolutionary ethos and the new models of 
subjectification, etc. 

o The impact of 1917 on categories and practices in the social sciences: This 
theme will explore the social science categories that emerged with and were 
reinforced by 1917 – radicalism, violence, collapse, social explosion, the 
implosion of state and society, new forms of authority and hierarchy, an 
antagonistic representation of the social space, different strands of Marxism, 
etc.  – and investigate the way in which these different categories have been 
reused and transformed by other revolutions or political and social upheavals, 
whether in positive or negative reference to 1917. What links can we observe 
between revolutionary episodes and the formation of social thought, before and 
after October 1917? While the forms in which the social sciences existed after 
1917 will be studied, we will also take an interest in the forms that were 
suppressed. 

o The slipstream effect of 1917: How have political landscapes and horizons of 
expectation been structured by revolution, through movements complementary 
to, inspired by or antagonistic to 1917, including fascism, anti-Communism, 
anti-colonialism, traditionalism, radicalism and democracy? This theme will 
look at other political movements induced – by attraction or repulsion – by 
October 1917. For example, what did the development of fascism and anti-
colonialism owe to October 1917, or was revolution only one element among 
several in the practical and theoretical construction of those movements? 

o Political practices after October 1917: This theme covers the enormous 
political impact of October 1917, particularly in Europe: its organisation, the 
type of political engagement (the Bolshevik Party and the Bolshevik activist) 
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and the mode of seizing power and the far-reaching debates this triggered. To 
what extent can the October Revolution be considered a "toolkit" for 
revolutionary movements around the world? What practical influence did the 
October revolution have on the form of other movements that demanded 
political or social rupture (anti-colonial movements, movements contesting a 
social order, etc.)? 

o The exhaustion of the October model: As Berlinguer, the leader of the Italian 
Communist Party, famously said, "the thrust of the October Revolution has 
been exhausted". This theme deals with the disappearance of the revolutionary 
reference. We shall discuss how emancipatory practices and thought have been 
defined by criticism of that failure, how the disappearance of the 1917 model is 
perceived in contemporary societies struggling with democratic, liberal or 
other models ushered in by velvet revolutions or other movements of 
emancipation and contestation of the established political order. 

Call for papers: Interested persons are kindly requested to send their presentation proposals 
to trajoc1917@gmail.com by 15 October 2016. Each proposal should contain the following: 

1. A one-page abstract, indicating the theme your paper addresses; 
2. A one-page CV, including the institution of affiliation, a career outline, 

research areas and key publications; 
3. Funding requests (for travel and/or accommodation expenses and their 

estimated cost);  
4. A written undertaking to submit your paper by 1 September and your 

permission for it to be published on a website, access to which will be 
restricted to registered conference attendees (without citation rights). 

A limited number of proposals will be selected after review by the Scientific board. Selection 
will be made both in terms of the relevance of the proposal and of the consistency of the 
sessions. The responses to the proposals will be sent by December 15 , 2016. 

Practical organisation: The conference will be structured to encourage debate, by alternating 
between three types of presentation: one or two overview papers; sessions consisting of four 
full-length papers and a discussion; and roundtables. Papers must be received at least six 
weeks before the conference to allow for pre-circulation. Accepted papers will be published 
on a dedicated website.  

Organisers : École des hautes études en sciences sociales (EHESS) et Laboratory of 
Excellence Tepsis (Transformation de l’État, politisation des sociétés, Institution du social) 
 
Partners : Centre d’études des mondes russe, caucasien et centre-européen (Cercec, 
EHESS/CNRS, Paris), Centre d’histoire de SciencesPo (Paris), Université de Paris-Diderot, 
Bibliothèque universitaire des langues et civilisations (BULAC, Paris), Bibliothèque de 
documentation internationale contemporaine (BDIC, Nanterre), Fondation maison des 
sciences de l’homme (FMSH, Paris), Université de Strasbourg, Centre Marc Bloch (Berlin), 
Centre d’études franco-russe (CEFR, Moscou) 
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Scientific board 

Alain Blum (Cercec, EHESS), Hamit Bozarslan (Cetobac, EHESS), Oleg Budnitskii 
(National Research University - Higher School of Economics, Moscow), Juliette Cadiot 
(Cercec, EHESS), Sophie Cœuré (Université Paris-Diderot), Yves Cohen (CRH, EHESS), 
Françoise Daucé (Cercec, EHESS), Sabine Dullin (Centre d’histoire, Sciences Po), Catherine 
Gousseff (Centre Marc Bloch, Berlin), Frédéric Gros (Sciences Po), Bruno Karsenti (Lier, 
EHESS),  Emilia Koustova (GEO, Université de Strasbourg), Stephen Kotkin (Department of 
History, Princeton University, États-Unis), Marc Lazar (Centre d’Histoire, Sciences Po), 
David Mayer (IISH, Amsterdam), Valérie Mélikian (Cercec, EHESS), Alessandro Stanziani 
(CRH, EHESS), Alexandre Sumpf (Université de Strasbourg), Marcel Van der Linden (IISH, 
Amsterdam) 

 


