
    The Bolsheviks’ Failure 
 
The Bolsheviks were a millenarian sect. They believed in Providence (which they called 
History), the fatal corruption of the world (which they called "the last stage of 
capitalism"), the approaching apocalypse (which they called Revolution) and the more or 
less immediate—“in this generation"—collective salvation leading to the Millennium 
(which they called Communism). 
 
Their prophecy was analogous to those of Zoroastrianism, Christianity, Mormonism, 
Rastafarianism, and the Branch Davidians, among many others, but the Bolsheviks were 
more successful than most in that they took over Babylon while still expecting the 
disappearance of the old world in their lifetimes. (Christianity did not become the 
empire's official faith until the wait for the Last Days had become routinized.) It is as if 
the Fifth Monarchists, the most radical of the noncomformist dissenters, had won the 
English Civil War and formed a Puritan International. Or as if Jim Jones had installed 
himself in the White House, renamed the United States the People's Temple, and won the 
subsequent civil war. 
 
The Bolsheviks succeeded in casting out the moneychangers and collectivizing most 
worldly possessions, but they failed to pass their faith on to their children.  
 
All end-of-the-world prophecies have so far proven false. Some millenarian sects have 
managed to cross the succession threshold, institutionalize themselves as churches with 
hereditary membership, and turn the revelation into an allegory and the promise of "till 
Kingdom come" into a synonym of "till the cows come home." Others—the  
overwhelming majority—have disappeared, more or less violently, along with the first 
generation of believers. 
 
The Bolsheviks' failure was almost as spectacular as their success. They built a great 
empire but never figured out how to penetrate the home and reform the family. Their 
faith remained silent on the mysteries of birth, marriage, and death, and the Babylon they 
conquered proved more durable than they did. A hundred years after the fall of the 
Winter Palace, Russia is back, and the Bolsheviks are all gone. 
 
 


