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In 1795, Immanuel Kant, champion of the
"categorical imperative" and dedicated humani‐
tarian, argued that replacing standing armies
with armies made up of citizens would remove
"the cause of wars of aggression" and lead to "per‐
petual peace."[1] Unfortunately, this pronounce‐
ment came two years after the French levee en
masse had created the first modern citizen's army
and three years after the revolutionary comman‐
der at Valmy had proved that Vive la nation! was
a pretty good rallying cry. In fact, Kant's hopeful
declaration came out at a very bad time. As anoth‐
er famous Prussian put it a few years later, as a
result of the invention of the citizen's army, "war...
approached its true character, its absolute perfec‐
tion."[2] Swelled by conscription, armies grew
larger, while invigorated with nationalism they
became easier to mobilize--against opposing sol‐
diers in the field in the first order but also against
so-called internal pariahs and "enemies of the
people" as well. Add to this increasingly terrible
armaments and quickening communications and
you have the recipe for the unprecedented hu‐
man disasters of the First and Second World

Wars, not to mention the numerous smaller inter‐
state conflicts of the twentieth century.
Building the citizen's armies that eventually
carried out this kind of killing was complicated,
however, and nowhere more so than in Europe's
multinational empires where tinkering with no‐
tions of citizenship carried obvious explosive po‐
tential. Joshua A. Sanborn's original and engaging
book is the first in-depth investigation of how the
process unfolded in the Russian empire. Focusing
on the first quarter of the 1900s, Sanborn shows
that, for all the challenges of the task, late tsarist
military planners and their Bolshevik successors
did indeed create a Russian citizen's army, one in
which military service became a national duty
and nationality itself became militarized in farreaching ways. At the same time, the army be‐
came an instrument of mass politics, and this too
created powerful consequences. As Sanborn
notes, "Mass politics would emerge with the mass
army. Mass killing and mass death would quickly
follow" (p. 4). Indeed, Sanborn's central argument
is that the terrible interrelationship between
these phenomena was all but unavoidable. The
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nation and the national army were two pieces of a

der and the new Bolshevik regime were motivat‐

single puzzle. Fitted together they created an in‐

ed by the same practical objectives and came up

exorable dynamic that drove Russia into its "mur‐

against the same practical problems--most obvi‐

derous twentieth century."

ously, the problems of defining the nation, catego‐
rizing its enemies, mobilizing men for war, and

Sanborn's principal subject is the administra‐

then successfully channeling their violence. And

tive machinery that lay at the heart of this dynam‐

again as he makes clear, the "watershed moment"

ic--the institution of universal military conscrip‐

was not 1917 but 1914. Russia's entry into the

tion. Though the tsars introduced a national draft

Great War created the mobilizational pressure to

in 1874, it was only after the country's defeat in

crystallize the national army. Old exemptions

the Russo-Japanese War that the deficiencies of

were discarded and new national units were

the system became glaringly apparent and tsarist

called up for service. Internal enemies (such as

military and political leaders began their search

Russian Jews and Germans) were identified in

to build a truly national army. Sanborn's book

terms of "naturalized population categories" and

starts with the initiation of this search in 1905 and

targeted for pogroms and deportations, while the

follows it through two decades of reform, total

country's newest crop of male "citizen-soldiers"

war, and revolutionary upheaval to 1925 when a

were pushed through an expanded system of

new conscription law finally firmly established

physical and moral training that stressed both

the new Red Army as a national force. To chart

limber fitness and selfless "devotion to the moth‐

this tumultuous transition, Sanborn works in the‐

erland" (p. 144). The breakdown of the army that

matic fashion. His first chapter analyzes the con‐

followed the February Revolution led the Provi‐

tentious politics of conscription both within the

sional Government to extend the mobilization ef‐

military and political establishments and among

fort all the further, and the Bolsheviks merely

regular Russians. In chapters 2 and 3, he focuses

continued the process, albeit with some new di‐

on the complexities of ethnicity and class that

mensions, most notably concerns about class,

marked the road to a national army, and in the fi‐

which quickly became the new leadership's "pri‐

nal two chapters, he examines how Russia's new

mary national category" (p. 205). As Sanborn ar‐

military machine at once "nationalized masculini‐

gues, the extraordinary experience of total war

ty" and "violentized" its "citizen-soldiers," all of

"proved transformative for the tsarist regime and

which helps him expose in turn how the very act

formative for the Soviet one" (p. 19). It turned

of engaging in violence emerged as a "central pre‐

both political orders into unlikely collaborators in

condition for being a citizen and a man" (p. 200).
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In each of the chapters, Sanborn traces his chosen

shared

nation-building

and

army-building

project.

theme across the entire 1905-1925 period. This un‐
orthodox organization results in a certain repeti‐

Sanborn paints this picture extremely con‐

tiveness, but it also allows him to provide a truly

vincingly. His book marshals a rich trove of evi‐

unique and revealing perspective on the deep

dence from diverse archives as well as obscure

continuities that bound the late tsarist and early

published sources. His forceful yet in places witti‐

Soviet regimes.

ly sarcastic style is perfect for the argument, and
his insightful conclusions fit with an emerging

In fact, anyone who still wants to believe that

consensus in the Russian field that the revolution

1917 represents a critical break in modern Rus‐

and civil war are best understood not as distinct

sian history should probably read another book.

events but as phases within a broader "time of

As Sanborn shows, when it came to the question

troubles" in which the brutal fact of "total war"

of making a national army, both the old tsarist or‐

(even if somewhat hazily defined) provided the
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essential wellspring for modern Russian political
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