Chapter 23: Great War, Great Revolution – Lesson 5

The Russian Revolutoin of 1917

Opening the Lesson:
The Russian Revolution of 1917 was one of modern history’s most important events. In March, 1917, the government of Nicholas II was swept from power leading to a second revolution in November which brought the Bolsheviks to power. They would attempt to establish their vision of a communist society which by the 1930s was seen as a clear threat by most nations in the West.

Without WWI, revolution would have occurred in Russia at some point, but probably not as it did or when it did. The revolution that happened in 1917 was the result of discontent that had been developong for years. Russia had been bypassed by the liberalizing movements that had influenced western Europe, and the I.R. did not reach Russia until the very late 19th C. Russia remained a land of peasants, feudal aristocracy, and tasarist autocracy. It was clear that because of her backward agriculture and underdeveloped industry and transportation system, she could not sustain a major war effort for any long period of time. What events came together in 1917 to cause the great upheaval that occurred?

Developing the Lesson:

I: The Immediate Backgroound to Revolution 1914-1917

A. The Fall of Imperial Russia

1. Nicholas II and Alexandra, a German prinicess who was the grand-daughter of Queen Victoria

2. Russia greeted the war with enthusiasm but problems were evident from the beginning

a. Using railroads to transport troops resulted in food shortages in the cities

b. German armies inflicted unbelievable losses on the Russian armies as troops were sent into battle without guns

3. The problem was Russia’s leadership

a. The constitution resulting from the 1905 revolution gave the Czar complete control of the beaucracy and the army

b. Legislation passed by the Duma was subject to the Czar’s veto

c. The Czar distrusted the Duma and continually rejected their advice and calls to power

1) When he became Czar he referred to all calls for reforms as “senseless dreams”

2) He saw himself as a benevolent father of the Russian people

d. The Duma’s requests resulted in the Czar dissolving the Duma and announcing that he would travel to the front and take personal command of the army
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4. The Czar’s departure from Petrograd was a fatal turning point 

a. First, he did not know how to command troops

b. Secondly, he left the government in the hands of the hysterical Czarina

1) She continually fired and appointed ministers

2) Believed firmly in autocracy

3) Was under the spell of Rasputin

5. Rasputin

a. Uneducated Siberian monk who was nicknamed Rasputin which means degenerate

b. He was noted for mixing religion and sexual orgies 

c. He suppopsedly could heal Alexei

d. Murdered in Dec., 1916, by members of the nobility and the czarina went into shock

e. Had prophecied, “If I die or you desert me, in six months you will lose your son and your throne.” – the revolution came in three months

B. The March Revolution

1. The March Revolution was an unlanned event

a. By the end of Feb. there was only 10 days’ supply of flour

b. A rtioning system was established and starvation seemed possible

c. On March 8, women in bread lines started rioting and it spontaneously spread to the factories and thruout the city

d. From the front, the Czar ordered troops to restore order

e. Discipline among the troops broke down and on March 10 many joined the revolutionary crowd

f. The Social Revolutionaries and the Social Democrats were caught by surprise

g. On March 12 the Duma established a provisional government and a group of radicals (leftists) set up a soviet of workers and soldiers

2. The soviet

a. It was a mass meeting of 2-3,000 workers, soldiers and radicals 

b. They began issuing their own orders which included Army Order No. 1

1) It stripped officers of their authority and placed power in the hands of elected committees

2) Many officers were hanged for their “sins”

3) It caused a total breakdown of discipline as peasant soldiers began “voting with their feet”

3. On March 15 the Czar abdicated

C. The Provisional Government

1. Held office between mid-March and early Nov., 1917

2. The government, in agreement with the soviet, quickly established equality before the law, granted freedoms, and gave unions the right to organize and strike

3. In May the pg chose Alexander Kerensky as leader

page 3

4. The government took two important actions:

a. Refused to confiscate large landholdings and give to the peasants fearing the army would completely disintegrate

b. Decided to continue the war as a national duty

5. By summer, liberty was turning into anarchy which became the opportunity for the most radical and the most talented of Russia’s many socialists – vladimir Illyich Lenin

II. Lenin

A. Background

1. Born into a middle class family in 1870

2. Became an enemy of the monarch when his brother was executed for plotting to kill the Czar in 1887

3. Exiled to Siberia for 3 years for his socialist rantings and ravings

4. Left Russia and stayed away for 17 years studying and developing his Marxist ideas

B. Three Ideas

1. Capitalism could be destroyed only by violent revolution; he denounced all ideas pr peaceful revolution

2. A socialist revolution was possible in a backward, agarian society like Russia

3. The necessity of a highly disciplined workers’ party controlled by a small dedicated elite

a. He did not trust the masses

b. He favored a dictatorship over the workers and all others

c. It would be a dictatorship by the elite and he would control the elite

C. Lenin’s Ideas Challenged

1. In 1903 at the meeting of Social Democrats in London

2. Lenin demanded a small, dedicated, elitist party while his opponents wanted a more democratic party with mass membership

3. Lenin’s supporters were called Bolsheviks and the opponents were called Mensheviks

D. Lenin’s Return to Russia

1. Germany though his return to Russia would help their cause

2. He was transported from Switzerland to Petrograd where he arrived April 16 and immediately went on the attack

a. He rejected all cooperation with the pg and screamed for all power to the soviets

b. He called for the confiscation and nationalization of lands, and the abolition of the army and police.

c. He offered peace, land, bread
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III. The November Revolution

A. The Government Under Kerensky

1. Summer of 1917

a. Kerensky was determined to pursue the war but a planned July offensive against the Austrians in Galacia collapsed as troops mutined and refused orders

b. There was riotoing in Petrograd which was supported by the Bolsheviks and Lenin

c. The riots were suppressed and Lenin, accused of being a German agent, was forced to flee to Finland

d. Cities were being torn by strikes and riots whole in the countryside, landlords were being murdered by peasants

e. All of these events weakened the Kerensky goverment and encouraged Kornilov, commander of the army, to attempt a take-over of the government

2. Kornilov attempted to takeover in Sept., 1917, which further weakened the Kerensky government

a. Kerensky. asked the soviets, including the Bolsheviks, to help the government as Lenin was allowed to return from Finland 

b. The threat passed quickly as most of Kornilov’s officers and men refused to follow him

c. Leon Trotsky was elected chairman of the Petrograd Soviet

B. Trotsky and the Seizure of Power

1. It was Trotsky who executed the Bolshevik seizure of power

a. On the night of Nov. 6-7 (Oct. 24-25 on the Julian Calendar) they seized government buildings and pounced on members of the pg

b. Once done they went to a meeting of the Petrograd Soviet and declared that all power had passed to the soviets and named Lenin head of the new government

2. Why did they succeed?

a. First, anarchy reigned in Russia and power was there for those who would seize it

b. Secondly, in Lenin and Trotsky the Bolsheviks had superior leadership

c. Third, with their promise of peace, land and bread, the Bolsheviks appealed to soldiers, peasants and urban workers

3. Kornilov and other generals and politicans in the Duma fled to Rostov-on-the-Don which became the center of the resistance – the Whites

4. Kerensky escaped in a car flying American flags

C. Lenin in Power

1. Lenin’s first actions

a. He considered the Church to be reactionary and sought to destroy it by seizing its lands, and closing the churches and monasteries

b. Gave land to the peasants – they were already taking it

page 5

c. Decreed that all factories were now being run by committees of workers

d. Adopted the Gregorian Claendar

e. Abolished titles of nobility

f. Began immediate negotiations with the Germans

2. The constituent assembly

a. Elected Nov. 25 with 62% of the vote going to Lenin’s opponents

b. Lenin announced that the elite elements had voted for him

c. The assembly was dissolved after one meeting and Lenin kept it from meeting with the troops; he had won and a Bolshevik dictatorship was established

IV. War Communism and the Civil War 1918-1921

A. The Civil War Begins

1. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk March, 1918

a. Russia lost Finland, the Baltic States, Poland, the Ukraine, Belorussia (White Russia) and the Caucasus

b. In addition, she lost one-third of her population and 80-90% of her coal and iron

c. The treaty was nullified following Germany’s defeat

2. The Soviet government nationalized all foreign-owned factories without compensation and refused to pay Russia’s debts

a. This action made Allies decided to aid the Whites

b. Czech troops that were on the Trans-Siberian RR headed for Vladivostok were ordered to move back along the rr

3. Civil war began to engulf the country

a. Anti-Bolshevik forces organized across the country but they failed to coordinate their efforts and many feared a restoration of the Old Order

b. Food riots, battles over land, ethnic violence added to the problems

4. Bolshevik advantages

a. Dominated the heart of the country and had interior lines

b. Trotsky

5. The Bolsheviks decided to adopt War Communism

B. War Communism

1. Actions

a. The capital was moved to Moscow

b. The Cheka, the old czarist secret police was reborn which hunted down and executed thousands

c. Banks were seized and people’s savings were wiped out

d. Labor was forced and strikes were outlawed

e. Grain was seized from the peasants

2. Results

a. Economic chaos

b. Transportation collapsed and there were food shortages
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C. Events of the Summer of 1918

1. The actions of the Soviet government caused the Allies to decide to send troops to Russia

a. Troops were to protect supplies from falling into the hand of the Germans

b. British, French, American and Japanese troops arrived in Vladivostok in August while British and Americans were sent to Archangel

2. In July, the royal family was executed

3. In August, Lenin was shot twice in an attempted assassination

a. Retaliation was swift as thousands were executed

b. Trotsky was now in charge of organizing the Red army

1) Former czarist officers were threatened if did not join

2) By the end of 1919 the White threat was eliminated

D. War with Poland 1920

1. Poland wanted old boundaries

2. The peace gave Poland much of White Russia and the western part of the Ukraine

Concluding the Lesson:
1. Why did the Red Army and the communists win?

a. The Reds controlled the center while the Whites wre always on the fringes and were disunited

b. The Whites refused to unite under a democratic banner and were often as repressive as the Reds and their troops were not disciplined

c. Aid of the Allies was too small and ineffective

d. Trotsky’s leadership and the fact that he formed a disciplined and effective fighting force

e. The “revolutionary terror” of the Bolsheviks

f. The Whites did get the support of the peasants as the Whites often restored land to the landowners

