ORR Notes - Causes of the Russian Revolution





1905: January - Revolutionary upheavals in Russia, following the 'Bloody Sunday' massacre.


August 1905 Tsar promises a constitution.


October 1905 St Petersburg Soviet formed. Tsar authorises elections to State Duma.





1906: First Duma meets and dissolved after 72 days. Stolypin becomes Prime Minister. 





1906-11: Stolypin introduces a series of agrarian reforms.





1907: Second Duma meets, and is dissolved after four months. Stolypin alters electoral laws.





1908-12: Third Duma lasts out its full four-year term.





November 1911 Stolypin assassinated.





1912: Lena goldfields massacre sparks off renewed industrial unrest.





1912-17: Fourth Duma in session.





1914: Germany declares war on Russia.





	Rapid industrialisation in Russia during the 1890's had brought about political and social unrest. The complaints the Tsar was receiving came from a number of areas.





Peasants - demanding more land.


Workers - demanding a shorter working week, higher wages and an improvement in their living and working conditions.


Nobles and the professional classes - wanted to see a national assembly with the power to enact new laws or to have a consultative role with the tsar.


Minority groupings - Poles, Finns, Jews - wanted greater freedoms; an end to harassment by the police.





	Traditionally the tsars had exploited the fears each opposition grouping had of each other, clamping down harshly on outbreaks of violence, inciting Russians to violence against non-Russians, and segregating workers from townspeople and peasants from nobles. By the early 1900's however, a more cohesive and dangerous group of political activists began to arise. 





Opposition





1902 major peasant risings in the Ukraine, Volga and Georgia.


1905 over 3,000 peasant disturbances had to be put down by troops.





	Industrially the numbers were far smaller, only around 2 million, but their concentration into factories of a thousand or more people, and the harsh working conditions within these factories, fostered a militant attitude which resulted in mass strikes in 1902.





By 1903 138,000 workers had taken part in 550 work stoppages.





	Employers began to question the wisdom of the governments system of constant repression. Therefore Zubatov, a police officer, was told in 1901 to help the workers form unions to form their demands in a moderate way. These unions were very popular, but became involved in organising strikes in Odessa, and were banned by the government in 1903. Repression was used once again, but the strength of opposition was growing, with national parties forming in the Baltic, the Ukraine, Poland, Armenia and Georgia. 





	A second form of protest came from the educated Russians. Nobles had gained some administrative expertise through membership of the zemstvo councils, and now they and liberal intellectuals and the country's few professionals felt agggrieved that they were not allowed any real participation in the running of the country. They began to support the Union of Liberation. This movement aimed to draw together disparate parts of society on a ticket of replacing the tsarist regime with a democratically elected government. In late 1904 a 'banquet campaign' in major cities led to resolutions being passed for the formation of a constituent government - which would then direct the country towards full democracy.





	More radical groups also existed. One of these was the Social Revolutionary or SR Party, founded in 1901. It wanted new rights and better conditions for workers, self-determination for minority groups and land to be given directly to those who worked it, mainly the peasants. Terror, so they claimed, was 'a necessary evil' to ensure government compliance. Between 1902 and 1904 they assassinated two Ministers of the Interior, a Minister of Education and a Grand Duke. Their support was very much peasant based, with the village commune as the necessary stepping stone to the establishment of true socialism.





	True socialism could be established in more than one way however. The All-Russian Social Democratic Workers' Party was founded in Minsk in 1898, and looked to the town workers to bring about social change. A Marxist party, they believed that the industrialisation of Russia which Witte was planning would lay the essential economic base which the proletariat could then exploit, leading to the socialist utopia.





	The appeal of Marx (see notes) led to the growth of the Social Democratic Party to 10,000 strong by 1904, making it the largest anti-monarchist party in Russia, with two dedicated and gifted leaders;  Lenin and Trotsky.





1905 Russia disastrously lost the Russo-Japanese war. News spread of the destruction of half the Russian ships in the Yellow Sea, the surrender at Port Arthur and the retreat at Mukden, and a mood of frustration and anger across the country grew.





	The situation became tense. One liberal and local government activist, Astrov, wrote:





	'Impatience, feelings of resentment, indignation - these grew everywhere and became stronger. With 		each new defeat, with each new retreat to "previously prepared positions" in "accordance with prior 		plans", indignation grew more intense and there took shape a mood of protest. There was no malicious 		joy. Oh no! There was a feeling of burning shame and undeserved injury.'





1905 Revolution!





The war disrupted communications and the transport of commodities around Russia, and greatly increased government expediture. It was a hard winter and prices rose fast as food became scarce.





January Father Gapon helped to organise a massive strike closing down all Petrograd.


22nd January led a mass procession of 200,000 dressed in Sunday best clothes to seek redress from the Tsar. Cossacks charged the crowd with drawn sabres and shots were fired, killling 75 people and wounding 200 others including women and children. 





	'Bloody Sunday' as it came to be called irreparably damaged the Tsar's image as the father of his people in the eyes of millions of his subjects, and sparked off a year of revolution. Concessions such as the tsar cancelling redemption payments for peasants (on the dues for emancipation) simply inflamed the people, some violent seizures of land and cases of arson being reported. The armed forces were also affected, the battleship Potemkim in Odessa harbour mutinying. The Kronstadt naval base near St Petersburg also rebelled, as did the army in the Far East, but both were crushed by loyal troops. However they severely shook the government with this display of rebellion.





September more strikes paralysed Moscow and St Petersburg, the Union of Railwaymen bringing the railways to a standstill. 


In October St Petersburg Soviet appeared, followed by many in smaller cities and towns.


December St Petersburg Soviet finally crushed. 





	It was Sergei Witte, recalled by an anxious Tsar to head the cabinet, who suggested the solution. Either the Tsar could grant a constitution or he could establish a military dictatorship. The Tsar took the first option, and millions of Russians once again returned to to supporting the government. The historic concession gave Russians guaranteed full civil liberty, and promised a national assembly with legislative powers to be elected on a broad franchise. Those who wanted a democratic republic or better conditions battled on, but without mass support they were gradually crushed by the returning army. 


Was 1917 inevitable?





The Tsar's role





	He only issued the October Manifesto of 1905 to save the monarchy. Once the crisis passed he tried to reassert his authority. In April 1906 (before the first Duma even met) he issued the Fundamental Laws which declared that 'Supreme Autocratic Power belongs to the Emperor' and that 'he possesses the initiative in all legislative matters ... no law can come into force without his approval'. The Tsar 'determines the direction of Russia's foreign policy' and 'is the Commander-in-Chief of the Russian army and navy'. He could also publish exceptional decrees with the force of laws, and by 1912 'exceptional' circumstances involved the great majority of Russians.





The Duma





	The lower chamber of a two chamber body, the upper chamber, or State Council, was formed by members half of whom were appointed by the Tsar and half of whom were chosen from among the members of the Holy Synod, provincial noble assemblies, zemstva and city dumas. The lower chamber had no effective power as the State Council could veto any Duma bill. Furthermore the Duma only had effective financial oversight over one-half of state revenues, and failure to approve the budget would not prevent the allocations of the previous year coming in. Ministers remained responsible to the Tsar - he remained answerable only to himself and to God.





	Was the system operating in Russia after 1905 simply 'sham constitutionalism'? Was it 'constitutional monarchy under an autocratic Tsar'? Was it an important turning point for Russia in legal if not actual terms? Certainly the Dumas appear to be of little effectivity, the first only lasting 72 days before its dissolution; the second managing four months. The manipulation of the franchise by the Tsar in 1907, in defiance of the Fundamental Laws, to give himself a more docile and aristocratic Third Duma that lasted the full four year term, from 1908-12 has been seen as evidence for the 'sham constitutionalism'. However, balanced against this obvious problem, we must contend with the fact that the even more conservative Fourth Duma once again came into conflict with the Tsar's government in May 1914, arguing that it remained a body for championing the wishes of the people and opposing the Tsar.





Political repression





	Membership of political parties and trade unions was allowed after 1906, but 600 were shut down by 1911. The ineffectiveness of the Dumas resulted in another upsurge of unrest. Workers found their wages lower and hours longer than their compatriots in the West, whilst it remained illegal to form trade unions.





	Despite the reforms of 1912 on provisions of health and accident insurance for the workers, little was done about a systematic programme of welfare legislation. Strikes and uprisings began to appear once again, although the punishments ranged from deportation to death.





Effect of World War I





	Russia was forced into the war on the side of Serbia against Austria-Hungary for two reasons: Firstly the Tsar took his role as father of the Slav peoples seriously, which created an obligation to help Serbia. Secondly both countries shared the same religion, Eastern Orthodox Christianity. Furthermore Russia’s alliance with France and dependence upon her for loans made remaining neutral an impossibility.





	In the war itself Russians faced millions of Germans and Austro-Hungarians. Handicapped by uncertain supplies, inefficient transport support and incompetent leadership, Russian morale quickly collapsed as a series of defeats forced the army into a disorganised retreat.





	The conscription of men and the requisition of horses from the villages and food-producing areas led to a drop in food production at a point when it was most required. Starvation became common, both at the fighting Front and in the cities. Hunger began to erode the traditional pressures of loyalty and adherence to the established fabric of society. Enormous losses at the Front gradually drained away both hope and loyalty to the state leadership.





The Rasputin Factor





	Rumors began in St Petersburg which further eroded confidence in the leadership. The Empress Alexandra, wife of the ruling Nicholas II, was a German princess. Many said she was in fact a German spy and agent. 





	Whilst to say (as some have) that Rasputin was the principal factor in the failure of the Tsarist regime to avoid revolution is simplistic, it still should be recognised that in the last few years of the 300-year old dynasty of the Russian Romanov family, the Empress virtually ruled Russia (because of the absence of the Tsar at the Front), and Rasputin ruled the Empress. 





	The tales of the debauched, dissolute and drunken life led by Rasputin swept Russia, outraging both the nobles and peasantry alike. The far from radical Guchkov, leader of the Octobrist Party in the Duma, spoke in late 1913 of the 'grave crisis through which we are now passing' and prophesied that government policy, or lack of it, was carrying Russia towards an 'inevitable and grave catastrophe' in which Russia would be 'plunged into a period of protracted, chronic anarchy which will lead to the dissolution of the empire'. The reason for this was that 'faith in the government is steadily waning and with it ... faith in the possibility of a peaceful issue from the crisis.' Nicholas II was personally unfitted to be either a constitutional or an autocratic ruler, whilst the question-marks over his son made his position even weaker. The royal family gradually cut itself off from the almost-mystical loyalty of their people. If Rasputin caused Nicholas II to refuse to listen to sensible advice until it was too late, he can be regarded as one of the major causes of the uprising in 1917.





Stolypin's agrarian reforms





Three main elements in Stolypin's so-called 'wager on the strong'.





A decree in November 1906 permitting all peasants to apply to hold their strips of land as private property, and too ask their commune to exchange the scattered strips for a consolidated holding as far as possible.


An increase in resources from the Peasant Land Bank so that peasants could borrow money to purchase extra land, particularly from gentry estates.


The launching of a resettlement programme with government aid to enable peasants to move from overcrowded regions to the empty spaces of Siberia and Central Asia.











The First Revolution of 1917





	More than 2 million had died at the battlefront. The winter of 1916-17 was extreme even for Russia, and a sense of bitterness and resentment was evident in Petrograd. Strikes and protests against bread shortages increased, and the Tsar’s soldiers were increasingly on the side of the dissidents. 





	The food supply problem reached a crisis in January 1917 – as in France in 1789, this was the breaking point. On 26th February according to the Russian calendar (or 8th March in Western Europe) an insurrection began, initially in the form of a strike by female textile workers in Petrograd. Thousands of other workers joined the strike, paralysing the capital city. 





	The members of the Fourth Duma,  although mainly the supporters of the Tsar, decided almost reluctanctly to take over control. The tsar, absent at the Front and unaware of the tense situation at the capital, decided at this crucial moment to dissolve the Duma, and by doing so broke the last link of loyalty between himself and his people. 





	The Duma refused to disband and, like the Third Estate becoming the National Assembly in Paris in 1789, the Duma became the Provisional Government, with Prince L’vov as its Premier. By defying the will of the tsar, the Duma launched the revolution. 





	Simultaneously a revitalised ‘soviet’ of soldiers, sailors and workers was formed in Petrograd. The two organisations, the soviet and the Provisional Government, were not then initially rivals. Instead they were allies in the cause of revolutionary reform.





	The tsar attempted to reach Petrograd, but his train was halted, and he agrred to abdicate in favour of his brother, Grand Duke Michael. Michael refused the throne and the Romanov dynasty came to an end.





What happened next?





Immediate proclamation of some legal and political reforms:-





	an amnesty for political prisoners.


	Freedom of expression


	Free elections





Izvestia, No. 4, Petrograd, 16 March 1917





	Citizens, the Provisional Executive Committee of the Duma … has triumphed over the dark forces of the Old Regime to such an extent as to enable it to organise a more stable executive power. The Cabinet will be guided by the following principles:





1.	An immediate general amnesty for all political and religious offences, including terrorist acts, military revolts, agrarian offences, etcetera.


2.	Freedom of speech and press: freedom to form labour unions and to strike. These political liberties should be extended to the army in so far as war conditions permit. 


3.	The abolition of all social, religious and national restrictions. 


4.	Immediate preparation for the calling of a Constituent Assembly, elected by universal and secret vote, which shall determine the form of government and draw up the Constitution for the country. 


5.	In place of the police, to organise a national militia with elective officers, and subject to the local self-governing body.


6.	Elections to be carried out on the basis of universal, direct, equal, and secret suffrage. 





	Affinity with the rulers had eroded away at the same time as the growth of an economic problem had become a national emergency, whilst the intellectuals at the same time had been active in advising and favouring radical change.





	Russia, although now a republic, was still embroiled in the massive war effort. Millions of Russians were facing Germans and Austro-Hungarians in the trenches, and the prevailing mood was still anti-German. Bearing this in mind, the provisional government, consisting of the liberal nobility and the bourgeoisie, decided that the honour of Russia required the continuation of the war. 





	Meanwhile the lower class masses were seeking socialist-style reforms of the economy and society. The other prominent socialist in the government was Aleksandr Kerensky, a man who rapidly rose to become Minister of War and later prime minister. 





	Kerensky, a Social Revolutionary, favoured peasant-based socialism, and regarded the Social Democrats (Bolsheviks) as a dangerous proletariat based body. He proposed to maintain the war effort as the alternative would be a humiliating peace in which large areas of Russian land would be lost. He hoped to achieve interim measures of land reform to satisfy the peasants whilst achieving ‘democratisation’ of the army. He thought however that the peasants would be happy to wait for the conclusion of the war before true social reform would be implemented. In this he was wrong. 





The Bolshevik Party and the Second Revolution of 1917





	In the March revolution the Marxist Social Democratic Party was not firmly established in the Duma, as this organ had been restricted to the representatives of the landowning and middle classes. The Menshevik section of the Party however was a powerful force within the Petrograd Soviet, and advocated a period of co-operation with the provisional government. This was in accordance to the Menshevil view that capitalism would proceed to the stage of bourgeois dominance, thus creating, through urban industrial development, an urban proletariat sufficiently large to launch the revolution. 





	The Bolshevik strand of the Social Democrats had been temporarily lacking in leadership in March 1917. The amnesty declared by the provisional government led to many prominent Bolsheviks rushing back to Petrograd. One of these was V. I. Lenin. 





	Lenin believed that a small workers’ party, if tightly disciplined, well led and well organised, could destroy the existing forms of government and lead the workers to socialism. He opposed the Menshevik policy of temporarily co-operating with the bourgeoisie while waiting for the growth of the proletariat. 





	Lenin, by proposing an acceleration of Marxist formulae, was modifying or revising Marxist teachings. He justified this action by claiming that the situation in Russia was not one that Marx had envisioned, that there was already a revolution in progress, and that if the Bolsheviks acted swiftly then they could take control. 





	Allowed by the Germans to cross the war front in a sealed train, as they clearly perceived his value as a disruptive force, Lenin arrived at the Finland Railway Station in Petrograd on 16th April, and immediately set out his primary task. This was to extricate Russia from the imperialistic war with Germany and press on with the real war – the worldwide socialist revolution against capitalism and the bourgeois class. 





	This was a distinctive change in emphasis. Lenin’s own party,  the Bolsheviks, had been supporting the provisional government  The Mensheviks too were adamant that Lenin’s revisionism would be a too-rapid approach and this would ensure the failure of the long-term plan.





	Lenin was convinced that a socialist world revolution was about to break out, and that the German people would shake off their imperialist yoke and help the Russians. The provisional government held a less sanguine view, and argued that Germany was still controlled by the capitalist powers and could still hold together a victorious war effort. According to the provisional government, the war against Germany must continue because a defeat would mean staggering losses of territory, whilst also meaning the forfeiture of Allied economic aid, aid which Russia sorely needed.  Furthermore, a surrender would constitute a betrayal of the German people and nation, invalidating the holding of power by the provisional government.





Lenin and his Plan ...





	Lenin planned to use the soviets - the councils of workers and workers deputies - to seize power. However in April 1917 the Bolsheviks were only weakly represented on these soviets. During May, June and July, Bolshevik policy was aimed at consolidating their support within the soviets - one occasion on which Lenin's claim that only a highly organised party of elites could be successful proved to be correct. 





	When the July Offensive failed, its effect was demoralising upon the masses. Indecisive and chaotic, the situation allowed the Bolshevik Party to offer a simple programme of action which many people seized, looking for any solution to the present crisis. The simple slogan 'Bread, Peace and Land', with its promise to the peasants of the fulfilment of their basic desires, cut straight to the heart of the discontented lower classes, in sharp contrast to continued calls for restraint from the provisional government. 





	In July, Lenin was banished to exile in Finland by Kerensky and the Provisional Government. However, instead of weakening the Bolsheviks, this act actually strengthened their position, as they were now the only party to actively stand against the policy of the provisional government. The position of the Bolsheviks was further strengthened in September 1917 with attempted coup of General Kornilov. The significance of the failed coup was that it showed that only the Soviet was representative of the wishes of Soviet citizens. It also showed that the masses were unwilling to allow the former privileged classes to return to power. 





	As a result, by late September the Bolsheviks controlled the Petrograd Soviet. Trotsky became the key figure at this point. As President of the Petrograd Soviet, it was he who controlled and directed the October Revolution, emerging as Commissar for Foreign Affairs in the new government. Lenin was appointed Chairman, whilst the unknown Josef Stalin was appointed Commissar of Nationalities on 26th October in the Russian calendar. 

















Why did the Bolsheviks succeed?





Anarchy and crisis brought about by the collapse of government through the catastrophic war.


The widespread misery and discontent of the people.


The long-standing influence of a revolutionary intelligentsia offering new ideas on organising society.


Bolshevik organisation forming a tightly-knit and determined group bent on guiding the revolution rather than simply waiting for it to occur.





	Lenin can only be seen as the man responsible for the final point. There are other questions to consider, such as why unlike in the rest of Europe did the war break the people away from the Tsar? In Britain and Germany the people became more patriotic - in Russia, suspicion of the Empress and the corrupt and debauched monk sealed the royal family from the public. 


	The Tsar was also to blame in restricting the Dumas - his unwillingness to permit any change focused resentment to unbearable levels that emerged in violent protests in 1917. There was no longer any faith in the workings of government.


	The Provisional Government itself failed because it refused to end the war, misreading the wishes of the people, and giving priority to winning the war rather than reform of land tenure. 


	Lenin succeeded, finally, because only the Bolsheviks planned a revolution combining the support of the proletariat, the ex-soldiers and the peasantry, promising them land ownership if they worked together, a promise enshrined in the hammer and sickle emblem of the new Russia. 
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