Miliukov's Speech, 18/31 October 1917 

Note: Pavel Miliukov (1859 - 1943) was the most significant representative of Russian liberalism, and one of the leading lights of the Constitutional Democratic Party (known by their Russian acronym as Kadets). In 1916 he had made a speech in the Duma denouncing the government, its policies, and the Empress, with a famous refrain: "Is this stupidity, or is this treason?" 

Yet despite its inability to prosecute the war effectively and to deal with the growing problem of food shortages in the cities, Nicholas refused to summon the Duma until November 1st.7 

Once it finally met, the mood of its delegates was one of seething discontent with the regime and its failures. Given the hostile atmosphere, it was natural that its members would take the opportunity to criticize the government, and the first to do so was Miliukov himself. He began his blistering attack with the observation that the government seemed more interested in fighting its political opponents at home than Germany: 

We now see and know that we can no more legislate with this government than we can lead Russia to victory with it…
Although Miliukov refrained from blaming Nicholas II for the failed policies of his ministers, his speech had two important effects, each of which accelerated Russia's slide toward revolution. First, it sent out the unmistakable signal that the czar was now completely politically isolated, a status that made it immeasurably easier to depose him. Second, it legitimized the idea of revolution, since no less a person than Miliukov had proclaimed to the whole of Russia that he was now prepared to fight the regime "by all legal means." In an autocracy where all legitimate political power rested in the monarchy, how could there be any room for legal opposition to the government? Any such resistance was by definition revolutionary. 

What Miliukov did not anticipate was the impact of his speech on the masses, particularly the demoralized soldiers on the German front. Thousands of illegal copies of the speech made their way into the army, where they radicalized the already politically discontent troops. As General Lavr Kornilov later recalled, "I think that without Miliukov's speech of November 1, 1916 . . . it would not have been possible to arouse the proletariat and the army so unanimously. . . . The extent of the influence of our leaders' speeches had on the attitude of the army and of the government is no secret to anyone."11 

Ironically, while the speech strengthened revolutionary unrest in the army and the cities, it had virtually no effect on the monarchy. Clinging obstinately to his mystical belief in autocracy, Nicholas continued to shun all proposals that he share power with the Duma.
Extract from Miliukov’s Speech

Today we see and are aware that with this government we cannot legislate, any more than we can with this government lead Russia to victory....We are telling this government, as the declaration of the Bloc stated: We shall fight you; we shall fight with all legitimate means until you go.... When the Duma with ever greater persistence insists that the rear must be organized for a successful struggle, while the government persists in claiming that organizing the country means organizing a revolution and deliberately prefers chaos and disorganization, then what is this: stupidity or treason? 

You must realize, also, why we, too, have no task left to us today other than that which I have already pointed out: to obtain the resignation of this government.... We have many, very many, separate reasons for being dissatisfied with the government. If we have time, we shall speak of them. But all these particular reasons boil down to this general one: the government, as presently composed, is incapable and ill intentioned. This is the main evil, a victory over which will be tantamount to winning the whole campaign.

