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GCSE History 
Unit 2 Studies in Depth – History with a European / world 
focus

Background

Russia at the beginning of the twentieth century was a vast empire covering one-sixth 
of the world’s surface. It was ruled by Tsar Nicholas II, who faced a number of political, 
economic, social, religious and geographical problems. Below is an outline of some 
of these problems, the structure of Russian society and how the Tsar maintained his 
power.      

Agriculture:

The majority of the population (85%) lived in the countryside.  However land was poor 
quality (Tundra lands) and the farming methods old fashioned. Throughout most of 
Russia agriculture was extremely primitive, still based partly on the manorial system.

Russian Government:

The Tsar ruled through absolute rule, which meant that he had total power.  He made 
the laws himself and appointed ministers.  There was no parliament (Duma) until 
1905.

Industry:

Russia was rich in oil and minerals but it was only in its first stages of industrialisation.

Size of Empire

In 1900 the Russian Empire was the biggest country in world with 150 million people.  As 
a result it was made up of lots of different peoples such as Finns, Uzbeks, Georgians. 

Religion:

70% of the population belonged to the Orthodox Church.  It was a very important 
part of people’s lives.  Holy men (starsky) were held in high regard.  The Church was 
closely linked to the Tsar and supported his rule by instilling the idea of the ‘Little 
Father.
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Nation of contrasts:

From the 1880s Russia began to develop advanced industries like textiles, coal, steel, 
engineering, oil, railways and so on.  Part of the economy was very modern indeed, 
developing in a few major cities such as St. Petersburg, the capital, and Moscow.  The 
other part of the economy, the agricultural part, was vast and backward, untouched by 
the quickly developing industrial changes.

Social Structure of Russian Society

The Upper Classes  

The Upper classes, just a few thousand families, dominated Russia from their palaces 
in St. Petersburg.  These elites had great power, influence, wealth and status.  They 
included the following groups:

• The Tsar and his family, the Romanovs (see later).

• The great landowning aristocracy, some of whom were the richest people in the 
world and owned estates all over Russia.

• The owners of big businesses, banks, factories, mines and so on.  These were 
the owners of Russia’s new industries.

• The church, also a large landowning organisation, with great influence over 
peoples’ beliefs and values.

• The army generals, top civil servants and so on, who usually came from the 
aristocracy.

Most of these people supported the Tsar in keeping Russia as it was - with their power 
and influence strong and supreme. These people made up the social and political 
elites of Russia.

Gentry

Beneath these few thousand people was the gentry of Russia, the owners of smaller 
estates, whose families often entered the professions as well, such as the law and the 
civil service.  The gentry would probably still be counted as upper class. Many of them 
wanted the Tsar to become a constitutional monarch instead of an absolute monarch 
and to make Russia democratic like Britain, France and America.
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The Middle Classes

About two to three million people came into this group, and they were important in 
the towns and cities of Russia. These were professional people such as doctors, 
lawyers, teachers, civil servants and so on, or the owners or managers of smaller 
businesses such as shops or workshops.  They were often well educated, competitive 
and enlightened people.  They were often critical of the Tsar’s absolute rule and wanted 
Russia to become a democracy. They were known in Russia as the intelligentsia.

The Working Class

This class was not very large - about three or four million - working in Russia’s new 
industries in St. Petersburg, Moscow and other big cities. Their wages were very low 
indeed and their conditions at home and at work were degrading.  Many of them, 
newly arrived from the countryside, lived in barracks owned by the factory-owners.  
They were not allowed to band together in trade unions or to strike.  What they wanted 
were higher wages, a better standard of living and more control over their wretched 
lives.  While many of them, like the peasants, respected the Tsar, there was growing 
discontent and unrest.

The Peasants 

The vast majority of the Tsar’s subjects were peasants. They were mostly very 
backward indeed, working on the land with primitive equipment.  One reason for their 
backwardness was that until recently (1861) they had been serfs (slaves), owned by 
their lords, on whose estates they still worked.  By and large they did not own their 
own land but shared ownership of common land with the other peasants of each 
manor.  Only gradually were the peasants being allowed to own their own farms (from 
1910), leading to the appearance of a class of rich peasants known as Kulaks.  By 
and large what the peasants wanted was to possess their own land and to gain the 
sense of security and higher living standards that ownership would bring.  The trouble 
was that there was not enough land to go round.  There were far too many peasants 
so that, in bad harvests, there was not even enough food to go round.  Although the 
peasants were taught by their lords, the church and the government to accept their 
lot as God’s will and to revere the Tsar as their “little father” there was also a growing 
sense of discontent.



  

The Voyages of Discovery and  2A. Russia in Transition, 1905-1924

4

Who was in charge? 
The Tsar of Russia was Nicholas II of the Romanov dynasty. He came to the throne 
in 1894 and became the absolute (autocrat) ruler of Russia. This meant that he had 
complete power.  No one shared his powers. He believed that God had placed Russia 
in his hands to rule as he saw fit. He did not have to consult anyone about any decisions 
he made and he could appoint or sack ministers without even giving a reason.

There was no Parliament (up to 1905) and the people had no rights.  If decisions were 
not made by the Tsar, they were not made at all.  If they were the wrong decisions, 
no one was allowed to question or criticise them.  All political parties, unions, strikes 
and newspapers were banned if the government disapproved of them. All books were 
censored and had to be sent to the government for approval before they could be 
printed.

Despite all of this, on the whole, the greater part of the population did respect their 
Tsar, and regarded him as their ‘Little Father’.

Nicholas was a shy, good-natured personality, a man of simple pleasures.  He was 
devoted to his country and believed with all his heart that God wanted him to keep 
Russia as it was.  He was a good husband and father, rather dominated by his wife. 

The Tsarina Alexandra, a German by birth, became deeply unpopular as she was 
so reserved and aloof in her dealings with the court and the people. She and her 
husband doted on their four daughters and their youngest child, the Tsarevich Alexis. 
Unfortunately the Tsarevich had a rare blood disease, haemophilia, which brought him 
near death’s door every time he even bruised himself.  Upset by anxieties about her 
son, the neurotic and superstitious Tsarina came under the influence of a wandering 
peasant holy-man, Rasputin, who seemed to be able to cure the boy and thus came 
to exercise great powers over the Tsarina and her husband.  Rasputin was seen 
by most of the court as an evil, scheming influence.  Alexandra fully supported her 
husband in all his backward- looking ideas. Nicholas regularly rejected requests for 
reform.  Together - often with Rasputin’s advice - they chose ministers and advisers 
who agreed with their determination to keep Russia exactly as it was, especially with 
their refusal to give up any of the Tsar’s absolute power. The Tsar was, in summary, 
unable to rule Russia effectively and respond to the challenges facing the country.

The Tsar’s Methods of Control
Despite the economic changes that were beginning to take place in Russia during 
this period, the Tsar utterly refused to change his method of rule. He continued to rule 
his 150 million subjects with a rod of iron. Of course one man could not actually run 
a country of 150 million people on his own. In order to do this he used the following 
methods of control:
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1. The Army.  As well as defending Russia against foreign enemies, the army was 
garrisoned all over the country to keep order in Russia.  The 2.6 million men strong 
army was naturally very brutal in its methods.  Particularly brutal were the Cossacks, 
aggressive, fierce troops specially recruited from Southern Russia to strike terror 
into the hearts of the Tsar’s opponents.

2. The Police.  The police force was very large, keeping order by force and by spying.  
Particularly important was the secret police, the Okhrana, which infiltrated and kept 
a close watch on opposition organisations.  As well as keeping political prisoners in 
jails, a very common and convenient way of keeping the opposition under control 
was internal exile - forcing opponents of the system to live in isolated villages in 
outlying parts of Russia like Siberia. 

3. The Civil Service. The Tsar had a huge civil service (bureaucracy) to carry out his 
plans for him. The top jobs usually went to aristocrats but the rest of the bureaucracy 
was run by Russia’s middle classes. Many of the officials were corrupt and got 
rich by accepting bribes. Also, because of the enormous size of Russia and the 
difficulties of communication, the system was very inefficient. 

The Orthodox Church. The Orthodox Church -a branch of Christianity- was very 
important in Russia. The Orthodox Church was surrounded by mysticism and 
superstition. Holy men (or Startsy) were held in special regard. However there was 
a great gap between the poor parish priests and the rich bishops and higher clergy.  
The Orthodox Church taught that the Tsar was the head of the country and the head 
of the Church-in other words that he was God’s chosen representative on earth.  This 
was why so many peasants and workers thought of the Tsar as their ‘little father’, their 
special protector.

Source 1:Tsar Nicholas II
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Key question 1: Russia up to 1914
What were the main problems facing Russia between 1905 and 
1914?

The 1905 Revolution

In 1905 a terrible crisis hit Russia, usually known as the 1905 Revolution, although 
it was not successful.  Some people regarded it as a “dress rehearsal” for the 1917 
revolution. In 1904 Russia was badly defeated in a war against Japan and the soldiers 
were becoming disillusioned with their government. Discontent rose to even higher 
levels amongst the working / middle classes as Russia started to face an economic 
crisis, with poor harvests in 1900-1902 leading to ever increasing taxes on grain and 
an economic slump where thousands lost their jobs.  As a result of this disillusionment 
many started to protest.

The first to protest were the middle class liberals who wanted a democracy.  They 
were not very successful however as their ideas were not fully supported by the mass 
of the population.  It wasn’t until they were joined by the working classes that the 
potential for revolution grew.  On Sunday, 22nd January 1905, 200,000 protestors, led 
by Father Gapon, marched towards the Winter Palace, carrying pictures of the Tsar 
(sign of respect) but demanding better wages and working conditions.  They were 
met by a regiment of soldiers and mounted Cossacks and without warning the troops 
opened fire. 

So intense was peoples’ hostility to this act that the country was brought to a standstill 
by waves of strikes and riots.  However, as there were so many groups protesting 
there wasn’t much unity between them and in the end the protests and riots were all 
brutally crushed by the Tsar’s police and army.

Working class councils (soviets) emerged naturally to lead and organise the workers 
in the cities.  Only when the peasants joined in the unrest in February and March, 
rising up against the landlords and seizing the land, did the government lose its nerve 
and decide to give in to some of the people’s demands.  

In September a peace treaty was formed with Japan; this allowed the Tsar to bring 
back thousands of his best troops to crush any revolts. The government paid these 
soldiers all their back pay and promised better working conditions so they would 
remain loyal to the Tsar.
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As a result, in the autumn when troops returned the Tsar and his ministers did regain 
their full control mainly by acting with terrible force, especially against the soviets, 
the workers and peasants.  Bloody reprisals went on for months and thousands were 
killed and imprisoned.

The creation of the October Manifesto issued a decree (law) granting a Duma 
(Parliament) and some civil rights - though the Tsar gave in on nothing else, despite 
the uproar continuing throughout Russia for months.  

Source 2: Bloody Sunday, 22nd January 1905

The October Manifesto

This promised changes and some political rights for the people. These included;

• An elected duma (parliament)

• All Russian men to have the vote

• All laws to be approved by the Duma

• Civil rights such as free speech and the right to hold meetings

• The right to form political parties

• Uncensored newspapers
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Growth of opposition

There were many people in Russia who did not like the way the Tsar governed the 
Empire. They believed there were better ways of running the country and improving the 
living conditions of the people. By the early 1900s a number of groups had emerged 
who opposed the Tsar.

The Liberals (Kadets)
Beliefs: All of these wanted democracy, which they regarded as the world’s most 
modern form of government.  They wanted the Duma to be like the British Parliament, 
with the right to make laws and to form the government.  This would mean that the 
Tsar would become a constitutional monarch with little power, like his cousin King 
George V of Great Britain.  Some of the Liberals wanted to do away with the Tsar 
altogether and to have a president instead.  As the Tsar was not going to give up 
any of his powers, the Liberals were forced to believe in bringing about democracy 
through revolution.  The Liberals believed in reforming Russia by improving working 
conditions for the working classes and giving the peasants more rights (but not of 
course by confiscating the land from its current owners).  

Support: The supporters of the Liberals were mostly the educated middle classes - 
owners of businesses, professional people and so on - and many of the upper-class 
gentry.  The Liberals were very well represented in the Duma.

Leadership and Organisation: The main Kadet leaders were Prince Lvov and 
Professor Miliukov.  The Liberals were well organised, being from the intelligentsia 
of articulate and politically-aware professional classes.  Their organisation was 
democratic.

The Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs)
Beliefs: The SRs were by far the largest revolutionary group, finding their support 
mostly among Russia’s peasants.  They wanted to overthrow the Tsar, to confiscate 
the land from the upper classes and to give each peasant family a farm.  Otherwise 
their policies were rather vague, though they did want a lot of changes towards a more 
equal society.  The more moderate right wing SRs were in favour of democracy and a 
slower rate of change, while the more radical (extreme), left-wing SRs were in favour 
of violent and immediate revolutionary change.  

Support:  This came largely from the peasants in the countryside, although quite a 
lot of industrial workers and intellectuals in the towns supported them too.  The SRs 
were quite well represented in the Duma.
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Leadership and Organisation: SRs were not at all well organised and their leaders 
were not very prominent.  One of the best known was Alexander Kerensky, a moderate 
SR and a lawyer from Simbirsk.

The Social Democratic Party

This Marxist political party had split in 1903 into two groups, the Mensheviks and 
the Bolsheviks, who strongly disagreed with one another.  Both Mensheviks and 
Bolsheviks were Marxists.  The Mensheviks were much more numerous than the 
Bolsheviks.

The Bolsheviks
Beliefs: It believed in the ideas of Karl Marx (1818-1883), which Lenin (its main leader) 
had developed further.

Support:  The Bolsheviks’ support was very limited, coming from a minority of industrial 
workers and middle-class intellectuals.  They were the smallest party in the Duma.

Leaders: Lenin, Zinoviev, Kamenev, Stalin.   Lenin was a very ruthless and dominant 
leader.  Trotsky was closely connected to the Bolsheviks but was not actually a 
member of the party.  The Bolsheviks were exceptionally well-organised in a very 
tight, undemocratic way.

The Mensheviks
Beliefs: The Mensheviks also believed in Marxist ideas, but there were differences 
between them and the Bolsheviks:

1. The Mensheviks did not believe in such a tightly-organised band of revolutionaries as 
the Bolsheviks did.  They preferred a looser organisation and a larger membership.

2. The Mensheviks were not so keen on a violent seizure of power as the Bolsheviks.  
They preferred working through democratic elections to come to power.

3. The Mensheviks did not see the need to win over the peasants.

Support:  Menshevik support came mostly from the working classes and middle class 
intellectuals in the cities.  They were not very well represented in the Duma.

Leaders: The leaders, not terribly ruthless or inspiring, were Martov and Dan.



  

The Voyages of Discovery and  2A. Russia in Transition, 1905-1924

10

Increasing unpopularity of the monarchy

The Tsar survived the 1905 Revolution with the opportunity to make changes and to 
carry out the promises he had made.  The Tsar, however, learned no lessons from the 
1905 Revolution. He became even more hostile to change. The Tsar took steps to limit 
the power of the Duma. The first Duma was elected in March 1906 but just lasted 75 
days. He quickly passed the Fundamental Laws which restored his autocratic powers. 
He also changed the voting system to ensure the richest 1% of Russians elected two-
thirds of the representatives. Subsequent Duma were supportive of the Tsar, even 
though the people were increasingly not.

With the promises of the October Manifesto broken, wages remaining low and working 
and living conditions very poor, a wave of strikes took place. In 1912, troops shot dead 
200 strikers at the Lena goldfields. There was also a general strike in St. Petersburg 
in July 1914. The Tsar’s popularity was declining.

Stolypin’s reforms

The Tsar managed to stay in power for another twelve years before he was forced to 
abdicate in 1917. 

He appointed Peter Stolypin as Prime Minister to deal with this. Stolypin had a 
reputation for being tough. Below are listed some of his policies:

• Military courts, which could sentence and hang someone on the spot. 

• Everybody had to carry internal passports

• Freedom of the press had been guaranteed in 1905, but newspapers were often 
fined for writing articles offending the government.

• Set up a peasants’ bank to provide loans for peasants to buy up land from less 
enterprising peasants. A new class of prosperous landowning peasants known as 
Kulaks.

• The Tsar kept ignoring the new Duma.  The Fundamental Laws were passed and 
meant that the Duma had no right to make laws, only to be consulted by the Tsar 
if he wished.  Whenever the Duma became awkward or too demanding, Nicholas 
would dissolve it and call another one later.  

In 1911, Stolypin was assassinated. The Tsar had lost the only strong minister he had. 
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The influence of Rasputin

Into the void left by Stolypin’s death came the growing influence of Gregory Rasputin. 
This wandering monk came to exercise great influence over the Tsar and Tsarina, who 
believed that his mystical powers could help to control the haemophilia of their son, 
the Tsarevich Alexis, heir to the throne. The son of a Siberian peasant, the ambiguous 
and charismatic Gregory Efimovich became a holy man.  However, his wild behaviour, 
such as heavy drinking, earned him the name ‘Rasputin’ (which means ‘immoral’ or 
‘disreputable one’).  From 1905 onwards his influence over the Tsar was huge, due 
to the fact that he could ‘cure’ Tsarevich Alexis.  The Tsarina became heavily reliant 
on Rasputin especially during 1915 onwards when she was left in charge, as the Tsar 
co-ordinated the War. Rasputin was hated by the Russian elite especially as during 
the World War One period he even gave advice on who the Tsar should appoint.  As 
his influence grew so did corruption.   

Source 3: Rasputin
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Key Question 2: The impact of the First World War, 1914-1917
How did the First World War affect Russia?

Clearly there was not a revolutionary situation in 1914. The Tsar maintained control, 
even if only precariously.  In order to stay in power the Tsar needed to ensure that 
he maintained his methods of control, especially the army. However, by 1917 the 
situation was very different.  

The Russian people and their Tsar did not want war, but the people seemed united 
in an outburst of patriotic emotion and support for the Tsar when war did start in July 
1914.  All the opposition parties eagerly supported the war effort, with the exception 
of the Bolsheviks who urged the people, in vain, to fight against the Tsar rather than 
against the Germans.  Few took any notice of this call.  Hatred of things German 
became commonplace and as a result the Tsar renamed the capital Petrograd instead 
of St Petersburg, which he considered too German.  

The government (the Duma) was in overall charge, co-ordinating the war effort and 
ensuring that the whole of Russia, particularly Russian industry, was geared up to 
providing what was needed for war.  This was not successfully done.  Much military 
equipment was in short supply.  Even ammunition, rifles, barbed wire and machine 
guns had to be rationed at the front. There were not enough uniforms and boots to go 
round.  

The outbreak of war

Russia entered the First World War in 1914 with great expectations of success. 
Many believed that the sheer size of the Russian armies would be too strong for both 
Germany and Austria-Hungary. However, such optimism was soon to evaporate.

Initial success and later military failings

In the autumn of 1914 after two military defeats at Tannerberg and Masurian Lakes 
over 250,000 Russians were killed, captured or wounded. The government’s credibility 
suffered even further because of such scandalous inefficiency and corruption. In June 
1916 the army started a huge new offensive, the Brusilov Offensive, which was  at first 
a crushing victory over the Austrian army and raised Russian morale after so much 
disaster, even at a cost of half a million more lives.  Yet in the succeeding months 
it was not followed up by further advances because large-scale reserve troops and 
supplies could not be properly organised.
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Incompetent military leadership

The army too was not really up to the task of fighting such a war. There were plenty 
of good generals in the army but they were not always listened to as everything 
depended on the will of the Tsar and his advisers, who were too inflexible to meet the 
demands of modern warfare.  Initially the Tsar’s uncle, Grand Duke Nicholas, was 
Commander-in-Chief simply because he was the Tsar’s uncle; but then as mentioned 
before, the Tsar took over himself.  After some initial successes the Russian army was 
pushed back by the German and Austrian armies and by 1915 the terrible experience 
of trench warfare had begun.  During these years there were eight million casualties, 
including one and a half million dead.

The army was allowed by the Tsar not only to fight the war but also to control other 
aspects of Russian life. It actually ruled large parts of Russia near the war zone, 
including Petrograd, with great severity and inefficiency, creating great discontent 
amongst the people. It was also given control over the railway system which it ran 
purely for the benefit of troop and supply movements rather than for the overall war 
effort. Trains would stand idle at the front, holding up the transport of much needed 
resources for industry and of food for the civilian population, causing intense ill-feeling 
and discontent.

The role of the royal family

The Tsarina turned the Winter Palace into a hospital for wounded soldiers where she and 
her daughters, the four grand duchesses, bravely nursed the most gruesome cases.  
However neither of them took good advice about how to improve the government and 
they remained absolutely determined to change nothing and to keep their absolute 
power intact. Their ministers, inefficient and lacking in talent, were often replaced 
within a short time by even more incompetents. In 1915 the Tsar, under pressure, did 
appoint a team of better ministers but they did not last for long.  

When the Tsar became the Commander in Chief in August 1915 it turned out to be a 
fatal mistake as he was weak and ineffective.  But it also had another knock on effect 
as the Tsar left the Tsarina in charge of running the government.  She (as we know) 
relied heavily on Rasputin and his ideas.  As his power increased, the good ministers 
were dismissed and a succession of nonentities, suggested by “our friend”, was put 
in charge. 

Alexandra, always disliked by all sections of Russian society, was increasingly 
detested as “the German woman” and was considered by many to be spying for the 
enemy.  Basically the government was not running the war effort well and the Tsar, 
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after an initial outburst of support, was gradually becoming totally isolated from his 
own people.  He could blame no one but himself and his wife.

Growing hardship at home

The war had a huge impact upon conditions in Russia, with 15 million men drafted 
into the army, there weren’t enough men to run the factories and land. By 1915 600 
factories had closed down.  The government’s response was to print more money, 
which caused the rouble to lose its value and resulted in a 400% rise in inflation. 

The situation now began to deteriorate swiftly during the hard winter, with temperatures 
dropping to 35ºc below freezing.  The slaughter continued on the war front as the 
Russian armies retreated from the Germans and Austrians.  Another offensive was 
impossible in the poor state of the war effort and defeat could soon mean surrender.  
Many of the soldiers were demoralised but harsh discipline kept them in order at the 
front.  The civilian population too was demoralised by the dreadful casualty rate which 
affected every family throughout the land.

In the towns, especially in Petrograd, discontent was now flaring up into open 
opposition.  There the shortages of coal, wood, candles, oil and, above all, food, 
were most serious.  The failure of the farms of Russia to produce enough grain was 
made worse by the failure of the railway system, under military control, to get food to 
the cities.  There is nothing like a shortage of food to turn even normally respectable 
people into demonstrators, strikers and rioters.  During the winter demonstrations 
erupted more often than usual into violent riots.

In late 1916 industrial unrest began to spread, fostered not only by Russian 
revolutionary groups but by German agents and German money.  The SRs, Mensheviks 
and Bolsheviks were hard at work, taking every opportunity to increase the level of 
discontent.   

The Liberals too were busily making more demands upon the Tsar to introduce 
more democratic changes and were successfully spreading rumours to discredit the 
government.   The people’s loyalty to the Tsar had been completely broken but, beyond 
that, there was no agreement about what should happen next.   All the parties seem to 
have been putting their faith in the Duma, demanding more loudly that the Tsar should 
give it power.  Only the Bolsheviks, whose leaders in any case were still in exile, had 
no faith in the Duma.

To everyone’s delight Rasputin was murdered - by Russia’s wealthiest aristocrat, 
Prince Yusupov and his friends, including even members of the Imperial family.  They 
were hoping to save the monarchy by removing his evil influence, but the Tsar and 
Tsarina totally refused to change their ways.  
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Completely isolated from the bulk of the population, The Tsar and Tsarina failed to 
appreciate the level of discontent and clung to the use of force to quell it.  The army 
was still in control of the capital, antagonising its inhabitants as usual and crushing 
demonstrations and strikes when they turned into riots.  As long as the army remained 
obedient to the monarchy, Nicholas was safe and confident.  Ordering the shooting of 
rioters was nothing new to the Tsar.

Growth in opposition

Political opposition also had a place in Russia’s war effort.  The whole hospital service, 
much expanded by war casualties, was run on a voluntary basis.  All over Russia the 
leadership of this effort was taken over by leading Liberal members of the Duma and 
of Russia’s county councils, which also set up all sorts of popular relief organisations.  

In 1915 the Tsar set up the National Defence Council to help run war industries, fuel, 
food production and distribution and so on.  This was a vitally important and successful 
organisation and leading Duma politicians were its most prominent members. 

It was the Liberals who gained most by these developments. This led to a new found 
confidence within this group who saw their opportunity and began to demand that 
the Tsar should appoint ministers who had the Duma’s approval. Nicholas of course 
ignored their demands and even dismissed some ministers who had the Duma’s 
support. 

Source 4: Russian troops during the First World War

By the autumn of 1916 the war was going badly and the Russian people were trying 
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to cope with the immense burdens of defeat, the slaughter of millions of their soldiers, 
the shortages, hardships and dreariness of life.  The opposition parties saw this as an 
opportunity to spread discontent and to undermine the Tsar and his system.  However 
in the early stages they could do little to protest because the government kept such 
tight control.  At this time the Tsar reconvened the Duma and decided to address it 
personally to raise morale.  He made a good impression and his appeal was well-
received.  This decision was apparently taken on the advice of Rasputin who could 
see that the Tsar needed to keep the support of his people.  He also wisely advised 
the Tsar to give orders for priority to be given to food trains to the cities.  There was of 
course much resentment, despair and desolation, but little open opposition.

Key Question 3: The 1917 Revolutions
What were the main features and consequences of the 1917 
revolutions?

The main events of February 1917

By February 1917, events hit breaking point. The 23rd February 1917 was International 
Women’s Day, and a group of women marched through Petrograd in protest about 
the current food conditions.  They were soon joined by 90,000 other protestors.  The 
president of the Duma, Michael Rodzianko, sent a telegram to the Tsar informing him 
that the “situation is serious. The capital is in a state of anarchy” 

By 26th February, over 250,000 workers were on strike.  The Duma reconvened and 
immediately began to disagree within itself.  Most Liberals demanded that the Tsar set 
up a new ministry made up of Duma members but Alexander Kerensky, the SR leader, 
made an impassioned speech demanding the Tsar’s abdication.  

Nicholas, incensed by the demands of Duma leaders, dissolved the Duma. The next 
day in response to the demonstrations and the Tsar’s stubbornness 12 members of the 
Duma met to form a committee to take over the government. They called themselves 
the Provisional Government.  At the same time representatives of the workers and 
strikers met and re-formed the Petrograd Soviet (which had originally met during the 
1905 revolution.)

The Tsar’s response was to send in the army to clear the disputes.  For the first time 
the troops of the capital, mostly young, new recruits not used to strong discipline and 
to shooting people, refused to fire on the people.  Instead many mutinied and shot 
their own officers, even the Tsar’s own imperial guard. The crowds released the Tsar’s 
political prisoners - less than a hundred of them - from the Peter and Paul Fortress.  



  

The Voyages of Discovery and  2A. Russia in Transition, 1905-1924

17

The Tsar’s authority suddenly disappeared as the soldiers changed sides.

Tsar Nicholas, attempted to make his way back to Petrograd, but found himself diverted 
to Pskov.  Everyone was calling for his abdication; even his mother, the Dowager 
Empress Maria, visited her son and urged him to give in.  There was one exception 
to this, the Tsar’s wife who was the only one to encourage him to fight on; she wrote:

“This is a hooligan movement.  Young people run and shout that there is no bread simply to create 
excitement, along with workers who prevent others from working.  If the weather were very cold they 
would probably all stay at home.  But all this will pass and will become calm, if only the Duma will 
behave itself”.

However, her words did not ring true. In the end Nicholas abdicated, first of all in 
favour of his son and then, on second thoughts as Alexis was too ill, in favour of his 
brother, Grand Duke Michael, who then abdicated 24 hours later. The Tsar had to 
admit that the Romanov dynasty’s 304 years rule had been brought to an end and he 
handed over power to a Provisional Government of the Duma.  

Tsarist rule was now well and truly over but the revolution had only just begun.

The Provisional Government and abdication of the Tsar

The Tsar was now removed from power, and placed under house arrest.  A new 
system of government was starting to develop. However, Russia’s problems didn’t 
disappear and by November the Bolshevik party (who had not had a major role to play 
in the Tsar’s abdication because they were a small party) had seized power and ruled 
Russia on their own. What caused or allowed this to happen? 

As mentioned in the previous section the Duma has appointed several of its members 
of be a Provisional Government; this met in the right wing of the Tauride Palace in the 
middle of Petrograd. It was known as provisional (temporary) because it was expected 
not to last long but only until Russia’s future was sorted out.  This would be done by a 
National Assembly whose job would be to set up a proper permanent democracy for 
Russia, to bring stability and order to the country and to take over from the Provisional 
Government.  Elections were announced for the National Assembly, to take place in 
November 1917.  

The Provisional Government was led by Prince Lvov, and the war minister was 
the talented and energetic Miliukov, who was virtually the leader of the Provisional 
Government.  Both were Liberals.  The Minister of Justice was Alexander Kerensky, 
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the moderate SR. Whilst they didn’t intend to change lots of things, they did introduce 
a number of popular measures: 

• Political prisoners were released

• Revolutionary exiles were allowed to return

• Free speech and the press were allowed

• 8 hour working day for industrial workers

• Okhrana was abolished

• Equality was announced for all

• A statement that the new Russian parliament was to be elected by all

On the very same day that the Provisional Government was formed, another important 
organisation came into being, the Petrograd Committee of Workers and Soldiers, 
usually known by the Russian word for committee, Soviet. In truth it was this group 
that had the majority of the power.  Consisting of 3,000 elected members ranging from 
SR and Menshevik leaders, people from working class areas and army and navy units 
elected representatives to the Soviet.  Although it was an unofficial organisation, it had 
great power in Petrograd, and the Provisional Government could only make decisions 
and policies if the Soviet agreed.  For convenience the Soviet met in the left wing of 
the Tauride Palace, so that the two organisations could co-operate.  Only one man, 
Alexander Kerensky was a member both of the Provisional Government and of the 
Soviet.  This sharing of authority is known as Dual Power.

The very first order of the Petrograd Soviet was Order No. 1. This tried to remove the 
threat from the army by abolishing the power of officers over men, banning saluting 
and by setting up small soviets in each regiment to approve orders.  This also crucially 
gave the Soviet power over the army.  Below is an extract from Order No.1

Extract from Order No.1. Adapted from a source book of Russian History, vol. 3 by Vernadsky.

“Soviet of Workers and Soldiers Deputies has decided:

• In all companies, battalions, squadrons and separate branches of military service 
of all kinds on warships, committees…should be chosen immediately.

• The orders of…the State Duma (Provisional Government) should only be carried 
out….(when) they do not contradict the orders and decisions of the Soviet of 
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies.
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• All kinds of arms, such as rifles and machine guns, must be…under the control of 
the company and battalion committees and must not be handed over to officers 
even at their demand.

• …the addressing of officers with the title such as “Your Excellency”, “Your 
Honour”, etc. is to be abolished and these titles are replaced by…”Mr General”, 
“Mr Colonel” and so on…”

This was the situation at the very beginning of the period from March to November, 
1917.  Initially both groups worked well together, however as the Bolshevik presence 
started to grow within the Soviet the tension between the two started to develop.  

At this point, the situation of each political party was somewhat different. 

The Liberals
The Liberals were led formally by Prince Lvov but in reality by the more effective 
Miliukov, both leading members of the Duma.  They had a position of power because 
the new government of Russia was dominated by Liberals, although there were a few 
SR cabinet ministers too.  

The SR-Menshevik bloc
During 1917 the SRs and the Mensheviks co-operated with one another as their ideas 
were not so different.  The main SR leader was Alexander Kerensky and the main 
Menshevik leader was Tseretelli.  Together these two men had considerable power 
because they dominated the Soviet, an important organisation in Petrograd (see 
later).  They also had vast amounts of support in Russia, particularly the SRs who 
represented most of Russia’s peasants.  

The Bolsheviks
Lenin was the dominating leader of the party.  His party was tightly  organised and its 
members were not allowed to deviate from the leaderships’ orders or views.  These 
views were expressed in the party newspaper Pravda. Stalin and Kamenev, quickly 
made their way to Petrograd from their exile in Siberia when all political prisoners 
were released in the March Revolution.  

Leon Trotsky, who joined the Bolshevik Party in 1917 on his return from exile in New 
York, had previously been unattached to the Bolsheviks, although he shared their 
ideas and was to become Lenin’s right-hand man.  These men began to take charge 
of the party’s activities in the week following the March Revolution, but Lenin was 
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unable to join them.  He was still in exile in Switzerland, unable to return to Russia 
because of the Great War.  Accordingly, Lenin and his chief deputy, Zinoviev, were 
collected in a sealed train, transported secretly through Germany and deposited in 
Finland, whence they made their way to Petrograd. Bolshevik support was mainly to 
be found in the factory districts of Petrograd and among some intellectuals. They also 
had the support of the huge naval garrison at Kronstadt near Petrograd.  

At this early stage and over the next few months the revolutionary parties had to make 
and keep to important decisions.  Below are their attitudes and policies towards key 
issues.

The attitude to the Dual power and further revolution:

The Liberals: The Liberal’s strongest position was in the Provisional Government 
therefore they tried to make it work and to enhance its authority. They wanted no 
further revolution.

SRs Mensheviks: They were very strong in the Soviet having a large majority there.  
Although they still assumed that the Provisional Government was the legitimate 
government and had the right to rule - with their approval.  

The Bolsheviks: It was clear that Lenin intended to overthrow the government as 
soon as possible.  His policy was “All power to the Soviet”, as he hoped to gain a 
majority there.

Attitude to the National Assembly:

The Liberals: Assumed that the future National Assembly would stabilise Russia and 
set up the sort of democracy which they believed in so deeply.

SRs Mensheviks: They expected to win a majority in the National Assembly. They 
were prepared to wait until the National Assembly met before forming a government.  

The Bolsheviks: The Bolsheviks, not expecting to have many representatives in the 
National Assembly had no faith in it.  Lenin in particular wanted to take control by 
force whenever he got the chance, preferably before the National Assembly came into 
being.

Attitude towards War and Peace (The Provisional government wanted to 
continue to fight);

The Liberals: To continue the war as strongly as possible

SRs Mensheviks: To continue the war, although with some reluctance
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The Bolsheviks: Peace at all costs.

Attitudes to Land:

The Liberals: The Liberals believed that some, but not all the land, should be 
reallocated to the peasants.

SRs Mensheviks: They believed that land should be given to the peasants but only 
after the war was over. 

Bolsheviks: They believed that all land should be confiscated and shared out among 
the peasants at once.

Attitudes to the Workers:

The Liberals: The Liberals did not believe that business enterprises should be 
confiscated from their owners.  They believed in capitalism, private profit and enterprise.

SRs  and Mensheviks: They believed in nationalising the factories but wanted to wait 
until they formed a government under the National Assembly before doing this. 

The Bolsheviks: They called for all enterprises to be immediately confiscated and to 
be run by committees of workers under a system known as Workers’ Control.

The main events between February and October 1917

During the spring and early summer of 1917 the turmoil and excitement throughout 
Russia continued to increase and there were continuous demonstrations, public 
meetings, strikes, processions and propaganda campaigns from all sorts of parties 
and pressure groups seeking to influence public opinion and to work up support for 
the forthcoming elections of the National Assembly.  

While discontent was still at a high level, the new temporary system of Dual Power 
had not collapsed or lost its authority.  Most people accepted it and whenever events 
got out of hand the government would restore order.  

Alexander Kerensky, the popular and dynamic Minister of Justice and the link between 
the Duma and the Soviet, became more and more powerful.  In May he replaced the 
main Liberal leader, Miliukov, as Minister of War and in July he became Prime Minister 
in place of Prince Lvov. 

Kerensky was a most inspiring speaker, both in the Soviet and at public meetings.  
He believed in a large measure of reform and really wanted to bring in many changes 
to improve the lot of the peasants and workers.  He also believed passionately in 
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democracy.  

Kerensky soon realised that the main threat to his hopes for Russia was Lenin.  

As soon as he returned to Russia, Lenin made clear his views at the Finland station 
to the crowds especially organised by the Bolsheviks:

“I greet you, not knowing whether you believe the promises of the Provisional Government.  But they 
are deceiving you.  The people need peace;the people need bread;  the people need land.  We don’t 
need any government except the Soviet”. Lenin (April 1917)

Shortly afterwards Lenin, thinking and writing furiously as well as taking action, 
published his April Theses in which he laid down his main policies.  

They are as follows:

• There must be an end to the war

• The Bolsheviks would not give their support for the Provisional Government

• The soviets should work together to form a new government and push out the 
Provisional Government ( in other words a workers’ revolution to overthrow 
capitalism and the government)

• All land must be given over to the peasants

• All banks should be nationalised

Lenin was essentially telling the Bolsheviks to prepare for a new revolution; an idea 
that shocked many.  However Lenin’s speeches of ‘Peace, Bread and Land’ and ‘All 
power to the soviets’ proved very popular with the majority of the Russia people.  

Kerensky realised that this message was very dangerous, especially when it was 
spread by very able Bolshevik agitators among the workers.  Fortunately for Kerensky, 
he realised that the Bolsheviks had little support in the countryside, where the SRs 
had most influence.

Kerensky also realised that Lenin was dangerous as a ruthless and well-organised 
leader of a party of professional revolutionaries and that Lenin would stop at nothing 
to seize power from Kerensky himself.  He watched Lenin closely.

Perhaps the most crucial decision that Kerensky took at this time was the decision 
to go ahead with the war and also with a new offensive, in June-July 1917.  He was 
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being pressured strongly by the Allies, the British and French, to continue with the war 
and to pursue Russia’s duty as their ally.  The people’s attitude to war is difficult to 
define as it was so confused.  They had certainly been against the way the Tsar had 
run the war but most of them, as patriotic Russians, felt that the war had to be fought 
doggedly to the bitter end.  However, during 1917 this determination began to falter, 
especially after the failure of the Kerensky Offensive in July.  More and more people 
seemed to lose faith and interest in the war and to turn to peace.  The soldiers in the 
army, too, began to feel this for obvious reasons.  The people had had enough.  War 
weariness, hardships and, most of all, slaughter on a scale previously unheard of, had 
taken its toll.  This led to the July Days.

The July Days 1917
In June the Bolsheviks apparently planned to seize power by armed force but the 
Soviet leaders denounced them and they decided to cancel the operation.  They were 
not arrested.

In July came another incident. No-one knows who the original instigators were, but over 
100,000 Kronstadt sailors and some army units in Petrograd, long-term supporters of 
the Bolsheviks, were planning more demonstrations and a sort of coup d’etat which 
would result in the end of the Provisional Government.  

Naturally the Kronstadt sailors expected the Bolsheviks to be involved in the seizure 
of power.  However, whilst some approved of Bolshevik participation, Lenin preferred 
the ‘wait and see’ approach. They dared not tell this to the sailors, who went ahead 
with this armed demonstration under the Bolshevik slogan ‘All power to the Soviet’.  

The coup failed and the sailors dispersed; with 400 either killed or wounded. The 
whole affair was a shambles. The government had not collapsed and the coup had 
been mishandled. The chain of events became known as the July Days.

Source 5: The July Days

Now Kerensky ordered the arrest of the Bolshevik leaders and produced evidence that 



  

The Voyages of Discovery and  2A. Russia in Transition, 1905-1924

24

Lenin was a German agent. Lenin’s popularity sank to a low level among the workers 
and he and the other leaders fled. Lenin himself escaped to Finland disguised as a 
railway worker, whilst Trotsky and Kamenev were arrested. The importance of the 
‘July Days’ was that it led to, in the short term, the discrediting of the Bolsheviks.

It was after this event that Kerensky replaced Prince Lvov as prime Minster and 
it seemed that Kerensky’s popularity and confidence was growing. However, by 
September things had started to change.

The role of the Army - The Kornilov Affair
By the end of the summer Kerensky had seen that the army might be useful against 
his greatest enemies, the Bolsheviks. Therefore he appointed General Kornilov  as 
commander-in-chief in July 1917, with the hope of removing the influence of the 
Bolsheviks.  

However, instead of suppressing the revolutionaries, Kornilov attempted to overthrow 
the Provisional Government. Kornilov wanted to continue the war with Germany 
and felt that the government was being too interfering. He moved his army towards 
Petrograd and attempted his own armed coup (either to suppress the Bolsheviks and/
or to remove the government). Kornilov knew that Kerensky had no army to protect 
Petrograd; therefore he felt he had a good chance.

However, the coup failed. One of the main reasons this coup failed was due to Kornilov’s 
soldiers being unsympathetic to Kornilov’s ideas and when the railway workers held 
up the supplies to his troops they were even less inclined to go ahead with the coup. 

Although the coup was a failure its consequences are quite significant. As mentioned 
Kerensky did not have an army, therefore in order to crush the opposition from Kornilov 
he was convinced by the remaining Bolshevik leaders still in Petrograd to release 
Trotsky and Kamenev and hand arms to workers to defend the city from Kornilov.  This 
force became known as the Red Guard commanded by Trotsky, a vital addition to the 
growing power of the Bolsheviks. Eventually Kornilov was dismissed by Kerensky and 
his troops never reached the capital.  

As a result of this event the Bolsheviks gained the support of more and more workers; 
especially with the newspaper Pravda (meaning ‘truth’) promoting their cause.
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Source 6: General Kornilov

The October Revolution 

Somewhat confusingly, the October Revolution actually occurred in November. It’s 
known as the October Revolution due to the use of the Julian calendar at the time. For 
the purpose of consistency, we will use the modern calendar and the dates will relate 
to November.

During this period the three essential conditions for a revolutionary situation finally 
came into being. During the autumn period, violence in the countryside grew as 
peasants started to grab land from previous large landowners.  Indeed the discontent 
of many was growing more extreme, especially among the workers and especially 
as food shortages prevailed and another cold, hard winter lay ahead.  As a result 
Kerensky sent out ‘punishment expeditions’ but his main problem was finding troops 
who would help him as many sympathised with the peasants.  

In advance of the November elections for the National Assembly Kerensky called a 
Pre-Parliament (September) to try and show how unpopular the Bolsheviks were. 
However, the Bolsheviks just redoubled their efforts to win the revolution.  

In Lenin’s absence, the other Bolshevik leaders began to participate in the Pre-
Parliament, rejecting Lenin’s advice which was to have nothing to do with this parliament 
and to concentrate on seizing power by force.  Only when Lenin threatened to resign 
altogether did the other Bolshevik leaders walk out of the Pre-Parliament.  However, 
they were not easily won over to the idea of a forceful seizure of power; but with 
Trotsky increasingly supporting Lenin and their combined effort both in speaking and 
organising they managed to ‘win over’ the other leaders.
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By early October the Bolsheviks had a majority in the Soviets, having won the support 
of more workers from the Mensheviks.  The workers were becoming more extreme 
and even began to seize control of factories as the Bolsheviks suggested.  Many 
soldiers too, desperate for peace and land, became more demanding and voted for 
Bolshevik representatives to the Soviet.  Trotsky became the Soviet’s chairman.  

Only now did it become safe for Lenin to return from Finland, still in disguise in case 
Kerensky’s officials arrested him.  In early November he attended his party’s Central 
Committee meeting and, with Trotsky’s help, after hours of arguments they managed 
to win a decision to seize power at once.  The ordinary rank and file membership did 
not agree; but a decision had been made and the revolutionary wheels had started to 
turn.  Trotsky was made head of the Military Revolutionary Committee and drew up 
the plan of attack.

Below is a timeline of the key events.

Date Event
6th November Kerensky revealed to the Pre-Parliament 

the Bolshevik plans for an armed coup.  
He may well have had enough troops to 
suppress the Bolsheviks, especially as the 
Soviet now began to turn against them, 
but the Mensheviks in the Pre-Parliament 
were afraid to upset the ordinary rank and 
file Bolsheviks who might be won over.  
The Pre-Parliament did nothing.

7th November(2.00a.m) Bolshevik soldiers occupied Nicholas 
Station and the nearby square.  Other 
groups were ordered to take the Post 
Office, bridges, printers, waterworks and 
the power station.

3.30 a.m. The cruiser, Aurora under Bolshevik 
control, sailed up-river to the Nicholas 
Bridge, opposite the Winter Palace.

6.00 a.m Kronstadt sailors sent away the guards 
from the State Bank.
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7.00 a.m. Most telephone lines to the Winter Palace 
were cut off. Kerensky soon found that 
the troops he wanted did not arrive.  
There were barricades outside the Winter 
Palace but only women and cadets to 
guard it.

10.00 a.m. The Bolsheviks announced : 

“The Provisional Government is 
overthrown.  Power has passed into the 
hands of the Soviet Military Revolutionary 
Committee”.  A few minutes later, 
Kerensky borrowed an American car and 
left the  city to find some loyal troops.  He 
never returned, unable to find any soldiers 
to help him.  At this stage the authority of 
the government finally collapsed. 

All Day Throughout the day, the remaining 
ministers sat round a table on the second 
floor of the Winter Palace trying to decide 
what to do.

6.30 p.m. The Bolsheviks decided to send an 
ultimatum to the Palace, asking the 
ministers to surrender - or the Aurora 
would fire.

7.05 p.m. Ministers received the ultimatum but did 
not reply.

9.40 p.m The Aurora opened fire but did very 
little damage. Soon afterwards, some of 
the troops defending the Winter Palace 
decided to leave.  The Women’s Battalion 
was among them.

11.00 p.m. The guns in the Peter and Paul Fortress 
opened fire on the Palace, also doing 
virtually no damage.
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8th November

1.50 a.m.

The Palace was then “stormed”.  The 
ministers surrendered and were put 
under arrest.  In all, eighteen people were 
arrested; six soldiers were killed.  There 
was virtually no resistance.

The role of Lenin and Trotsky

Whilst the Winter Palace ‘Storming’ is under debate so is the role that Lenin played 
in the seizing of power.  Soviet writers tended to idolise his role, putting him as the 
central figure. However, other writers tend to emphasise other factors such as the 
unpopularity of the Provisional government, the continuation of the war and the 
importance of Trotsky. On the one hand, Lenin was the key character who pushed for 
the revolution; he was an inspirational speaker and leader. His propaganda writings 
also convinced many to the way of communism.  But on the other hand Lenin had to 
rely on the co-operation of other members of the party to put his ideas into practice; 
and key to this was Trotsky – president of the Soviet as well as the Red Guard army 
leader.

Source 7: Lenin and Trotsky
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The immediate consequences of revolution

The Bolsheviks and Lenin had promised the people of Russia bread, peace and land.  
Lenin knew that they had to deliver if they were to survive.  Although the Bolsheviks 
were, in theory, the Government of all Russia after October 1917, they only controlled 
the area between Petrograd and Moscow.  Even here they did not have the loyalty of 
the majority.  

Lenin set up the Council of People’s Commissars (The Sovnarkom). It issued its first 
set of decrees on 8th November, stressing the importance of peace with Germany.  

Lenin had promised a free election to the new Constituent Assembly and elections were 
held in 1917. The Bolsheviks didn’t win the majority and after only a day  meeting Lenin 
sent in the Red Guard to shut it down. It soon became obvious what the Bolsheviks 
intended to do and that the only way to remove them was by force.  

The Bolsheviks made several decisions and refused to compromise with other groups, 
causing millions of Russians to oppose them and making war inevitable.  

These decisions included:

1. THE ABOLITION OF THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY, NOVEMBER 1917

This was Russia’s first and last (until recently) freely elected Parliament which  
met shortly after the Revolution.  One quarter of its members were Bolsheviks.  Most 
of the rest were SRs. Lenin sent it packing after only one day.

2. THE BEGINNINGS OF A ONE - PARTY STATE, NOVEMBER - DECEMBER 
1917

Lenin immediately abolished the freedom of the press, began to eliminate other parties 
and to persecute the Church and priests very harshly.  In December 1917 he set up 
the Cheka, the secret police, to eliminate opposition.  The Polish communist, Felix 
Dzerzhinsky, believed by many Bolsheviks to be incorruptible, soon became hated 
and feared as its harsh leader.

3. ECONOMIC POLICY, DECEMBER 1917

(a) In agriculture Lenin issued the Decree on Land, confiscating all land and distributing 
it among the peasants.

(b) In industry Lenin issued the Decree on Workers’ Control, which confiscated all 
large enterprises and gave them to the workers.
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There was strong opposition inside Russia to the Bolsheviks and there were important 
outside interests determined to oppose them, including Britain, France and America.  
Soon a civil war broke out, one of the worst in the world’s history with roughly ten million 
deaths, many from starvation and disease.  The Mensheviks had dropped out of sight 
and the SRs were never really capable of organising large armies.  The Bolsheviks’ 
main enemies, therefore, were the Whites, a mixture of forces united only by their 
opposition to communism.  They included elements from the old Tsarist system and 
other political opponents of the Bolsheviks.

The biggest challenge to the Bolsheviks during this time was of course the internal 
conflict that they had to fight (civil war), therefore Lenin had to ensure that he had total 
control of both the peoples of the country but also the politics as well. 

Part of Lenin’s attempt to gain complete control was the signing of the Treaty of Brest-
Litovsk bringing an end to the war with Germany in March 1918. Despite considerable 
resistance to the treaty among the Bolsheviks Lenin was able to get his own way, 
arguing that peace with Germany was worthwhile at any price.  

Under this treaty, negotiated by Trotsky, Germany gained control of vast areas of 
Russian territory. The terms meant that Russia lost to the Germans:

• 25% of its population, 

• 30% of its railway system, 

• 35% of its wheat growing areas 

• 75% of its heavy industry, mostly in the Ukraine, Poland and the Baltic Provinces.  

The humiliating terms were accepted because the Bolsheviks had promised peace 
in their original promises to the people of Russia (think – April Thesis).  But mainly 
they accepted these terms because the White armies had to be dealt with without 
any distractions.  In theoretical terms if a Communist world revolution took place the 
treaty would be meaningless anyway.  Lenin realised that the millions of peasants 
and disillusioned soldiers were not interested in grand ideas, but would support any 
government that promised peace and land.  When Germany was defeated by the 
Allies in November 1918 the Germans were ordered under one of the terms of the 
Allied armistice to retreat from all their possessions in Russia.  

The real significance of the treaty was to allow Lenin to concentrate on defeating the 
opposition in Russia itself in the Civil War.
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Key Question 4: The civil war, 1918-1921
What were the main developments in Russia during the civil war?

The situation for the Bolsheviks when seizing power was very precarious. Below is 
a list of the key aspects you should have picked up on with regards to the early 
development of Bolshevik rule:

• The setting up of the Council of People’s Commissars (The Sovnarkom) 

• The new decrees that were passed, for example, the decree on Land and 
Worker’s control 

• The abolition of the National Assembly, November 1917

• Setting up of the Cheka (secret police)

• Treaty of Brest-Litovsk bringing an end to the war with Germany in March 1918.  

• Closing down of non-Bolshevik papers

However, it would seem that despite the efforts of Lenin and his new government 
there was still strong opposition to the Bolshevik rule, mainly coming from a group 
that would be banded together as the ‘Whites’.  Soon after their establishment civil 
war broke out. But why? Over the next few pages you will have to assess the reasons 
behind the Russian Civil War.

Causes of the Civil War

The Bolsheviks were convinced that to achieve perfect communism the removal of 
other political parties was essential. Decisions such as:

• The abolition of the National Assembly, November 1917

• The beginnings of a one-party state, November-December 1917

• Economic policy, December 1917

• Peace with Germany: Treaty of Brest - Litovsk
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Led to certain groups (other political groups, large landowners, businessmen) feeling 
excluded and wanting revenge.  The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk also meant that many 
Russians resented the Bolsheviks, however Lenin would not change his mind on this 
as he realised he could not fight the Germans as well as the Whites.  

During this time rival faction groups started to develop, under the banner of the “Whites” 
(called so because white was the traditional colour of the Tsar – though not all Whites 
wanted the Tsar’s return).

The Whites consisted of

• Monarchists – those who wanted to see the return of the Tsar

• Kerenskyists – those who wanted to see a return of the Constituent Assembly 
and parliamentary democracy.

• Land owners – those whose land had been seized under the Bolshevik decrees

• Foreign Countries – who feared the spread of communism

• The Czech Legion who had initially fought on the Russian side against Austria in 
the First World War but who now wanted their independence.  This situation was 
made worse when Bolshevik officials quarrelled with the Czech ex-prisoners of 
war on their way home from Vladivostok. These men took over the Trans-Siberian 
railway and marched to Moscow.

• Other nationalist and regional political groups - Including the Ukrainian nationalist 
Green Army, the Ukrainian anarchist Black Army and Black Guards, and warlords 
such as Ungern von Sternberg.

• Peasant armies – also known as the Greens.  This group had their own ideas, 
based around the defence of a peasant revolution. In many cases, Green armies 
were reasonably successful; for instance in Tambov, Tula and many other 
provinces, peasant bands destroyed railways, telegraphs and bridges, ransacked 
the Soviet military depots and ambushed passing Red Army units. However, it 
was not just the Reds who were targeted by the peasant armies, as Kolchak’s 
(one of the White leaders) eastern offensive was thwarted because of peasant 
armies and rebellions. 
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As a knock on effect of World War I and the revolutions that Russia had experienced, 
coupled with the devastating terms of the treaty of Brest- Litovsk, many Russians 
were experiencing long term hardship, with hunger and starvation still not being fully 
addressed by the Bolsheviks.  This was made worse by the implementation when the 
Civil War broke out of War Communism.

War Communism

War Communism had six principles:

1. Production should be run by the state. Private ownership should be kept to the 
minimum. Private houses were to be confiscated by the state.

2. State control was to be granted over the labour of every citizen. Once a military 
army had served its purpose, it would become a labour army.

3. The state should produce everything in its own undertakings. The state tried to 
control the activities of millions of peasants.

4. Extreme centralisation was introduced. The economic life of the area controlled 
by the Bolsheviks was put into the hands of just a few organisations. The most 
important one was the Supreme Economic Council. This had the right to confiscate 
and requisition. This frequently resulted in chronic inefficiency. The Commissariat 
of Transport controlled the railways. The Commissariat of Agriculture controlled 
what the peasants did.

5. The state attempted to become the sole distributor as well as the sole producer. 
The people were divided into four categories – manual workers in harmful trades, 
workers who performed hard physical labour, workers in light tasks/housewives 
and professional people. Food was distributed on a 4:3:2:1 ratio. On July 20th 
1918, the Bolsheviks decided that all surplus food had to be surrendered to the 
state. The policy of having to hand over surplus food caused huge resentment 
in the countryside, especially as Lenin had promised “all land to the people” pre-
November 1917. 

6. War Communism attempted to abolish money as a means of exchange. The 
Bolsheviks wanted to go over to a system of a natural economy in which all 
transactions were carried out in kind. Effectively, bartering would be introduced. By 
1921, the value of the rouble had dropped massively and inflation had markedly 
increased. The government’s revenue raising ability was chronically poor, as it had 
abolished most taxes. The only tax allowed was the ‘Extraordinary Revolutionary 
Tax’, which was targeted at the rich and not the workers.



  

The Voyages of Discovery and  2A. Russia in Transition, 1905-1924

34

Growing discontent led to demonstrations in streets which sometimes led to violence 
and general social unrest.

Intervention of foreign powers

The White army, though commanded by the former generals of the Tsar, did receive 
some help from foreign powers, primarily Britain, the USA, France and Japan.  
However, whilst the Allied powers were stationed in Russia, they were relatively small, 
for example no more than 15,000 French, British and American troops in the north of 
Russia. 

Some Allied politicians, most notably Winston Churchill of Britain and Marshall Foch 
of France, supported the use of their troops in Russia as a way of getting rid of the 
Bolsheviks altogether but they were overruled by others who simply wanted Bolshevism 
to be contained in Russia. 

However, the Western powers were too exhausted and preoccupied with the defeat of 
Germany to do much for the Whites.  Their help was limited and there was very little 
direct military intervention, although Allied supplies were important to the Whites.

The Allies feared communism and revolution, which led to them also fearing Bolshevism 
spreading to their own troops. French forces in the south of Russia had a terrible 
habit of shooting their own officers and had to be withdrawn. In general, the Western 
intervention in the Russian civil war was feeble and unenthusiastic.

The Bolsheviks received no outside help; this was for a number of reasons ranging 
from the Allies being angry at the Russian peace with Germany through to a fear of 
the spread of Communism. In fact some took advantage of the warring situation. 

In 1920 the Poles, with French support, took advantage of the chaos of the Civil 
War to launch a surprise attack and capture Kiev.  A counter-attack by the Red Army 
pushed them back but they then suffered a heavy defeat in the Battle of Warsaw.  In 
the end a treaty was signed (Treaty of Riga) in which Russia was forced to sign away 
130,000 km of territory to Poland; they also had to surrender works of art and other 
Polish national treasure which had been taken. 

Role of the White Generals

The Whites were led by military men - Generals and Admirals - not by political leaders.  
However, they lacked an outstanding figure to inspire them and galvanise opposition to 
the Bolsheviks. The White leadership was drawn mainly from former Tsarist generals, 
who despite being successful in the early stages of the war in 1919, were, in the 
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main, not well led. The most important of the Generals were Denikin in the South and 
Yudenich in the West, and Admiral Kolchak in the East. 

Kolchak seems to have been the least effective. He was not completely in control and, 
at a lower level, many White officers set a bad example often being drunk and prone 
to corruption.  By the spring of 1919 he had managed to lead a successful invasion of 
Eastern Russia and advanced as far as Kazan.

Denikin - From his position in the south of Russia, General Denikin advanced 
northwards in May 1919.  By October 1919 he was within 200 miles from Moscow.  
A strong counter-attack by the Red Army forced him to retreat.  He was unable to 
stop the Bolshevik invasion of the Crimea and evacuated his troops along with large 
numbers of civilians.  The lack of peasant support for Deniken, and more importantly 
peasant revolts behind his lines cutting communications, damaged the effectiveness 
of his White forces.

Yudenich - In the west, Yudenich got within 30 miles of Petrograd by October 1919, 
forcing Lenin to consider evacuating the city, but Trotsky held firm and drove off the 
White army.

More effective White leadership was provided, for example, by General  Wrangel who 
took over from General Denikin but who came too late to save the Whites.   In June 
1920, he led an attack in the south hoping to link up with an invading Polish army but 
he was forced to withdraw his forces.  

Role of the Red Army

Leon Trotsky was by far the most important of the Bolsheviks’ military leaders. Trotsky 
was appointed Commissar for War by Lenin from 1918.  He created a new army, the 
Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army early in 1918 out of extremely diverse groups.  
Trotsky was a brilliant leader, a superb organiser and general, setting up a clear chain 
of command.  His energy and oratory helped to restore discipline and some degree of 
professionalism.

He visited fronts in his special armoured train, which included a garage and a radio 
station, commanding the Red Army, ordering executions for failures, promotions for 
success, arranging supplies and encouraging troops to even greater efforts.  He even 
set up schools for promising young soldiers to be commanders.

The Red Army also had many good generals including Frunze, Chapayev, 
Tukhachevsky and Voroshilov. As leader of the Red Army Trotsky was determined to 
push through unpopular measures, including the recruitment of former Tsarist officers 
as “military specialists”.  
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Trotsky did exactly what he thought necessary to ensure a Bolshevik victory, even 
when it brought him into conflict with other Bolshevik leaders.  The Bolsheviks gave 
the retention of power overriding priority in their struggle.  There were some divisions 
between Trotsky and Stalin, but they were short-lived. 

Stalin as Commissar for Nationalities, although less important than Lenin and Trotsky, 
played an important if extremely brutal role in putting down the minority national groups 
of the former Tsarist Empire who endangered the Bolshevik Government, for example 
in Georgia.  He also played an important role in the south of Russia, successfully 
holding Tsaritsyn which was important for grain supplies.  The city was re-named 
Stalingrad in 1925.

Size & Quality of the Army
In March 1918 Trotsky was made Chairman of the Supreme War Council and set 
about reorganising the Red Army.  Trotsky was able to conscript workers aged 18 to 
40 from factories bringing about a rapid and dramatic growth in the size of the Red 
Army from half a million in April 1919 to five million by June 1920. The army was 
turned into a ferocious, disciplined, mobile and highly effective fighting force, united 
and with none of the internal bickering of their opponents.

Trotsky abolished the election of officers started in late 1917 and set up a central 
command which in turn placed Soviets (or councils) in charge of each army, but always 
under his strict overall control. Trotsky was ruthless and determined to push through 
unpopular measures, the most controversial of which was the employment of 48,000 
former Tsarist officers as military specialists.  These made up four fifths of Red Army 
officers and made a significant contribution to the success of the Bolsheviks.

Control of the Army
Ill-discipline had been a characteristic of the Old Russian Army and therefore Trotsky 
worked hard to change this.  The presence of 180,000 party officials or political 
commissars, all reliable party members, stiffened discipline.  Their role was to watch 
loyalty, boost morale and efficiency and explain government policies.  

Many of the Political Commissars played an important role, enforcing harsh discipline, 
and instilling a fighting spirit through firing squads.  Each former Tsarist military specialist 
was supervised very carefully by a political commissar.  Their families were often held 
hostage by the Bolsheviks.  Each unit in the Red Army came to be managed by a dual 
leadership of military commander and political commissar, with the latter even having 
the power to command the military authorities.
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Source 8: Trotsky and the Red Army

Murder of the royal family

After his abdication in March 1917, the Tsar and his family were put under house 
arrest for their safety.  They were moved to several different locations before settling 
in Ekaterinburg in the Urals.  Here they were held by the Reds, as the Tsar presented 
a continuing problem for the Reds as:

• If he escaped he might unite the White forces

• If executed he would become a martyr

The threat appears to have become too great in July 1918 as white forces closed 
in on Ekaterinberg, members of the local Cheka decided to execute the Romanovs.  
According to accounts written at the time, on the night of July 17th, the whole Royal 
party (Nicholas, Alexandra, Alexis, the 4 daughters and 3 servants) were taken into 
the basement of the Ipatiev house, lined up against a wall and shot.  The Tsar and 
his wife died quickly, but the daughters who had jewels sewn into their corsets which 
deflected the bullets, had to be finished off with bayonets.

What happed to the bodies next became a mystery, as both the Reds and the Whites 
offered conflicting versions of the events, some even claiming that the members of 
the Royal family were still alive.  It was not until 1994 that a team of Russian Forensic 
Pathologists could actually put forward a complete view of what happened.  

It appears that after having been executed in the basement room, the bodies were 
taken to an abandoned mine twenty miles away, where they were dismembered 
and disfigured using acid.  They were then thrown into the mine followed by several 
grenades, in an attempt to collapse the mine and bury the bodies.  However, this was 
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unsuccessful and therefore the bodies had to be reclaimed and moved.  They were 
loaded on a lorry, which became bogged down in a swamp on its journey, and so the 
remains were buried right there.  It was this burial pit which was opened in 1991 to 
reveal the remains of nine of the eleven victims of the execution.  Using the DNA and 
dental records, the scientists were able to identify conclusively: 

1) Nicholas II

2) Alexandra

3) Tatiana

4) Olga

5) Anastasia

6) Demidova the maid

7) Two male servants

8) Dr. Botkin ( the Royal physician)

The remains of the Prince Alexis and the Grand Duchess Maria have yet to be found, 
but having been shot, bayoneted and burnt with acid, scientists believe both are dead.  

Reasons for the victory of the Reds

Political leadership (Lenin) 

Lenin provided extremely effective and confident political leadership.  Lenin was in 
total political control.  He forced the signing of the Treaty of Brest- Litovsk, which he 
then imposed on all other Bolsheviks.  Lenin concentrated on economic and political 
problems, leaving Trotsky to handle the civil war itself.  Lenin’s firmness helped to win 
the day. 

Military Leadership (see above)

Size & Quality of the Army (see above)

Control of the Army (see above)

Morale and discipline

Good morale was maintained in the Red Army, helped by the inspiring and extremely 
strict leadership of Trotsky.  Trotsky realised the importance of the railways and used 



  

The Voyages of Discovery and  2A. Russia in Transition, 1905-1924

39

them to be able to deliver speeches to improve morale.  

Successes in the civil war in late 1919 and 1920 clearly helped to maintain and increase 
morale.  The Red Army seems not to have suffered damaging internal bickering which 
the Whites experienced, and were driven by a fanatical unity of purpose, especially 
amongst the leadership.  

The following passage reveals the kind of morale that helped the Red Army to win the 
Civil War.  It was taken from Arthur Ransome who spent six weeks in Russia in early 
1919.  He reports what he was told by a Bolshevik official in charge of the all-important 
railway and road system.

“All the time the needs of war are pressing on us.  Today is the first day for two months that we 
have been able to warm this building.  We have been working here in overcoats and fur hats in a 
temperature below freezing.  Why?  Wood was already on its way to us, when we suddenly had to 
throw troops northwards.  Our wood had to be flung out of the wagons, and the Red Army put in its 
place, and the wagons sent north again.  The thing had to be done, and we had to work as best we 
could in the cold.  I have lost the use of my right hand because of the cold”.

Very strong discipline was enforced with frequent use of firing squads to maintain 
order and spur the Red Army soldiers on, even when at times battles were fought 
barefoot.  Desertion was punished with the death penalty.

Economic resources
The Bolsheviks controlled the railway network, which they expanded and which was 
a very great advantage over the Whites.

They also controlled Russia’s most important and largest cities, Petrograd and Moscow.  
They controlled most of Russia’s industry, under the Decree on Nationalisation which 
was a very important advantage.  A new body, the Vesenkha (the Supreme Council of 
National Economy) was set up to decide what each industry should produce.  Strict 
discipline was introduced to the workers, trade unions were banned and death penalty 
was introduced for those who went on strike. However, there were a lack of workers 
due to war and as a result the Bolsheviks resorted to drastic measures and had to 
prevent people from leaving the cities.  

To win the Civil War Lenin needed to keep the Red Army happy; the easiest way to 
do this was to keep up the supplies of food and weapons. Therefore they introduced 
a policy of War Communism in the summer of 1918.  This policy operated from 1918-
1921 and gave state control over all aspects of the economy; as a result normal 
economic life came to an end as the army’s needs became the priority.  
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This involved the Cheka (secret police) and detachments of workers confiscating the 
food produced by the peasants with great brutality.  This was used to feed the Red 
Army and the cities which was vital for success in the civil war.  

However, whilst this was a success for the army it caused widespread discontent 
throughout many of the peasants.  Many refused to co-operate and Lenin ordered 
requisition squads headed by the Cheka to seize surplus food – those found guilty of 
having extra food were severely punished.  To overcome this issue many peasants 
grew less food (only enough for their families) and by 1920 grain harvests produced 
only half of that of 1913.  This resulted in great famine.  

To ensure not all suffered rationing was introduced in the towns, although this always 
favoured workers and soldiers. War Communism did tighten the government’s control 
on industry but it did not lead to economic growth.  

Strategic Position
The Bolsheviks held the central region of Russia including Moscow  and Petrograd.  
The Bolsheviks therefore had to defend a single area, enjoying control of the interior 
and centralised lines of communication.  Their control of the rail network meant that 
campaigns tended to be fought along railway routes.  They used the railways to 
transport Red troops from one front to another at very short notice, making the Red 
Army highly mobile and effective.

Controlling the people (The Red Terror)
In December 1917 Lenin created the Extraordinary Commission for the Struggle 
Against Counter-Revolution, Sabotage and Speculation. These became known as 
the secret police – the Cheka. In charge of the Cheka was Felix Dzerzhinsky, a Polish 
communist, who was reputed to be incorruptible and devoted to the cause.  The 
Cheka established its permanent headquarters in the offices of the former insurance 
company in Lubyanka Street, Moscow.  

The main aim of the Cheka was to arrest, torture and execute anyone who opposed 
or even disobeyed the Bolsheviks. The Party and the Cheka did their work very 
effectively, and by early 1918 there were Cheka detachments all over Bolshevik-
controlled Russia. When in August 1918 a social revolutionary called Fanya Kaplan 
shot Lenin three times at close range (and in the same month the chairman of the 
Petrograd Cheka was assassinated) the Cheka stepped up their terror campaign; 
resulting in what became known as the Red Terror.

From this point on the Cheka dealt with whole sections of the community, carrying 
out mass executions and imprisonments, not only of opponents but of those whom 
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the Cheka thought might become opponents including former officers, landowners, 
prosperous farmers, priests, lawyers etc. Hundreds were killed in the Red Terror, 
including the Tsar and his family.  

During late 1918 the Cheka became even more extreme, with the smallest forms of 
opposition being punished, arrested, shot without trial or sent to labour camps. It is 
estimated that between 1917-1924 the Cheka killed more than 250,000. 

Role of White generals (see above)

Geographical position of Whites
The geographical position of the whites did not help their situation.  A number of White 
armies scattered around Russia, for instance Admiral Kolchak’s forces in the East of 
Russia General Denikin’s in the South and General Yudenich in the West. This made 
it hard to communicate and co-ordinate the war effort.  They were spread over such 
a wide area it made it difficult to keep their forces supplied and also hard to keep in 
contact.  

Also the sheer area to cover meant that the Reds could pick off the White forces one 
by one. The White forces were scattered around the perimeter of Russia, often in the 
most desolate and inhospitable regions and this diluted their strength.  They were 
separated by vast distances which prevented them working effectively together to 
take action against the Reds. They also lacked the most important parts of the railway 
network.

Size and Quality of White Army
The White Army was smaller than the Red Army with, 30,000 members of the 
Czechoslovak Legion in the East fighting alongside Admiral Kolchak’s forces, and 
General Denikin’s forces in the south at first tiny, but growing to 9,000.  The quality of 
the White Army can best be revealed in the details of the civil war itself.

Overall, the White Army was a reasonably effective fighting force in the early stages of 
the war, but lacked leadership, internal unity and efficient organisation to consolidate 
its initial successes.  Internally, the White Army was more chaotic than the Red Army.

Morale and discipline of Whites
The Whites suffered from poor morale, especially after the defeats and setbacks of 
late 1919 and 1920.  The Whites were divided among themselves, having no unifying 
cause and no strongly held beliefs except opposition to Bolshevism.  

Divisions within the ranks of Whites sapped morale, as did the lack of support from 
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Russia’s millions of peasants who often revolted against them.

The Czechoslovak Legion simply wanted to go home and the outside powers had no 
appetite for the war.

Discipline was very harsh in the White Army.  This was in some ways a sign of the 
weakness of the White Army and its inability to prevent very great desertion especially 
of peasants.

Intervention of foreign powers (see above)

White Army Size
The White Army was smaller than the Red Army, but it had an abundance of former 
Tsarist officers. In addition to these was the Czechoslovak Legion, a large group 
of extremely good Czechoslovakian fighters, campaigning against the Bolsheviks 
alongside Admiral Kolchak’s army in the East.  It was only later in the war that the 
Whites were forced to resort to conscription.

The outside powers already had forces in Russia.  There were small British, American 
and French forces in the North of Russia and an equally small French presence in 
the south which was later withdrawn. In 1920 a Polish army, taking advantage of the 
situation in Russia to seize more territory, attacked the Bolsheviks from the West.

White Economic resources
The White Armies were better supplied than the Red Army, especially in military 
equipment provided by the Allies.  These vital supplies were disrupted, however, by 
peasant revolts behind White lines, and the corruption of many White officers and 
officials.  Nevertheless, the Whites finances were good, especially with the seizure of 
the whole of the imperial gold reserve.

The Whites lacked support from the peasants, who, although treated appallingly by 
both sides, continued to see the White’s as the landlord class. In addition the Whites 
refusal to recognise the independence of Finland, Estonia and Latvia deprived them 
of resources and the support of these countries.
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Key Question 5: Lenin’s ideas
Why did Lenin introduce the New Economic Policy and how 
successful was it?

The condition of Russia in 1921

The civil war came to an end in the last few months of 1920, but Lenin and the Bolshevik 
leadership seemed to be in some doubt as to what to do next.  This was unusual for 
Lenin, but, considering the enormity of Russia’s problems, it is not surprising.

Economic Problems
Agriculture had collapsed.  On top of a natural drought in 1920 came the reluctance of 
the peasants to plant crops in the spring of 1920 because the policy of War Communism 
deprived them of any profits.  The famine of 1920 was the worst for thirty years.  In 
many villages, the seed was simply not available for planting.  Livestock were dying in 
vast numbers.  Not only the towns had no food but the countryside too was starving.  
As the winter of 1920-21 came to an end, the peasants once again refused to plant 
the grain.  Further famine lay ahead. 

Industry too was disintegrating. Virtually no goods were being made by the newly 
nationalised industries in the winter of 1920-21.  Raw materials and capital were simply 
not available and there was no demand for industrial goods.  The entrepreneurs were 
either dead or had fled the country.  The towns and cities were emptying of people in 
the search for food.  Petrograd’s population had fallen from two and a quarter million 
in 1914 to only 600,000 people.

The railways were almost ceasing to function through lack of fuel and spare parts.  
Trains would break down in isolated areas and the passengers would be left to their 
own devices.  Only the strongest could survive.  The weak would simply die. The 
government was thinking carefully but simply did not know how to go about reviving 
the economy.

Social and psychological problems
Russia was brutalised and exhausted after several years of war.  On top of the three 
million killed in the Great War had come the ten million victims of the civil war, a majority 
of them through starvation and disease.  The social structure of Russia had been 
turned upside down, traditional ways ridiculed, jobs and livelihoods lost.  Starvation, 
disease, anxiety, fear and shock had blighted peoples’ lives.  In such situations a 

sense of right and wrong simply disintegrates.  There were even cases of cannibalism.
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The Russian people were exhausted.  There was a feeling that enough was enough.  
There had been too much suffering.

International problems

The Communists had chased away foreign troops, but Russia was now totally 
isolated, an outcast among nations. It played no part in international relations and 
was recognised by no major power. World revolution had failed to spread anywhere 
beyond Russia.  In fact the governments of foreign powers were hysterically anti-
red.  Lenin and his colleagues were certain that the capitalist powers would take any 
opportunity to stamp out Communism in Russia. Any further turmoil within Russia 
would only help the enemies of Communism.

Political problems
Russia was now a one-party Communist state.  The Red Armies were victorious in the 
civil war and had wiped out all organised opposition groups.  However, there was still 
considerable unrest throughout Russia, which continued to erupt into violent outbursts 
against the government.  The air seemed full of discontent and hostility.  In fact those 
eruptions seemed to be increasing as the peasants realised that they no longer had 
any need to support the Reds against their worst enemies, the Whites.  Not only were 
the peasants threatening and refusing to plant crops in the fast-approaching spring - 
and the result of this would be disastrous - but they openly and increasingly revolted 
in a disorganised way against government requisitions and commands.

In the towns the workers, who had supported the Bolsheviks since 1917, began to 
grumble, to demonstrate and even to strike against the food shortages, the strict 
control of factories by the government, the interference of the Communist Party in the 
workers’ own unions and soviets and the executions of workers by the Cheka.

The effects of War Communism

War Communism was a disaster. In all areas, the economic strength of Russia fell 
below the 1914 level. Peasant farmers only grew for themselves, as they knew that 
any extra would be taken by the state. Therefore, the industrial cities were starved 
of food. A bad harvest could be disastrous for the countryside – and even worse for 
cities. Malnutrition was common, as was disease. Those in the cities believed that 
their only hope was to move out to the countryside and grow food for themselves. 

Between 1916 and 1920, the cities of northern and central Russia lost 33% of their 
population to the countryside. Under War Communism, the number of those working 
in the factories and mines dropped by 50%. Large factories became paralysed through 
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lack of fuel and skilled labour. Small factories were in 1920 producing just 43% of their 
1913 total. Large factories were producing 18% of their 1913 figure. Coal production 
was at 27% of its 1913 figure in 1920. With little food to nourish them, it could not be 
expected that the workers could work effectively. By 1920, the average worker had a 
productivity rate that was 44% less than the 1913 figure.

Within the cities, many were convinced that their leaders were right and the failings 
being experienced were the fault of the Whites and international capitalists. There 
were few strikes during War Communism – though Lenin was quick to have anyone 
arrested who seemed to be a potential cause of trouble. 

The harshness of War Communism could be justified whilst the Civil War was going 
on. When it had finished, there could be no such justification. There were violent 
rebellions in Tambov and in Siberia. The sailors in Kronstadt mutinied. Lenin faced 
the very real risk of an uprising of workers and peasants and he needed to show the 
type of approach to the problem that the tsarist regime was incapable of doing. Lenin 
had decided to do away with War Communism in March 1921 and replace it with a 
completely different system – the New Economic Policy. This was put to the 10th Party 
Conference in March and accepted. War Communism was swept away. During War 
Communism, the people had no incentive to produce as money had been abolished. 
They did what needed to be done because of the Civil War, but once this had ended 
Lenin could not use it as an excuse any longer.

The Kronstadt mutiny

The biggest shock to the government was the threat from the sailors of Kronstadt 
who had been their earliest and strongest supporters from the very beginning of the 
revolution and right through the Civil War.  

This revolt took place in early March 1921, at a naval base just outside Petrograd; 
under the banner “Soviets without Bolsheviks”. It seems that their reasons for revolting 
were multiple, and are reflected in their demands which included:

• More real democracy and freedoms, now that the Civil War was over 

• Less high-handed and authoritarian action by the government against workers 
and peasants

• An end of War Communism.

Lenin and the others however, tried to dismiss it as a White conspiracy through the 
use of propaganda.  
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Troops were sent across the frozen sea from Petrograd but failed because many of 
the troops sympathised with the rebels.

Two weeks later, under the leadership of Tukhachevsky, 60,000 more reliable troops 
and party members took the fortress.  Thousands of sailors were massacred in the 
street and all their leaders were shot. The victory cost the Red Army 10,000 men. 
Lenin, who had been worrying about all these problems during the winter, called the 
rising “a flash of lightning that lit up the real situation.” This led to the introduction of  
the New Economic Policy.

The main features of New Economic Policy

Though the crushing of the Kronstadt revolt had been a success, Lenin could not hide 
from the fact that change was needed.  In March 1921 at the Party Congress Lenin 
announced some new policies which he called New Economic Policy (NEP).

Essentially these policies brought back elements of capitalism for some sections of 
Russian society; for example peasants were allowed to sell surplus grain for profit.  Its 
main aims were to end the discontent in the towns the countryside – whilst increasing 
the production in industry and the countryside

The policies can be summarised as follows: 

• Ending War Communism and allowing the private ownership of land by peasants.  
Peasants had enough land to grow more food than they needed and the Kulaks 
could sell the extra for a profit. A 10% tax was introduced on any profits.  

• The government kept control of all large industries, but not small factories.  So 
some businesses were still nationalised

• The privatisation of small businesses.  Businesses that employed less than 20 
workers were returned to their former owners and allowed to make a profit 

• Private enterprise was allowed in the retail trade. Anyone could set up a shop and 
sell or hire goods.  This allowed ‘Nepmen’ or middlemen, to buy goods cheaply 
and sell them on at higher prices

• The government tried to stop bartering and encourage people to use money once 
again
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• Trade with foreign countries was encouraged

Lenin made it clear that this was temporary and that vital industries such as coal etc 
would remain in state hands.

Nevertheless, it would seem that many Bolsheviks were horrified when NEP was 
announced; seeing it as a step away from Communism.  Lenin was always prepared 
to justify his actions by arguments and he wrote a pamphlet entitled “One step 
backwards, two steps forward”.  Lenin did not know how long NEP would last but he 
hoped it would not be for long.

NEP impact on Russia

By 1922, the results of NEP were better than expected. There was food in the markets 
in the cities and trade was developing in other goods too.  Shops and cafes had 
reopened.  By 1923 cereal production had increased by 23% compared to 1920.  
Industrial production also made a rapid recovery as small scale enterprises responded 
quickly to the rising demand.  From 1920 to 1923 factory output rose by almost 200%.  

One of the biggest agents in the revival was the appearance of more private traders or 
“Nepmen” as they became called.  They would go around the villages buying up grain, 
meat etc, taking it to markets in the cities to sell.  They travelled round the workshops 
picking up nails, shoes etc to sell in the markets and by 1923 Nepmen handled as 
much as three quarters of the retail trade.  

Whilst there were obviously benefits, NEP wasn’t a total success. The speed of 
agricultural recovery was not matched by industrial development; as a result the price 
of food fell.  However, for industry the opposite was happening, as prices rose due to 
the scarcity of goods.  

Nepmen were becoming greedy and corrupt. Many were accused of being greedy 
capitalists, becoming rich off the work of others.  This did cause discontent especially 
amongst the unemployed in the urban areas. 

It also caused conflict amongst the Bolsheviks themselves, with those who could 
be viewed as the left wing members of the Bolshevik party bitterly opposed to the 
backwards move towards capitalism.  Lenin did try to appease these people by stressing 
the temporary nature of the policy and the idea that it was “One step backwards, two 
steps forward.”

By 1928 NEP was disbanded, but it had allowed for some economic recovery.
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Source 9: Lenin and NEP

Key Question 6: Life in early Communist Russia
Did Lenin succeed in establishing a Communist state in Russia?

Organisation of the CPSU

The crisis of the Civil War helped to dissolve all other groups and institutions, and left 
the Communist Party without rivals.  Even though the party was weak during those 
years it was always a little stronger than any other group, and deliberately set about 
creating a one-party state in which it had a complete hold of political power.  Russia 
during this period became a one-party state, with the party controlling every aspect of 
life.  

As you know immediately on seizing power the Bolsheviks established their own 
government Sovnarkom.  Lenin was chairman, and there were commissars for finance, 
foreign affairs, agriculture, education and so on.  By 1921 Russia was a one party 
state. As you are already aware in 1918 the Bolsheviks had changed their name to 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU).  The key to ruling Russia effectively 
was centralisation, whether this was through controlling the economy, banking or even 
transport.

The Party, through its pyramid-shaped organisation, controlled all aspects of Russian 
life. At the bottom was the party cell or local party group in factories, farms and so on. 
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These would be represented in town or district committees. At the top of the pyramid 
was the Party Congress which met annually.  This elected members to form the Central 
Committee for the day-to-day work of the party.  

In theory the power lay with the Central Committee of the Communist Party (CCCP) 
but in fact the real power lay with the two smaller sub-committees – the Politburo & 
the Orgburo.  

The Politburo consisted of a small number of leading Bolsheviks; such as Lenin, 
Trotsky & Stalin which met weekly to make all the important decisions.  The Orgburo 
(The Organisational Bureau) was responsible for carrying out these decisions and 
was led by the Secretariat (Stalin).

The Communists destroyed all other organised parties and also took over the trade 
unions. They abolished the free press in November 1917, remembering how the 
Bolsheviks had made use of the press in their climb to power, and having no intention 
of leaving this weapon to anti-Bolshevik groups.  

Membership of the party increased to 730,000 by 1921. In general, members were 
carefully selected.  The quality most sought by the party was obedience.  Lenin and his 
fellow Politburo members had to ensure that party members carried out orders without 
questioning.  Party membership was a privilege and could be withdrawn.  Thousands 
of members were expelled for drunkenness, apathy and other faults.  The Communist 
Party became a machine for running Russia and exercising very tight control from the 
top down.  At the higher levels of government everyone was a party member.

The Comintern

To encourage world revolution, The Third Communist International or Comintern was 
established in Moscow in 1919, with Zinoviev as its chairman. The Comintern was to 
link and co-ordinate the efforts of communist parties in all countries in their efforts to 
spread the revolution.  To be admitted to the Comintern the Communist parties had to 
accept twenty-one conditions. This included: (1) conduct truly Communist propaganda 
and agitation and uphold the ideal of a dictatorship of the proletariat before the masses; 
(2) remove all reformists and supporters of centrists opinions from responsible posts; 
(3) create an illegal (in addition to the legal) organization for subversive work.

In reality the Comintern promoted Russia’s interests, based on the view that Russia 
had to survive if Communism was to survive.  The Comintern through its agents and 
propaganda did its best to stimulate revolution in these early years.  The only risings 
were in Bavaria and Hungary but these had little long-term success.  The Comintern 
also failed to inspire a communist revolution in Germany in 1923.  The Comintern was 
not very successful and antagonised foreign powers.
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Role of the Cheka and Red Terror

In December 1917 Lenin created the Extraordinary Commission for the Struggle 
Against Counter-Revolution, Sabotage and Speculation. These became known as 
the secret police – the Cheka. 

In charge of the Cheka was Felix Dzerzhinsky, a Polish communist, who was reputed 
to be incorruptible and devoted to the cause. The Cheka established it permanent 
headquarters in the offices of the former insurance company in Lubyanka Street, 
Moscow.  The main aim of the Cheka was to arrest, torture and execute anyone who 
opposed or even disobeyed the Bolsheviks.  

The Party and the Cheka did their work very effectively, and by early 1918 there were 
Cheka detachments all over Bolshevik-controlled Russia. When in August 1918 a 
social revolutionary called Fanya Kaplan shot Lenin three times at close range (and in 
the same month the chairman of the Petrograd Cheka was assassinated) the Cheka 
stepped up their terror campaign; resulting in what became known as the Red Terror.

From this point on the Cheka dealt with whole sections of the community, carrying 
out mass executions and imprisonments, not only of opponents but of those whom 
the Cheka thought might become opponents including former officers, landowners, 
prosperous farmers, priests, lawyers etc.  Hundreds were killed in the Red Terror, 
including the Tsar and his family.  

The main task of the Cheka was to hunt out what became known as “enemies of the 
state” and to deal with them. This led to what became known as the “Red Terror”. 
While in theory the Cheka had to operate by the letter of the law, this was not the case 
and such was its power that no one could do anything about it if they were arrested 
for being an ‘enemy of the state’. The Cheka became judge, jury and invariably 
executioner. In 1929 a former member of the Cheka stated that he believed that it had 
executed 50,000 people.

In 1921, there were at least 200,000 Cheka members. Their remit covered just about 
every aspect of life in Russia, including hunting for thousands of army deserters and 
people who hoarded food while others starved. Eventually Cheka units were also 
given control of border security. The organisation of the Cheka also constantly evolved 
to reflect the complicated day-to-day life in post-revolution Russia.

Government control of key aspects of economy

A lot of these ideas you have already covered but they clearly show the development 
of the Communist Party’s control of all aspects of Russian life.
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New Economic Policy: (see above)
The 1917 decrees- Decree on Land and the Decree on Workers’ Control gave the 
party a step towards the Communist state, but also enabled them to gain support 
when it was most needed. 

War Communism 1918- In the summer of 1918 Lenin passed the Decree on War 
Communism which meant that the crops that belonged to the peasants were seized.  
The Bolshevik government sent out armed detachments of workers or of the Cheka 
to villages, with instructions to confiscate grain stocks beyond the personal needs of 
peasant families.  This was carried out with great brutality and it caused huge anger 
and resentment among the peasants.  The more productive peasants, the kulaks, 
began to resist by growing fewer crops.  This contributed to terrible shortages of 
food and famine, made even worse by a terrible natural drought.  Townspeople fled 
to the countryside where they believed starvation was less likely.  As a consequence 
the number of industrial workers fell from 2½ million to 1¼ million, contributing to the 
collapse of industry in this period.

The Decree on Nationalisation 1918- The workers tended to run their factories for 
their own benefit after 1917 and not very successfully or efficiently.  Industrial output 
collapsed to 1/5th of 1913 production levels.  Many people had even turned to barter 
with the terrible inflation and the collapse of the currency.  Therefore Lenin took the 
decision to nationalise all enterprises employing more than ten workers.  He issued 
the Decree on Nationalisation taking control away from the workers and giving it to the 
government, in an attempt to prevent the total collapse of production.  Over 30,000 
enterprises were nationalised by 1920, although this often involved little more than a 
few armed men taking over a workshop or mill, declaring it the property of the people 
and then leaving it without workers or managers.  Industry was in a dreadful state of 
collapse but at least it had been nationalised.

As we saw from the Civil War, the Communist state was not popular with Western 
Powers, mainly due to its belief system.  However, in the early 1920s (and after the 
civil war) relations with other countries did start to improve in terms of trade; examples 
of this are listed below:

• April 1922 – Treaty of Rapallo – signed with Germany which established 
friendly relations between the two countries and introduced measures to secure 
economic co-operation.  

• Treaty of Riga – with Poland (see above)

• Trade agreements were also signed with Britain and France.
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Changes for women

Under the Tsarist regime women experienced hardships such as being forced to work 
long hours in fields and factories, and not being allowed to take time off for pregnancy.  
One of the first actions of the Bolsheviks was to make women equal.  Lenin created 
a Women’s Department of the Sovnarkom, which was led by Alexandra Kollontai (the 
first female member of any European government)

Other reforms were issued as well such as:

• December 1917 – Marriage Law – made it legal for men over 18 and women over 
16 to marry as well as making divorce easier.

• 1920 – Abortion on demand was made legal in all state hospitals.

• Women also gained greater equality in the workplace.

Education, culture and religion

Changes for Education:

Lenin and the Communist party realised the importance of education, especially in 
instilling into the young minds the spirit of communism. Therefore much was done to 
bring about change:

• Building of schools

• Setting up of Komsomol (Young Communist League), to encourage the growth of 
Communist ideas.

• Literacy programmes, with young activists sent out to teach workers and 
peasants to read.

Changes for Culture:
Communists saw art and literature as a way of infiltrating the minds of the people of 
Russia.  Under their rule the arts (film, painting, posters, sculptures, theatre and radio) 
adopted a more progressive and modern style rejecting old traditional forms.   

Young people were encouraged to write about the revolution and promote the idea of 
an equal society.  Writers such as Maxim Gorky and Vladimir Mayakovsky celebrated 
the feats of the Communists. Mayakovsky wrote epic poems and plays about the 
Revolution, staged pageants, decorated propaganda trains, and invented new art 
forms.
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In art, Marc Chagall worked as a scenic designer for the State Jewish Theatre, while 
Kandinsky produced extremely modern abstract works. The emphasis was on art for 
the people, with the example of orchestras doing away with the conductors and taking 
votes on how they would arrange the music. The pioneering art work of Lissitzky 
praised the revolutions achievements. 

The Russian film industry also developed during this time, helping to spread the 
propaganda and promoting the revolution and the role of Lenin. Films such as October 
and Battleship Potemkin (by Serge Eisenstein) were among the most innovative in the 
world at that time. 

However, in such as short space of time, could these changes have that great an 
impact?  In later years, many artists left Russia due to the tightening of censorship 
rules.

Changes for Religion:

Communists tended to see religion as a ploy to make people accept the terrible 
conditions on earth in the hope of a better afterlife, therefore when the Bolsheviks 
seized power it came under attack.  It was also targeted as it had been a means of 
control for the Tsarist regime.  However Lenin realised that most Russians were very 
religious therefore he adopted a half way policy.

• Lenin allowed people the freedom of belief and worship

• It was forbidden to teach religion to people under 15

• Land belonging to the church was confiscated and many monasteries were shut 
down

• Priests could only meet with official permission

• Priests were forced to pay high taxes and some were exiled.

Propaganda and censorship

The Communists realised that they were a small group controlling a country which 
was still inhabited mainly by illiterate peasants.  Therefore they felt that the majority 
of the people needed Communism explained to them.  To do this effectively they did 
a number of things:

• They sent out ‘agitprop’ (agitation and propaganda) trains, boats and trams to 
encourage Russians to see what they were working for in the future.
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• They used posters, pamphlets & theatre groups who acted out scenes about the 
aims of the new socialist state. 

• Newspapers, books & films were used for this purpose, with careful censorship to 
ensure the ‘correct’ message was passed.

Other social reforms
Laws were passed to abolish ranks and titles, and ordering everyone to be called 
‘comrade’. They abolished privileges, the ownership of large houses, and all living 
conditions and salaries were standardised. The old legal system was abolished and 
replaced by popularly elected revolutionary courts, and the government tried to impose 
strict and equal rationing of food and goods, but this proved impossible.  

Two categories of people very soon gained extra rations, pay and privileges, even the 
right to have servants.  These were party members and “specialists” such as army 
officers, factory managers and engineers, doctors etc.  These two groups formed the 
new elite to replace the old one.  

The Communists also passed decrees on an eight hour working day and a forty eight 
hour working week.  Getting people to change their values, however, was not so 
easily done.  Some people did believe that they were creating a new communist ideal 
world, but many more did not.

Source 10: Soviet propaganda
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Key Question 7: 
What was Lenin’s legacy to Russia?

Lenin’s declining health and influence

During the period of 1922 -1924 the Communist Party’s leadership was dominated by 
the illness and death of Lenin and the struggle to succeed him.

On May 25, 1922, Lenin suffered his first stroke. His health had been poor for some 
time, and throughout 1921 he had complained of tiredness, taking long holidays at 
his home near the town of Gorki, southwest of Moscow. With this stroke, however, he 
began a precipitous decline that would lead to his death within two years.

Throughout the summer of 1922, Lenin convalesced at Gorki, with Krupskaya beside 
him. For a time, his symptoms seemed to be lessening, although his vitality was 
ebbing, and he increasingly appeared frail and old. In the autumn months, he returned 
to Moscow and began to take part in Party business again, but in December he suffered 
a series of attacks that left him bedridden. 

With Lenin’s influence over the party declining also, there was a battle brewing over 
who was to assume power of the party.

Possible successors: Trotsky and Stalin
In his initial testament, Lenin dictated the strengths and weaknesses of each of the 
possible contenders for the succession.   He came to the conclusion that in fact there 
should be a joint leadership by the Politburo, with chief ministers such as Stalin, 
Trotsky, Kamenev & Zinoviev. 

His right hand man was certainly the brilliant Trotsky, but Lenin was afraid that Trotsky 
was too impractical and would lead Russia into turmoil by introducing his ideas of 
“permanent revolution”, beginning with the collectivisation of farms.  He also feared that 
Trotsky might split the Communist Party by arrogantly overriding the other members 
of the Politburo.

At first Lenin built up Stalin as a potential leader.  He considered Stalin to be practical, 
efficient, sensible and able to get on with the other leaders.  He made him General 
Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, a boring but important 
job.

However, after writing his testament and hearing of Stalin’s rough treatment of Lenin’s 
wife, Krupskaya, Lenin became convinced that Stalin was in fact brutal, over-ambitious 
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and had a strong desire to dominate the Russian people rather than to lead them to 
true Communism.  He wrote in a post-script to his testament:

“I propose to comrades to find a way to remove Stalin from his position and to appoint 
to it someone more patient, more loyal, more polite, and more prepared to listen to his 
comrades and less likely to follow his own personal inclinations”.

Lenin now linked up with Trotsky to get rid of Stalin.  On 6th March 1923 he broke 
off relations with Stalin and prepared to remove him from office.  On 21st January 
he died, aged 54.  His embalmed body lay in state as millions of mourners passed 
by.  The city of his greatest achievement - Petrograd, the city of the Revolution - was 
renamed Leningrad in his honour.  But in reality he was no longer important.  He could 
no longer direct the affairs of the Communist Party.  

Lenin died in 1924 and by 1929 Stalin had managed to expel all other members of the 
Politburo to make himself the supreme leader.  But how did he do it?

Stalin’s scheming to assume leadership

Stalin was made General Secretary of the Communist Party in 1922. Everybody 
thought it was a dull, unimportant job but Stalin was a master of political trickery. 
He used this position to get his supporters into important positions. His supporters 
were on the Central Committee of the party. This put him in a good position when the 
succession became an issue.

Although Trotsky was brilliant, he wasn’t very popular within the party. They thought he 
was too big-headed. Trotsky wanted to try to cause a world revolution; many Russians 
feared that this would ruin Russia. Stalin promoted ‘Socialism in One Country’ which 
further increased his support within the party. On top of this, Stalin told Trotsky the 
wrong date for Lenin’s funeral, so he missed it – this made him more unpopular. Stalin 
was there as chief mourner. Trotsky was therefore seen as arrogant and disrespectful 
for not turning up. Stalin, on the other hand, was seen as the natural heir to Lenin. 
Stalin became party leader in 1924.

In order to secure this position as party leader, Stalin was ruthless. The Politburo 
was divided into two halves.   The Leftists (Zinoviev and Kamenev) wanted world 
revolution, and to abolish the NEP, but they hated Trotsky because they thought he 
was too ambitious. The Rightists (Bukharin, Rykov and Tomsky) wanted to continue 
the NEP until the USSR was stronger.

Stalin played one side against the other to take power. First, he allied with Zinoviev 
and Kamenev to cover up Lenin’s Will and to get Trotsky dismissed (1925). Trotsky 
went into exile (1928). Then, he advocated ‘Socialism in One Country’ and allied with 
the Rightists to get Zinoviev and Kamenev dismissed (1927).  Stalin put his supporters 
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into the Politburo, argued that the NEP was ‘uncommunist’, and got Bukharin, Rykov 
and Tomsky dismissed in 1929. By 1929, he was totally secure as the leader of the 
party and of the Soviet Union. 

Lenin’s contribution as party leader

From the beginning, Lenin had a clear vision for the Bolshevik Party. He believed in a 
small, dedicated group of people who would create a revolution and lead the masses 
to the ‘promised land’. For Lenin, the central committee would be the only thinking 
element in the party and it would make all policies.

When he returned to Russia from exile in 1917, he presented not only the party but 
the Russian people with a clear programme of reform that all could understand. His 
boundless energy and organisational powers meant that the Bolsheviks were able to 
overcome even problems such as the July Days.

Crucially, he was able to challenge the theories of Karl Marx by deciding to commit 
Russia to immediate revolution led by the Bolsheviks without waiting for the bourgeois 
and proletarian stages that Marx had outlined. This was known as Lenin-Marxism and 
allowed him to wrong foot the Socialist Revolutionaries and Mensheviks. 

The revolution removed the Romanovs as well as the aristocracy, the Okhrana, 
landowners and the power of the church. The revolution did, however, have the 
unintended consequence of driving out about 2 million of the most skilled and 
educated Russian people. Yet the introduction of the New Economic Policy restored 
some economic stability.

Lenin’s prestige and determination

As leader of the first socialist country, Lenin knew he would have to overcome countless 
difficulties. His use of Sovnarkom secured the power of the Bolsheviks in the early 
days and his ruthlessness in the use of the Cheka showed he was prepared to use any 
means necessary. That was made clear when War Communism was adopted during 
the Civil War. Lenin displayed such ruthlessness in order to maintain the revolution 
and defeat its enemies. 

Despite this characteristic, Lenin was also pragmatic and was not hidebound to political 
theory. Introducing New Economic policy was an example of that. 

Lenin quickly created a one-party state but has been criticised for not ensuring a 
smooth succession. In a state where there was no opposition, a powerful secret police, 
an all-powerful party and growing terror, the stage was set for a dictator who would 
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take that to the extreme. That was to be Joseph Stalin.

On Lenin’s death, Winston Churchill said; ‘The Russian people’s worst misfortune 
was his birth; their next worst – his death.’
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