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About Your Lecturer

Jonathan D. Smele

Dr. Jonathan Smele is senior lecturer in
history at Queen Mary, University of London. He
received his BA at the University of Leeds and
his master of philosophy in Soviet and East Euro-
pean studies at the University of Glasgow. He
was awarded his Ph.D. from the University of
Wales in 1991 for a thesis on the anti-Bolshevik
movement in the Russian Civil War. Dr. Smele
previously taught at the University of Edinburgh

(1988–91) and the University of Aberdeen (1991–92). In 1998, he was made a
Fellow of the Royal Historical Society. He is a long-standing member of the
Study Group on the Russian Revolution and since 2002 has been editor of its
journal, Revolutionary Russia.

He is the author or editor of numerous articles and books, including The
Russian Revolution of 1905: Centenary Perspectives (with Anthony J.
Heywood, Routledge, 2005), The Russian Revolution and Civil War,
1917–1921: An Annotated Bibliography (Continuum, 2003), Civil War in
Siberia: The Anti-Bolshevik Government of Admiral Kolchak (Cambridge
University Press, 1997), and Kolchak i Sibir :́ dokumenty i issledovaniia,
1919–1926 (with David Collins, Kraus International, 1988).

Dr. Smele’s research interests focus on the political and international
history of late Imperial Russia, the revolutions of 1905 and 1917 and the
Russian Civil War, Russian foreign policy, and the history of Siberia. He
has also worked on Anglo-Russian and Anglo-Soviet relations in the revolu-
tionary period and contributed an article entitled “War, Revolution, and Civil
War in Russia: The Eastern Front, 1914–1921” to the BBC History website.
He is currently writing a Historical Dictionary of the Russian Civil War (The
Scarecrow Press, release scheduled in 2010) and The Russian Civil War
(OneWorld Publishers, release scheduled in 2011).
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Introduction
The Russian Revolution of 1917 was a key turning point in the history of

modern Europe and the world. For much of the twentieth century, politics
were defined by attitudes to what had taken place in Russia in 1917. To
understand the Russian Revolution, then, is to understand a key building
block of modern history and the contemporary world.

The purpose of this course is to examine and explain the origins of the
Russian Revolution and to evaluate the reasons why, of all the possible out-
comes of the events of 1917, what emerged was the Soviet Union. Dr.
Jonathan Smele begins with an examination of the nature of the Russian
Empire around the mid-nineteenth century, focussing upon the country’s
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geography and multiethnicity, before examining one of the key elements of
Russian society, serfdom.

In 1861, Tsar Alexander II (the “Tsar-Liberator”) passed an edict emancipat-
ing the twenty million of his subjects who until that point had been, to all
intents and purposes, the private chattels of some one hundred thousand
“serf-owners.” However, this set in process a series of forces that, half a
century later, would burst into a revolutionary conflagration across Russia
and the territories of its empire (and would, indeed, spill beyond them). In
that half century, Russia experienced a number of dramatic changes: it
became an industrialized—or, at least, an industrializing—society; it became
not just an empire in the traditional sense, but an imperial power; and it
became a modernizing society, in which the industrial working class and a
burgeoning middle class of professionals and the bourgeoisie sought to flex
their political muscles.

Yet, at the same time, Russia remained an autocracy, in which the tsar ruled
by God-given right. This remained the case even after the abortive revolution
of 1905, when Nicholas II granted his subjects political rights and a
representative parliament, the State Duma. Over the next decade, Russia
found itself in an anomalous position. On the one hand, it was a constitutional
state, in which public opinion was expressed through parliamentary debates
and decisions, but on the other, it was a state in which the will of the tsar was
all. A central concern of these lectures, therefore, is the question of where
“constitutional Russia” might have been heading. This is a question, however,
that is in the end unanswerable, as in 1914, Russia was plunged into the
maelstrom of the First World War. That conflict placed unimaginable pressures
upon the uneasy truce between the tsar and his people and, eventually, in
February 1917, the truce broke, as a people shattered by war toppled their
monarch in a popular uprising.

The regime of Nicholas II collapsed in the remarkably bloodless revolt that
brought three hundred years of Romanov rule to an end, transforming imperial
Russia into a republic, ruled by a Provisional Government made up of
members of the largest formerly oppositionist parties in the country—liberals
and socialists of various hues. Yet, just eight months later, the Provisional
Government was overthrown by the Bolsheviks, an avowedly Marxist grouping
led by V.I. Lenin.

Lenin’s party had some support among the workers of Russia, but workers
made up a minute percentage of the population. Consequently, it would take
four or more years before this workers’ party could claim to control what the
world war and the revolutions of 1917 had left of the Russian Empire.
Between October 1917 and the early 1920s, there was waged across Russia
a series of civil wars between the Bolsheviks (the “Reds”) and their many
opponents—not only the right-wing and militaristic “Whites,” but also a variety
of socialist, anarchist, and non-Russian nationalist armies and governments.
The Bolsheviks would emerge triumphant, but at the cost of some ten million
lives—and also at the cost of having sacrificed some of the central planks of
their liberationist philosophy. The stage was then set for the clashes of
ideology between Communism and Nazism and between Communism and
Capitalism that scarred the twentieth century.



The historian Edward Acton once wrote that “The first step towards an
understanding of Russian history is the mastery of the map.” This lecture
offers an introduction to the most important features of the geography of the
space occupied by Russia and the Russian Empire and discusses how that
geography had an impact on Russian history, culture, and society prior to the
revolutions of 1917.

An examination of a map of what was the Russian Empire reveals two
prominent features: first, the sheer immensity of the land area (leading to a
great variety of climatic zones and physical landscapes), and, secondly, the
peculiar distribution of land and water.

With regard to the first of these features, the extent of the space occupied by
Russia was truly staggering. By the end of the nineteenth century its territory
extended across one-sixth of the land surface of the globe. It covered 8.6 mil-
lion square miles, dwarfing Canada (3.8 million), China (3.6 million), and the
United States (3 million); and from west to east—from Poland to the Pacific—
it extended over seven thousand miles (approximately the distance from
London to Los Angeles). This created tremendous difficulties in communica-
tion: for example, until the Trans-Siberian Railway was completed in the early
years of the twentieth century, the quickest and by far the most comfortable
means of travelling from St. Petersburg to Vladivostok was to sail around the
world by boat. However, it also offered the Russians things that no other
European power could enjoy: almost unlimited (if often remote) natural
resources, holding out the prospect of self-sufficiency, and the opportunity,
during war time, to deploy a strategy of defense in depth, swallowing up an
enemy army before spitting out its remains (the common fate of Napoleon in
1812 and Hitler during the Second World War).

The area was traditionally divided into European Russia (west of the Urals)
and Asiatic Russia, or Siberia (east of the Urals). However, although this
makes sense historically, in that Russian civilization and the Russian state
developed in European Russia from the ninth century onwards and only
spread across the Urals comparatively recently, in the late sixteenth century, it
makes little sense geographically. For one thing, the Ural “mountains” might
not be called such in a region with mightier peaks: they rise, in general, to only
fifteen hundred to two thousand feet, with a few peaks of five thousand feet,
and are easily traversed via their many passes, or through the flat land to the
south (the so-called “Caspian Gate”), through which the Mongols made their
way into Europe in the thirteenth century. It is far more useful geographically
to consider Russia in terms of a series of lateral zones, spreading east to
west. This applies in terms of vegetation: the northern tundra, where on the
permanently frozen soils only lichens and mosses grow and where large-scaleL
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Judith Pallot and Denis J.B.
Shaw’s Landscape and Settlement in Romanov Russia, 1613–1917.

Lecture 1:
Russia:

The Geographical Setting
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human settlement was impossible until well into the twentieth century; the
central forest zone (from 40 to 45 degrees north latitude), the taiga, the largest
forest in the world, where, historically, Russians were able to hide from
invaders (like the Mongols) or from their own lords (in the case of runaway
serfs), survive on forest fruits, and build their wooden towns and cities; and the
southern steppe, the immense plain stretching from Hungary in the west to
Mongolia in the east. It applies also in terms of soil types: a northern zone of
frozen soil (permafrost) gives way southwards to a zone of poor quality, acidic
brown soils in the forest zone. But to the south, beneath much of the steppe
lies an immensely rich soil—the legendary “black earth”—that has the potential
to be among the most productive land in the world. That potential, however, is
always threatened by the limited and uncertain rainfall in the Russian south,
meaning that throughout the nineteenth century, one year in every three saw a
food shortage.

Agriculture is also affected by Russia’s northerly location, which determines
that the growing season is very short: as little as four months around St.
Petersburg and only six months in the south, compared to eight or ten
months in western Europe, which places Russia at a grave disadvantage.

Russian winters are so cold (and her summers so hot) because of the
country’s distance from the open oceans, which moderate the temperatures
of, for example, western and central Europe. That said, Russia has
immensely long coastlines, but they are difficult to exploit—either being often
frozen (as in the case of the Arctic coast), or not granting immediate access
to the open sea (as in the case of the Baltic and Black Seas, the exits from
which were guarded by Russia’s enemies during the First World War,
Germany and Turkey), or distant from the centers of population (as in the
case of the Pacific coast). Conversely, she was (and is) well-served by rivers.
The major rivers of European Russia all rise around Moscow and fan out to
the north, west, south, and east, providing excellent transport roots through
the forest (they could be used as “ice roads” during the winter) and, before
the coming of the railways, tying the country, its people, and its resources
together in a way that, in Russia’s debilitating climate, roads never could.
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1. What were the distinctive features of the geography of the Russian Empire?

2. What influence did the geography of the Russian Empire have upon
its history?

Pallot, Judith, and Denis J.B. Shaw. Landscape and Settlement in Romanov
Russia, 1613–1917. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 1990.

Bater, James H., and R.A. French, eds. Studies in Russian Historical
Geography. 2 vols. London: Academic Press, 1983.

Gatrell, Peter. “Poor Russia: Environment and Government in the Long-Run
Economic History of Russia.” Eds. Geoffrey Hosking and Robert Service.
Reinterpreting Russia, pp. 89–107. London: Hodder Arnold, 1999.

Hellie, Richard, ed. The Frontier in Russian History. Los Angeles: Charles
Schlacks, Publisher, 1995.

Parker, William H. “Geographical Factors and Russian History.” An Historical
Geography of Russia, pp. 13–29. London: Hodder & Stoughton Ltd., 1974.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest

9



The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Andreas Kappeler’s The
Russian Empire: A Multi-Ethnic History.

Lecture 2:
Russia:

Empire and People
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The Russian Empire grew from its Kievan roots in the ninth century to its
Romanov apogee in the nineteenth century, when it comprised the world’s
largest multinational empire. The combination of the size of the Russian
Empire (one of the largest that ever existed), its relatively slow rate of growth,
and the fact that it was a land empire made it unique in world history.

Kievan Roots

Slavic tribes formed
their first settled soci-
eties around Kiev and
subsequently invited
Varangian (Viking) lords
to rule over them. The
state that subsequently
developed, Kievan Rus’,
prospered for two cen-
turies, but was already
beginning to fragment
when it was swept away
by the Mongol invasion
of 1237. Over the next
two hundred and fifty
years it was the princi-
pality of Muscovy that
revived the quickest
and eventually became
the most powerful entity
in the Russian lands.
Subsequently, the
Muscovite princes
forcefully extended their rule east and south across the Volga basin and
south and west into what is now Ukraine, across the course of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, respectively, before then sending expeditions
eastwards across the Urals into Siberia in the late seventeenth century.
During the eighteenth century Russia’s empire building received a new
impetus, as Peter the Great (on the Baltic coast) and Catherine the Great
(along the Black Sea coast and into Poland) took advantage of (and to a
degree caused) the decline of their neighbors and territorial rivals Sweden,
Poland, and Turkey. In the nineteenth century, the Russian Empire then
reached its greatest extent, as a consequence of the incorporation into it of

Kievan Rus’ ca. tenth century with the Ural Mountains high-
lighted in gold to the east.
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Finland, Poland, and Bessarabia during the wars of the Napoleonic era and
subsequent military expeditions into Transcaucasia, Central Asia, and the
Far East, before beginning to shrink from the time of Russia’s defeat in the
Russo-Japanese War (1904–05) through the upheavals of the revolutions
and civil wars of 1917 to the early 1920s.

Muscovy

Why did Moscow (and later St. Petersburg) come to dominate the northern
Eurasian landmass from Europe to the Pacific? Clearly, among the most
important factors were the need for land (for agricultural and other economic
purposes, given the paucity of good farmland around Muscovy); the so-called
“urge to the sea”—the Russians’ mission to secure ice-free ports to gain
unhindered access to the outside world for trade and military purposes; the
attempt by the Russians to acquire security (in the absence of any natural
borders on the great north European plain) by pushing their political borders
back as far as possible from the Russian heartland; and, finally, the compara-
tive lack of resistance to Russian expansion.

How were the people of the regions into which the empire expanded per-
suaded to pay allegiance (and tribute) to the tsar? And how could the tsar’s
rule be enforced in areas that were often almost unimaginably remote from
Moscow and St. Petersburg? The answer to those questions is that meth-
ods varied according to time and space, as well as according to the
Russians’ perceptions of the “conquered” peoples. In the Baltic region, for
example, the Baltic German nobles were co-opted into Russian state ser-
vice, and in Finland, native Finnish laws and institutions were allowed to
survive (at least until the end of the nineteenth century); whereas the
Orthodox Russians were almost at constant war with their Polish Catholic
subjects throughout the nineteenth century, attempting to subdue them by
force, and in the North Caucasus employing an early version of “ethnic
cleansing,” unleashing terror against the local Muslim population and
encouraging mass emigration to Turkey.

The Nature of Empire

So what was the nature of the Russian Empire and what impact did the
development and possession of such an empire have on the Russians and
the nature of “Russian-ness” (in political and other terms)? It must be
stressed that the empire was a military empire: one that had an overwhelm-
ing concern with security (or, rather, insecurity); one in which the government
would always privilege the armed forces and the state administration over
society in its fiscal and economic policies; and one in which the needs of the
individual were subordinate to the state. However, it was also an empire
where there was usually no distinction between the metropolis and the
colonies, making the empire truly multinational, but also one in which there
were great chasms between rulers and ruled, the elite and the masses of all
the peoples of the empire. It was an empire in which, apart from all else, the
Russians had colonized themselves.



1. How and why did the Russian Empire expand to cover one-sixth of the
land surface of the globe?

2. What impact did the Empire have upon Russian government, culture,
and society?

Kappeler, Andreas. The Russian Empire: A Multi-Ethnic History. Essex, UK:
Longman, 2001.

Hunczak, Taras, ed. Russian Imperialism from Ivan the Great to the
Revolution. Reprint ed. Lanham, MD: University Press of America,
2000 (1974).

Kerner, Robert J. The Urge to the Sea: The Course of Russian History.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1946.

Lincoln, W. Bruce. The Conquest of a Continent: Siberia and the Russians.
Reprint. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007 (1994).

Raeff, Marc. “Patterns of Russian Imperial Policy towards the Nationalities.”
Eds. Edward Allworth and Alexandre Bennigsen. Soviet Nationality
Problems, pp. 22–42. New York: Columbia University Press, 1971.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest
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By the early nineteenth century, serfdom had become extinct across all of
western and most of eastern Europe. Britain was in the midst of its industrial
revolution and other European countries were about to embark on theirs.
Russia, however, remained an overwhelmingly rural country in which around
90 percent of the population earned their living directly from the land.
Moreover, of a population of some thirty-six million, twenty million were private
serfs who paid tribute, either in the form of labor (barshchina) or in the form of
goods or money (obrok) to around one hundred thousand landowners.

The Nature and Origins of Serfdom in Russia

Serfdom was a consequence of both the political and the economic evolu-
tion of the country. By about the eleventh century, the princely ruling elite of
Kievan Rus’had already begun to subjugate the local peasantry and to take
ownership of their land. Still, until the middle of the sixteenth century, peas-
ants who lived on noble landowners’ estates were free men—tenant farmers
who paid rent in return for the use of their lands. Their rights to leave their
lands—and their landowners—were even guaranteed in the law codes of
1497 and 1550 (albeit that they
could only make such a move
during a two-week period at the
end of the agricultural season, in
late November). A century later, in
the law code of 1649, we find an
entirely different state of affairs in
operation: the law code of 1649
laid down that peasants and their
children on the nobles’ estates
were tied to the land and could be
forced to return if they fled. In
other words, they were tied to the
land in perpetuity. In other words,
they were no longer peasants,
they were serfs: they were legally
bound to a plot of land and to the
person of the landowner; they
were subject to his or her admin-
istrative and judicial authority; and
they passed their servile status on
to their children. Thereafter, in an
attempt to buy the loyalty of the

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is David Moon’s The Abolition
of Serfdom in Russia.

Lecture 3:
The “Great Reforms”:

Alexander II and the Emancipation of the Serfs

A group of serfs in a Ukrainian village ca. 1870s.
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noble class, the state allowed landlords to gain more and more rights over
their peasants: by the early eighteenth century, they were allowed to move
them from one estate to another, and even to move them off the land to act
as domestic servants or as serf laborers in mines and factories; equally, serfs
came to be bought and sold without land; they became mere chattels in many
respects. Above all, the landowners were able to demand obligations, or trib-
utes, from their peasants—and, increasingly, they were able to set the levels
of those obligations themselves, without interference from the state.

The Endurance of Serfdom and Its Abolition

Serfdom did not die out (and had shown few signs of dying out) in the first
half of the nineteenth century, largely because it was still performing, more or
less successfully, the tasks for which it was designed and was still serving
the purposes that had encouraged its expansion from the fifteenth to the
eighteenth centuries. For the state, it was providing recruits for the army and
a relatively settled and quiescent group of taxpayers; for the nobility, it was
providing a privileged income and an elevated status; and for the serfs,
whatever their resentments about restricted freedom, it was providing a basic
security and was preventing them from falling into destitution. So, serfdom
was only abolished when Alexander II decreed it to be abolished.

The catalyst for the emancipation was the Crimean War, which Russia had
lost, on her own territory, in the mid-1850s and following which, at the Treaty
of Paris in 1856, she had been forced to accept a humiliating peace
settlement. The war had demonstrated Russia’s economic backwardness in a
number of ways, as well as the underdevelopment of her transportation
network—it took a Russian soldier longer to reach the Crimea from St.
Petersburg than it did for a British marine to reach it from London—but
economic motives were not foremost in the tsar’s mind in making the decision
for emancipation. (Indeed, aspects of the emancipation would further impede
Russia’s industrializing “take off,” which would only come three decades later
in the 1890s.) Nor was he seriously worried by the prospect of a serf revolt,
although he probably used talk of peasant rebellions to scare the serf-owning
nobility into (reluctantly) accepting the emancipation. Nor were humanitarian
concerns foremost in the mind of Alexander II, although he may have been
impressed by such arguments being put forward by close members of his
own family. Rather, foremost in the mind of the tsar was that the circum-
stances of Russia’s defeat in the Crimea had revealed the inflexibility of
its armed forces, as well as that the enormous state expenditure on the
maintenance of a million-strong army (even at times of peace) was crippling
his Treasury while doing nothing to guard Russia’s security.

As the historian A.J. Rieber explained, the solution to Russia’s military
problem was intimately tied to the issue of serfdom. Since the first decades of
the nineteenth century, all the European powers except Russia had done
away with their (vast and expensive) standing armies and replaced them with
smaller and cheaper conscript forces that, at times of war, could be rapidly
augmented by reserves who had formerly served in the ranks. In Russia, only
serfs were conscripted to the army and they were conscripted for what
amounted to life—a period of twenty-five years. A man released after twenty-
five years in the ranks would be too old to be useful as a reserve. However,
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the length of service could not be reduced because, upon demobilization, a
serf-soldier was relieved of his serf status and became free: to release young
men, trained in the handling of arms, back into the troubled Russian villages
would be a recipe for disaster. So if the army was to be reformed, Alexander
was informed by his advisors, serfdom had to go.

Thus the process begun in 1856, at the end of the Crimean War, and
reached its completion not so much in 1861, with the emancipation of the
serfs, but in 1874 with a decree reducing the length of military service to a
period of six years in the colors and nine in the reserves. At the same time,
all Russian men aged twenty-one and over were made potentially subject to
the draft. This latter ordnance was in line with a whole raft of reforms
introduced by Alexander II in the 1860s—notably to the courts and to local
government, especially the establishment of broadly elected rural councils
(zemstva)—that had tended toward a breaking down of the old “estate” or
“caste” (soslovie) system of Russia and the establishment of civic equality.
These new institutions and practices were a necessary corollary of the
emancipation edict, as replacements for the former master–serf relationship
that had dominated social relations in the Russian countryside. Peasants,
though, including the ex-serfs, remained separated from society on a number
of levels, particularly with regard to the legal system. That, however, is not
surprising, as at the heart of the emancipation of the serfs lay not the
question of public welfare or civic legality, but the question of state power
and state security.

Ex-serfs on their way to work the fields, ca. 1880s.
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1. Why was serfdom abolished in 1861?

2. Was there a single, overarching purpose to the “Great Reforms”?

Moon, David. The Abolition of Serfdom in Russia. Essex, UK:
Longman, 2001.

Eklof, Ben, John Bushnell, and Larissa Zakharova, eds. Russia’s Great
Reforms, 1855–1881. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1994.

Emmons, Terrence, ed. The Emancipation of the Russian Serfs. Geneva, IL:
Holt McDougal, 1970.

Lincoln, W. Bruce. The Great Reforms: Autocracy, Bureaucracy and the
Politics of Change in Imperial Russia. DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois
University Press, 1990.

Mosse, W.E. Alexander II and the Modernization of Russia. New York:
Macmillan Company, 1958.

Pereira, N.G.O. Tsar-Liberator: Alexander II of Russia. Newtonville, MA:
Oriental Research Partners, 1983.

Rieber, Alfred J. “Alexander II: A Revisionist View.” Journal of Modern
History. Vol. 43, 1971, pp. 42–58.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is David A.J. Macey’s
Government and Peasant in Russia, 1861–1906: The Prehistory
of the Stolypin Reforms.

Lecture 4:
The Social and Economic Consequences

of the Emancipation

The emancipation decree of 1861 ended human bondage in Russia: the
centuries’ old distinction between who was free and who was not was done
away with at a stroke and the powers of the landlord over the peasant were
greatly diminished. This was part of a general withering away of legal distinc-
tions between classes that characterized the era of the Great Reforms. Many
have argued that the emancipation also broke down the barriers to Russian
economic modernization and industrialization, but that is a dubious con-
tention, as serfdom was not the barrier to progress that it is sometimes por-
trayed as (there was sufficient labor in Russia and there was a domestic mar-
ket prior to 1861) and there were other far-greater barriers to the industrial-
ization of Russia that would have to be overcome: in particular, the physical
obstacles to development posed by Russia’s climate and the sheer size of
the country. In sum, it would not be until Russia’s main sources of coal (in the
Donbass) were linked with her major supplies of iron ore (near Krivoi Rog),
and both were linked to the centers of Russian population by railways that
industrial take-off could really begin.

Indeed, there is a school of thought, influenced by the writings of Alexander
Gershchenkron, that argues that the emancipation probably raised more bar-
riers to Russia’s economic development than it cleared. Here it is empha-
sized that freed serfs were forced to accept allotments of land (the govern-
ment did not want to create a landless proletariat, having seen the distress
that caused when serfs had been freed without land in the Baltic region back
in 1816–18), but the lands given to the peasants were usually the worst of
those on the estate (the landlord kept the best for himself) and were often
insufficient for the peasants to support themselves. Also, the freed serfs were
forced to pay for their lands through “redemption payments” (a sort of mort-
gage) over a period of forty-nine years. Finally, the redemption payments
were based on valuations of the land allotted that might (in southern, Black
Earth areas, where landlords wished to retain the land for themselves) be as
high as 50 percent above the true value of the land. Moreover, the labor mar-
ket and in particular the freedom of movement of labor was probably more
restricted after 1861 than before it, as part of the emancipation decree
involved formalizing and extending the authority over individual peasants of
the peasant commune. (Again, the government was attempting to combat
“rootlessness” and urbanization, while many landlords were in favor of tying
the peasantry to the village as a source of labor for their own estates.) As the
members of the commune were jointly responsible for all taxes and dues, the
commune elders might be reluctant to allow young, enterprising peasants to
move away to the city, for fear that their share of the taxes would not be paid.
On top of that, across much of Russia, the commune was repartitional: every



Villagers near Nizhny Novgorod are shown sharing a communal meal in one of Maksim Dmitriev’s
photographs from an exposition titled Bad Harvest in Nizhny Novgorod, which he displayed in
Moscow in 1892.
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twelve to fifteen years the commune’s lands were redivided among member
families on the basis of “eaters” (that is, the number of members of a family).
This had two damaging consequences: on the one hand, it encouraged peas-
ants to have large families to win a larger share of the land (and the popula-
tion of Russia more than doubled between 1861 and 1921), exacerbating the
problem of “land hunger”; on the other, it meant that the inefficient strip-farm-
ing system was maintained across much of the countryside (as only through
maintaining a variety of strips of land across its various fields could a reparti-
tion be made fairly by the commune).

The consequence of all this, it was long argued by both Soviet and Western
historians, was peasant distress and increased land hunger—and, ultimately,
the great famine of 1891–92 that killed hundreds of thousands of peasants in
the Volga region. As evidence of this was often cited the fact that by the end
of the nineteenth century many peasants were years and even decades in
arrears with their redemption payments (which eventually the government
extended the paying of to ninety-eight years). This was made all the worse, it
was generally added, by the huge increases in indirect taxation introduced in
the 1890s as part of the government’s attempts to balance its budget and
create funds for industrialization (which by then the regime had come to
embrace). More recently, however, such assumptions have been challenged.
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Some historians have shown that the commune could work productively in
many areas and, more provocatively, the American historian James Y.
Simms Jr. argued from the 1970s onwards that nonpayment of taxes by
Russian peasants does not necessarily indicate their destitution: a nonpaid
tax, after all, is a saving. Perhaps, Simms suggested, peasants were not pay-
ing their redemption payments because they had learned that they could get
away with it. He also pointed out that indirect tax receipts were rising at a rate
in advance of the hike in taxes, indicating that the mass of the population
were buying more of these allegedly unaffordable goods.

That debate remains unresolved, but what is generally agreed is that the
real losers of the emancipation were the nobility. Financially, they seemed to
get a good deal, but the redemption payments went first to the government,
which kept back as much as 40 percent to pay off previous noble debts to the
state bank, and what the nobles did receive was not cash but state bonds,
the value of which rapidly declined as they flooded the market. The nobles
had also lost their social role, as guardians of the peasants and, for the most
part, were not equipped by education or inclination to adopt a new one as
businessmen-farmers. Instead, they sold off, leased out or mortgaged much
of the land granted to them in 1861 and by the first years of the twentieth
century the Russian nobility had ceased to exist as a class across much of
northern and central Russia. This was the ultimate revenge of serfdom.



1. Explain the decline in the economic, social, and political standing of the
nobility in post-emancipation Russia.

2. To what extent were the Russian peasantry “a class in crisis” by the end of
the nineteenth century?
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The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Robert F. Byrnes’s
Pobedonostsev: His Life and Thought and Sergei I. Witte’s The
Memoirs of Count Witte.

Lecture 5:
Origins of the First Russian Revolution, 1881–1905

In March 1881, Alexander II, the “Tsar Liberator,” was assassinated by a
bomb-throwing terrorist on the streets of St. Petersburg. He was succeeded
by his son, who became Alexander III. The new tsar was perfectly suited by
temperament and conviction to play the role of the defender of autocracy that
was demanded of him in the aftermath of the assassination. His most trusted
advisor was his former tutor, K.P. Pobedonostsev, now Procurator of the Holy
Synod, who instilled in him his own aversion to all representative government
and a profound suspicion of nationalism—the spirit of the age, but one which,
Pobedonostsev preached, could have profoundly negative implications for the
multinational Russian Empire.

Pobedonostsev

The era of reaction was signalled in 1881 with a wave of arrests, imprison-
ments, and exiles of political radicals, while those associated with the
tsaricide were executed. Then, the key reformist figures of the previous reign
were forced from office, as Alexander III pronounced his “faith in the power
and truth of autocracy which, for the benefit of the people, we are called upon
to strengthen and guard from any encroachment.” He did this through
legislation in a number of areas. In August 1881 came the Laws on
Exceptional Measures, essentially allowing local governors to establish
martial law in their jurisdictions, thereby circumventing the legal reforms of
the 1860s. In 1882, new Temporary Regulations on censorship were
introduced by the Minister of Education,
greatly extending the regime’s rights to
interfere with and ban published works. In
the field of education itself, Pobedonostsev
was behind the sponsorship and huge
expansion of church schools in the
villages, as rivals to the more progressive
local schools run by the zemtsva, while at
secondary level a series of measures were
taken to limit the number of children of
non-noble background and at university
level all autonomy was stripped from the
institutions, with curricula and staff
selected by the ministry. The regime
sought also to restore the economic
position and administrative authority of the
nobility in the Russian countryside: a
Nobles’ Land Bank was established to
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Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev
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offer them credit on generous terms; in 1889, a new government office, that
of the Land Captain, was established in the countryside, with its incumbents
empowered to interfere broadly in peasant self-government and the peasant
courts; and in 1890, a new statute for the zemstva was promulgated that
increased the proportion representatives of the nobility within them. Of
course, not everything that the authorities hoped to achieve in terms of
counterreform was achieved. The Russian government was still too inefficient
and too weak to contain the forces of mass politics that were beginning to
dawn and the police, in particular, were too uneducated: suffice to note that
despite the strong censorship, the works of Karl Marx were never banned
under tsardom.

Another pernicious aspect of the reign of Alexander III and his successor,
Nicholas II, was Russification: the attempt (sponsored by Pobedonostsev) to
impose by force on the non-Russian peoples of the empire Russian laws and
institutions and the Russian language and the related attempt to impose the
Orthodox confession upon them. This was done in part because of the
regime’s fear of what it might mean for Russia’s security if Finland, the Baltic
provinces, Poland, Ukraine, and other regions succumbed to nationalism and
sought to break away from the empire and partly as a consequence of the
growth of Russian nationalism as a factor in state thinking. As a policy, how-
ever, it proved to be extremely counterproductive, as it alienated the non-
Russian peoples that had hitherto been faithful servants of the empire (such
as the Baltic Germans) as well as fuelling the flames of resentment that were
driving thousands of Poles, Georgians, Jews, and others into radical and rev-
olutionary groups.

Pobedonostsev once said that the whole tenor of his policy was aimed at
holding back at the Russian border the waves of industrial and social
revolution that had swept across Europe in the nineteenth century. But if
Russia was to remain a great power she would have to embrace the
industrial age—and Nicholas II, who was less in awe of Pobedonostsev than
his father had been, knew that. Thus, despite the lingering influence of the
Procurator, the 1890s witnessed an era of
profound change in Russia: the empire
underwent an intensive period of state-led
industrialization—one that is associated
with the Minister of Finance of the time,
Sergei Witte.

Sergei Witte

The so-called “Witte system” aimed to bal-
ance the state budget to attract foreign
investment and to put Russia’s trade into
the black through maximizing exports and
protecting Russian industry through high
tariffs. Both of these measures implied a
degree of hardship for the mass of the
population, especially the peasants, as
indirect taxes rose and the grain price fell.
It also made Russia very dependent on the

Count Sergei Yulyevich Witte
(1849–1915)
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world market and when that slumped from 1898 to 1902, as a consequence
of a series of international crises, Russian producers were badly hit. But in
the short term, Witte’s success was dramatic: he oversaw the construction of
the Trans-Siberian Railway from 1890 (and a host of other lines); put Russia
on the gold standard in 1897, greatly boosting foreign investment (especially
from France); and presided over an economy that was growing at the previ-
ously unheard of rate of 8 percent per annum throughout the 1890s. This
industrial revolution, however, would have profound repercussions upon the
standard of life in Russia’s cities as tens of thousands of new workers were
drawn in to urban centers that lacked the means to support them in shelter
and good health—factors that fed directly into the revolutionary disturbances
of the year 1905.

A Russian machine factory, ca. early 1900s.
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1. How successful were the counterreform policies of Alexander III?

2. What was the “Witte System” and what was its impact?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is John P. LeDonne’s The
Russian Empire and the World, 1700–1917: The Geopolitics of
Expansion and Containment.

Lecture 6:
Russia and the World in the
Late Nineteenth Century

The “Great Game”

The second half of the nineteenth century witnessed a general decline in
Russian influence in Europe and an expansion of her interest and influence in
Asia. However, Russian foreign policy, including her Asian policy, was largely
still determined by the alignment of the European powers with regard to a
crucial European issue, the “Eastern Question”: that is, what would replace
the Ottoman Empire should that “sick man of Europe” collapse on Russia’s
southern frontiers and, in particular, who would then control the Straits (the
access to the Black Sea) that were now of vital importance to Russia’s grain
trade. Thus, Russia could not ignore Europe and, indeed, in 1877–88, she
went to war against Turkey (for the fourth time in the nineteenth century) in
response to the Sultan’s repression of the national movements among
Russia’s fellow Slavs (especially the Bulgarians and the Serbs) under Turkish
rule. She won that war and sought, subsequently, to establish a large, inde-
pendent Bulgaria in the Treaty of San Stefano (1878), but was thwarted in
that aim by the united opposition to such a scheme voiced by the other pow-
ers, especially Britain and Russia’s supposed allies in the Three Emperors’
League, Austria and Germany, at the Congress of Berlin (1878).

This formed the background of Russia’s drift towards France, which was
sealed by the Franco-Russian Alliance of 1892. Once Great Britain had set-
tled her colonial differences with France in the Enténte Cordial (1904), it was
then only a matter of time before Britain would form a similar understanding
with France’s ally in the Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907 that formalized
the signatories’ relations with and spheres of influence in Persia, Afghanistan,
and Tibet. This was a somewhat unexpected outcome of many decades of
Anglo-Russian colonial rivalry in Asia. Russia had, since the 1870s, been
expanding southwards through Central Asia, being drawn there by the
prospect of controlling the cotton production of the fertile, irrigated valleys of
the Amu-Daria (Oxus) and Syr-Daria rivers and the possibility of expanding
her influence in Persia. This had gravely alarmed London, especially when
the construction (from 1880 onwards) of the Transcaspian railway system
(linking Krasnovodsk, on the Caspian Sea, with Tashkent, and Tashkent with
Orenburg) had given the Russians the possibility of rapidly deploying her
forces on the borders of Persia and Afghanistan, thereby posing a threat to
the security of India. Britain sought, consequently, to block the Russians
wherever possible in this “Great Game,” but London found her best chance to
trim the Russians’ wings elsewhere, in the Far East, in support of her ally
(since 1902), Japan.
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The Russo-Japanese War

The origins of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05 have long been a matter
of controversy. Sergei Witte blamed the ineptness, corruption, and ambition of
military and business figures who had gained the ear of Nicholas II and sought
in the first years of the twentieth century to expand Russian control of
Manchuria and, especially, Korea, thereby provoking Japan, who regarded the
latter as her own sphere of influence. (Russian forces had moved into
Manchuria in 1900 as part of the international response to the anti-foreign
Boxer Rebellion in China and, despite having agreed to do so, had not
withdrawn.) But it had been Witte who, in the 1890s, had launched Russia’s
“Imperial Mission” in the east, seeking to secure access to markets and
resources in China and to monopolize the transport of goods to and from the
Far East on the Trans-Siberian Railway (thereby supplanting the previous
dominance held by Britain in this trade, by sea, via the Suez Canal). It had
been in the 1890s too that Russia had led an international consortium of
powers to rob Japan of most of her spoils of victory in the Russo-Japanese
War, notably the lease of
Port Arthur, on the Liaotung
Peninsula, only then to
secure the lease for herself
and to win permission to
build railways through
Manchuria (the Chinese
Eastern Railway),
shortening the route to
Vladivostok. Witte, though,
had sought the peaceful,
economic penetration of
Manchuria, not military
occupation, and certainly
preached a “hands off
Korea” policy.

Nicholas II, however,
ignored him and in August
1903, Witte was forced into
retirement. Over the next
few months the Russians
continued thoughtlessly to
provoke the Japanese and
to ignore their offers of
negotiation, secure in their
misguided belief that an
Asian power could never
defeat or harm a European
one (there was an element
of racism at work here),
until Tokyo could take it
no more and, in February
1904, launched an

Ghosts from the Crushing Defeat
by Koppi Dōjin

This colored woodcut propaganda poster depicts Russian
emperor Nicholas II waking from a nightmare showing the
battered and wounded Russian forces returning from battle
with the Japanese.
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undeclared war against Russia, first attacking Port Arthur and Vladivostok and
sinking or confining to port all Russian vessels in the region.

Enjoying control of the seas and proximity to the fields of battle, the
Japanese landed hundreds of thousands of troops in Manchuria and laid
siege to Port Arthur, while pushing Russian forces northwards. In the long
run, the Russians would probably have won the war, but it was difficult and
time-consuming to ferry men and equipment from European Russia to the Far
East, and before a sufficient number of them could be deployed, Russia suf-
fered a series of terrible defeats: in December 1904, Port Arthur was surren-
dered; in February 1905, a major land battle at Mukden was lost and the
army began to fall apart; and in May 1905, the Baltic Fleet, which had taken
six months to sail around the world, was sent to the bottom of the Straits of
Tsushima by the Japanese in a few hours.

At this point the Russians accepted the mediation of President Theodore
Roosevelt and the war ended with the Treaty of Portsmouth (September
1905), following which the Russians and the Japanese actually entered into a
mutually profitable relationship to exploit the Far Eastern markets and
resources. However, the unpopular and unsuccessful war had added to the
unrest back in European Russia that was building toward the revolution of
1905 and had also revealed to Russia’s European rivals the weakness of her
armed forces.

The Russian Army retreats in disarray after the Battle of Mukden (Manchuria), March 1905.
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1. What were the origins and consequences of the Franco-Russian Alliance?

2. To what extent was Nicholas II personally responsible for the war
with Japan?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Russia Under the Last Tsar:
Opposition and Subversion, 1894–1917, edited by Anna Geifman.

Lecture 7:
The Opposition to Tsarism:

Constitutional Democrats and Socialists-Revolutionaries

During the upheavals in Russia of the year 1905, preexisting political parties
came out into the open to take advantage of their (precarious) legalization, as
did the most popular socialist party of the time, the Party of Socialists-
Revolutionaries (PSR or SRs), or crystallized from long-standing political
trends or movements, as was the case with the most successful liberal party
in Russia, the Constitutional Democrats, known as the Kadets.

The Kadets

The Kadets would enjoy some influence on the Russian political scene in the
revolutionary period, not least as the largest party in the First State Duma in
1906, as the party that contributed most members to the first Provisional
Government that assumed power in Russia after the February Revolution of
1917, and as the leadership corps of the anti-Bolshevik “White” governments
during the Russian Civil War. However, we should remember that this masked
their true level of popularity: most socialists boycotted the First State Duma;
and both the Provisional Government and the White governments were self-
appointed, not elected. When the first real national elections in Russia were
held in November 1917, the elections to the Constituent Assembly, the
Kadets’ meager share of the vote (about 6 percent) won them only seventeen
out of seven hundred and three seats. (The SRs had three hundred and
seventy deputies, the Bolsheviks one hundred and seventy-five.)

This reflects the fact that liberalism was born under an unlucky star in Russia:
the freedoms of speech, press, and assembly under which liberals like to
operate did not exist; even when a parliament was won, in 1905, it was of a
stunted sort; there was no middle-class or bourgeoisie of any size; and
Russians seemed (and seem) unhappy with liberal compromises. But
liberalism did develop, from two distinct branches: a sort of “gentry liberalism,”
associated with progressive and practical elements in the rural councils
(zemstva) established in 1864; and an intellectual trend, associated with
Russia’s growing universities and higher education
institutions. These came together through Peter Struve’s
journal Liberation, published in Switzerland and smug-
gled into Russia in the first years of the century, and the
associated Union of Liberation, out of which sprang the
Kadets in late 1905. The party program (drawn up by the
historian P.N. Miliukov), committed it to winning the
traditional liberal freedoms, but was notable for its radical
stand on the land question, favoring the compulsory
purchase of private lands to meet the peasants’ needs
(a policy usually associated with socialists). Pavel Miliukov

(1859–1943)
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However, the Kadets had to fight on two fronts: they were too radical for the
tsar, who refused to offer them places in government, but were too willing to
compromise with the regime for the socialists to ally with them. Moreover,
they sought to be “above politics” and “above party,” but this merely masked
their lack of support. In the Duma period, they tended to swing back and forth
between radicalism and compromise and might have disintegrated had not
the First World War provided a cause behind which they could rally.

The Socialists-Revolutionaries

The SRs were the heirs of the Populists or Russian Socialists of the 1860s
and 1870s who had been inspired by the teachings of the Russian publicist
Alexander Herzen (1812–70) on the innate communism of the Russian peas-
ant and the possibility of Russia moving straight into a socialist society on the
basis of the peasant commune. In the 1870s, though, Populism had failed in
its attempt to rouse a peasant revolution in its movement “to the people”; sub-
sequently, some of its followers had turned to Marxism; others had turned to
terrorism. When the PSR formed in 1901, it maintained its commitment to ter-
rorism, through its Fighting Organization, and killed a number of government
ministers, but also sought to reorientate the party to accommodate the grow-
ing number of industrial workers in the rapidly modernizing Russia. They had
little success until 1905, when suddenly the SRs found a mass following,
becoming the party of choice of the peasants, many workers, and most stu-
dents—not least because they preached action. Their commitment to a feder-
al state also attracted many non-Russians.

Their party program, drawn up in 1905 by Viktor Chernov, demanded the
socialization of all land and its “conversion from the personal property of indi-
viduals into the general property of the whole nation” and land use based on
need. However, immediately the party began to split, as the extreme left
formed the Union of Maximalists, while the right formed the Popular Socialist
Party. The decision to boycott the first State Duma also lost the SRs popular
support: the fifty thousand members of 1905 had become just twenty thou-
sand in 1908. Then, in February 1909, the party was hit by a huge scandal
when it was revealed that the head of the Fighting Organization, Envo Azef,
who had arranged (among other killings) the assassination of Grand Duke
Sergei, Nicholas II’s uncle, in 1905, had all along been in the pay of the
tsarist secret police. This caused much soul searching
among the party leadership. Some, like N.D.
Avksent’ev, argued that the party should become a
fully legal organization and work within the framework
of the duma system. Others, like Chernov, were horri-
fied by such an idea. These rifts remained into 1917
(when Chernov would find among the chief opponents
to his attempts, as minister of agriculture, to introduce
radical land reform, none other than Avksent’ev, the
head of the Peasants’ Soviet) and would open further
in the civil war when some SRs supported the Soviet
government; some, like Avksent’ev, fought against it;
and some, like Chernov, remained neutral.

Viktor Chernov
(1873–1952)
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1. Why was liberalism so weakly developed in Russia?

2. What did the “SRs” stand for?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is James D. White’s Lenin: The
Practice and Theory of Revolution.

Lecture 8:
The Opposition to Tsarism:
Lenin and the Bolsheviks
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Bolshevism was a Russian strain of Marxism that was in a constant state of
flux. To understand what it was on the eve of the revolutions of 1917, it is
necessary to trace its roots back into the nineteenth century and the first
thing to understand is that between the publication of Marx’s Communist
Manifesto in 1848 and the formation of the first Marxist circles in Russia in
the 1880s and 1890s, a considerable amount of time had elapsed. This had a
number of consequences, not least that other revolutionary doctrines had
already taken a grip in Russia that had a different emphasis to the proletarian
revolution preached by Marx. Populist
groups of the 1860s and 1870s had looked
to the peasant rather than the worker as a
revolutionary force (of course, there were
few workers in Russia); and others, notably
the People’s Will organization, which had
assassinated Alexander II, had preached
the efficacy of terrorism. It is also of note
that Marx’s own studies of Russia and the
Russian peasant in the 1870s had led him
to the conclusion that Russia might find her
own path to socialism through the peasant
commune and might therefore avoid the
iniquities of capitalist industrial develop-
ment. This was music to the ears of the
Populists, but was largely ignored by those
Russians gathered (mostly in exile in west-
ern Europe) around G.V. Plekhanov who
had begun to call themselves “Marxists”:
they adhered to a very deterministic brand of Marxism, admitting only that
revolutionary intellectuals might speed the revolution along, through working
to raise the class consciousness of the working class. (They were, in fact,
attracted to Marxism as a doctrine that explained why the tsaricide had not
sparked off a revolution in Russia—but, rather, a period of counterreform
under Alexander III: Russia was not yet developed enough economically to
sustain a socialist revolution.) The young V.I. Lenin adhered also to this line
and was attempting to put it into practice when he was arrested in 1895 and
exiled to Siberia (in 1896) by the tsarist authorities.

When he was freed, Lenin also went abroad (in 1899) and began to
develop two refinements of Marxism. First, he argued (in What Is to Be
Done, 1902) that the intellectuals were not just adjuncts to the working-class
struggle, but were vital to it, as “the working class, exclusively, by its own

Georgii Valentinovich Plekhanov
(1857–1918)
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efforts, is able to develop only a trades union [that is, nonrevolutionary]
consciousness” and required guidance. Second, at the Second Congress of
the Russian Social Democratic Party, in London in 1903, he argued for a
closed, narrow, clandestine party of “professional revolutionaries,” rather
than a broad, open movement, in order to take on the tsarist state. He lost
that argument, but won on another, secondary point and subsequently
termed those who followed his line “Bolsheviks” (majoritarians) and his
opponents within the movement “Mensheviks” (minoritarians), although it
would be a long time before he really held a majority within the movement.

This backbiting within the RSDLP (Russian Social Democratic Labor Party)
undoubtedly weakened its ability to act during the 1905 revolution. Not that
either Bolsheviks or Mensheviks were expecting to take power at that time.
Both groups regarded the revolution as a “bourgeois” revolution and, follow-
ing Plekhanov’s teaching, argued only that the social democrats should assist
in placing the bourgeoisie in power and then await the flowering of socialism
from capitalism. Only Leon Trotsky (who adopted an independent position
within the RSDLP) was arguing that there could and should be a “permanent”
revolution: that the workers’ party could survive in power through forming an
alliance with the revolutionary aspirations of the peasantry (through land
redistribution). He recognized that eventually their petty-bourgeois addiction

33

P
ub

lic
D

om
ai

n

Shortly before his arrest in December 1895, V.I. Ul’ianov (Lenin) was photographed with the
members of the St. Petersburg “League of Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working Class.”
Standing (left to right): A.L. Malchenko, P.K. Zaporozhets, A.A. Vaneev; sitting (left to right):
V.V. Starkov, G.M. Krzhizhanovskii, V.I. Ul’ianov (Lenin), Iu.O. Martov-Tsederbaum.



to private property would turn the peasants
against the revolution, when it sought to
socialize land, but predicted that by that
time the Russian example would have
sparked revolutions elsewhere in Europe
and the new, proletarian governments of
Germany and others would then come to
the Russians’ aid.

Among those who criticized this theory
was Lenin, who wrote that “This cannot be
because only a revolutionary dictatorship
relying on the overwhelming majority of the
people can be at all durable.” Yet, when he
arrived back in Russia in 1917, Lenin, in his
“April Theses,” called for the immediate
overthrow of the “bourgeois” Provisional
Government and the establishment of a
workers’ government on the basis of the
soviets (popularly elected workers’
councils). What had changed Lenin’s mind?
Chiefly, the war. The first shots of the war
had shattered European socialism, with
majorities within social democratic and
labor parties across the continent ditching their internationalism and supporting
their government’s war efforts. The Second International was in tatters and
chief among the renegades that Lenin identified were the German Social
Democratic Party, Europe’s most successful. So, the old certainties were open
to challenge. Second, Lenin saw that during the war there had occurred in all
states a great centralization of economic power in the hands of the state
(“state capitalism”), so now, he argued, economic power could be won through
the seizure of political power. Third, the world war had armed Europe’s
proletariat: if a spark could be set, a revolutionary conflagration might be
arranged on an international scale, as workers in uniform turned their
weapons on their officers and governments. Finally, it was during the war
years that Lenin had developed his theory of imperialism as “the highest stage
of capitalism,” arguing that the interdependent chain of international capitalism
might be broken at its weakest link (Russia). He never explicitly accepted that
he had adopted a lot of what Trotsky had argued a decade before, but in the
summer of 1917 it was no surprise that Trotsky joined the Bolsheviks.

Vladimir Il’ich Ul’ianov (Lenin)
(1870–1924)

Mugshot of Ul’ianov (at age 26 and
before he adopted the name “Lenin”)
after his 1895 arrest for anti-tsarist activity
in St. Petersburg.

P
ub

lic
D

om
ai

n

L
E
C
T
U
R
E
E
IG
H
T

34



1. On what did the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks differ?

2. “Bolshevism was Marxism adapted for the age of imperialism.” Discuss.
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Until 1905, Imperial Russia was, in the
formal sense, an absolute monarchy, in
which the Emperor exercised supreme and
unlimited executive, legislative, and judicial
powers. In 1905, that changed. Outbursts
of popular discontent with the disastrous
war against Japan, combined with peasant
disturbances, combined with strikes and
uprisings of workers organized by the new
revolutionary parties, combined with anti-
Russian upheavals in the Baltic lands,
Poland, Transcaucasia, and elsewhere,
shook the tsarist regime to its foundations.
Nicholas II, reluctantly, on the advice of the
recalled Sergei Witte (now prime minister)
made concessions. Notably, he issued the
October Manifesto, pledging to broaden the
civil rights of his subjects (including
granting the right to form political parties
and trade unions) and offering them a
degree of popular representation in the
shape of an elected national legislature, the State Duma. Subsequently,
however, the tsar, together with his new prime minister P.A. Stolypin, reneged
on a number of his promises, issued a new set of Fundamental Laws in 1906
that restricted the Duma’s rights, and then closed down the first two State
Dumas (of 1906 and 1907) before, in the so-called “coup d’etat of 3 June
1907,” altering the electoral law to ensure a more compliant assembly would
thereafter be elected.

The question of whether or not the “system of 3 June” would be acceptable
to liberal opponents of the regime and would permit them to cooperate with
the government, to introduce progressive reform and thereby to isolate the
revolutionaries is one that has preoccupied historians ever since. “Optimists”
in this debate (who tended to dominate western historiography prior to the
1960s) have argued that it would—indeed, they found that after 1907, Russia
entered a period of stability and progress that was only interrupted by the war
of 1914. The contrary, “pessimistic” school, which dwelt upon evidence of
political and social crises in Russia after 1907 and held that 1914 either has-
tened or slightly delayed the tsarist regime’s inevitable collapse, was long
exemplified by Soviet historians, but from the 1960s onward it found its most
influential voices among western scholars.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Peter Waldron’s Between Two
Revolutions: Stolypin and the Politics of Renewal in Russia.

Lecture 9:
Nicholas II, Stolypin, and the

“Constitutional Monarchy,” 1905–1917
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Tsar Nicholas II
(1868–1918)
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Political Developments

On the political side, the hope of effective cooperation between the liberal
and right-liberal forces that dominated the final (third and fourth) State Dumas
and the tsarist regime might at first sight be said to be real, given the effective
record of legislation of the Third State Duma. However, closer inspection
reveals a host of obstacles to such cooperation remaining effective in the
longer term. The chief obstacle was the tsar himself, who resented the
concessions he had made in 1905 and
sought to claw them back at every turn. In
this he found allies among his family, the
court, and senior military figures.
Institutional weaknesses (particularly the
weakness of the council of ministers and
the ability of the upper house, the State
Council, to thwart the Duma) were also a
factor, as was the instability of the right-
liberal Octobrist Party. Finally, in this
regard, in order to secure a pro-government
majority in the Duma, Stolypin had to win
the support of the Nationalist Party by
satisfying their Great-Russianist proclivities
(notably by restricting Finnish autonomy
and separating the province of Chelm from
Poland), thereby alienating moderate
opinion (not to mention Finns and Poles). In
the light of all this, the prospects for political
stability were actually quite dim and little
progress was made after Stolypin’s
assassination in 1911.

Social Developments

With regard to the prospects for social stability under the “3 June system,” the
pessimists once again offer the most convincing case. In the countryside, by
attempting to break up the peasant commune (in which peasants had held
land in common), Stolypin sought to build a new social foundation for the
tsarist regime: he hoped to engineer the creation of a new class of small-scale
landed proprietors, who would be prosperous and conservative in their outlook
(like their French counterparts). But after an initial surge in 1908–10, fewer
and fewer peasants could be induced to leave the commune (and usually only
in areas where the commune had never been strong). Nor were efforts to
relieve land hunger in European Russia through encouraging migration to
Siberia an unalloyed success (five million peasants emigrated between 1904
and 1913, but nearly two million of them came back). The picture in urban
Russia was even more troubled. An industrial drive from 1909–11 drew many
new workers into the cities—many of them young, rootless, and prone to
disorder. This unpredictable element combined with the more established
workers’ movement to mount a strike wave from 1912 onwards (in the after-
math of the Lena Gold Fields massacre) that culminated in a general strike
in St. Petersburg in July 1914. Whether this would have culminated in a

Petr Stolypin
(1862–1911)
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revolution without the extra pressures brought to Russia by the war it is
impossible to say, but the prospects for enduring social stability in Russia on
the eve of the war seemed no more bright than those for political stability.

Any conclusions as to why a “constitutional Russia” was unable to become
firmly established and therefore continue are recognized as necessarily
tentative. This because the world war introduced—in some ways—an
extraneous factor, lending the question of the fate of a constitutional
monarchy a certain sense of “what if?”

Demonstrators in Pietarsaari (now Jakobstad), Finland, in October 1905.

In the Grand Duchy of Finland the Social Democrats organized a general strike in October 1905.
The First Red Guards were formed, led by captain Johan Kock. During the general strike, the Red
Declaration, written by Yrjö Mäkelin, was given in Tampere, demanding dissolution of the Senate of
Finland, universal suffrage, political freedoms, and abolition of censorship. The leader of the consti-
tutionalists, Leo Mechelin, crafted the November Manifesto that led to the abolition of the Diet of
Finland, and to the creation of the modern Parliament of Finland. It also resulted in a temporary halt
to the Russification policy started in 1899.
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1. How did tsarism survive the Revolution of 1905?

2. To what extent was Russia developing into a peaceful, constitutional state
before the outbreak of the First World War?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is W. Bruce Lincoln’s Passage
Through Armageddon: The Russians in War and Revolution.

Lecture 10:
Russia in War and Revolution:
August 1914–February 1917
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When Nicholas II celebrated the tercentenary of Romanov rule in 1913, he
was not sitting very comfortably on his throne. Politically and socially, Russia
was unsteady, if not yet in upheaval. Thus, when, during the July crisis of
1914, the tsar decided to mobilize his army against the Central Powers in
support of Russia’s traditional ally, Serbia (but really in defense of Russia’s
prestige and standing as a great power), he was taking a huge gamble: a
gamble with the existence of his regime and his dynasty—and, as it turned
out, a gamble with his own life and the lives of his family.

Support and Losses

At first the auguries for war were not bad, as a wave of patriotism swept
across Russia and the wave of strikes that had rocked the country since 1912
dissipated. Meanwhile, in the State Duma, not only liberal figures, but most
socialists and even Jewish representatives accepted the necessity of a civil
truce for as long as the fighting with the external enemy continued. How was
it, then, that this civic truce, this mighty array of support for the tsar and the
war effort, broke down? How was it that a tsar who had in August 1914 rallied
his people behind him so effortlessly and so impressively could in February
1917 not be so much toppled, but more gently ushered from his throne, as if
by the general consensus of all his subjects, from workers and peasants to

Tsar Nicholas II reviews members of his officer corps in 1915.

P
ub

lic
D

om
ai

n



41

generals, princes, and grand dukes? Indeed, one of the most startling facts
about the February Revolution of 1917 was that the removal of a dynasty that
had ruled Russia for three centuries—and a system that had ruled the coun-
try for several more—could be achieved in a couple of days and at the cost of
less than fifteen hundred lives. Compare that to the at least ten million dead
in the four or five years it took the Bolsheviks to establish their rule after
October 1917.

One thing that changed in Russia, of course, between August 1914 and
February 1917, was that the expected military victories had not been deliv-
ered. Within a few weeks of the outbreak of the war two entire armies (two
hundred and fifty thousand men) were lost, either as casualties or POWs in
East Prussia. Things went better for Russia against the Austrians, in Galicia,
where advances were made and some Austrian territory captured in 1915
and 1916; and on the Caucasian Front the Russians more than held their
own against the Turks and scored some notable victories. Also, by 1916 the
Russians (with the assistance of imports from their allies) had made good the
imbalance in armaments and ammunition that had given the Germans such
an advantage on the Eastern Front in 1914–15. However, by 1916 Germany
had captured all of Russian Poland and most of Lithuania and Courland. (In
1917, they would reach Riga.)

Russia’s entry into the war in 1914 and her subsequent defeats “accelerated”
(to use a term employed by V.I. Lenin) a number of trends that many histor-
ians would argue were moving the country inexorably toward revolution even
before 1914.

Descent to Revolution

There were four main contributing factors leading to the revolution of 1917.
First, through mass mobilization, the displacement of refugees and similar
factors, the war accelerated the disorientation of Russian society that had
been a feature of the processes of industrialization and urbanization of
previous decades. Also, new social groups were drawn into responsible social
and economic tasks: the Union of Zemstvos and Town Councils did important
relief work (its leader was G.E. L’vov, prime minister in 1917); the War Industry
Committees helped run the economy (head of the labor group in that body
was N.S. Chkheidze, head of the Petrograd Soviet in 1917). Meanwhile in the
army, by late 1916, thirty thousand of the forty thousand-strong officer corps of
1914 were dead or captured and had been replaced by new officers, often
from humble backgrounds.

Second, the war intensified the sense of social injustice that had been
building among the Russian masses in previous decades: by 1917, some 1.2
million men had been killed, 4.2 million wounded, and three million taken
prisoner, but for what? Meanwhile, in the rear, scandals broke surrounding
industrialists who were prospering from the war.

Third, the Russian economy broke down under the strains of the war.
Peasants retreated into self-sufficiency, but that would not feed the army or
the northern cities, where food (and fuel) shortages were appalling.
Unsurprisingly, the troubles that would flare into the February Revolution
began with disturbances in bread queues, as a rumor spread that the city’s
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stocks of flour were about to run out. Still, there had been food riots in Russia
before, but the tsars had held on.

What brought about the end of the Romanovs in February 1917 was the
fourth factor: that by 1917 Russia’s defeat in the war had discredited the
person of the tsar not only among the masses, but also among the ruling elite
(including the leadership of the army and even members of his own family).
Rumors of pro-German factions at court—the empress Alexandra was a
German—could be used to explain Nicholas’s incompetent performance at the
head of the armed forces since August 1915. This, together with the role
played by the infamous Rasputin, shocked the country. Rasputin was
murdered in December 1916 by elements trying to save the dynasty from
itself, but by then it was too late and two months later the regime collapsed.
By removing Nicholas, however, Russia was rid of only one of the four factors
that was driving it to its doom—as the succeeding Provisional Government
was about to discover.

Grigorii Efimovich Rasputin
(1869–1916)

Rasputin (center) surrounded by some of his admirers in 1914.
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1. What was the impact of the First World War upon Russian society?

2. Why did the Russian Army perform so badly in the First World War?
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On February 23, 1917, food riots
erupted in the Russian capital,
Petrograd. This was also the day
marked by socialists as
International Women’s Day and
marches associated with that
event added to the tension, as did
a lockout of thirty thousand
striking workers at the enormous
Putilov factory. By February 26,
two hundred and fifty thousand
demonstrators were on the
streets, and armed clashes with
police and soldiers began. But on
February 27, the Petrograd Garrison mutinied and power in the city passed to
a committee of the State Duma (soon to constitute itself as a Provisional
Government), in association with a crudely organized democratic council of

The Putilov Factory in Petrograd before the lockout.
Banners and speakers proclaimed international unity
of all races and peoples.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Rex A. Wade’s The Russian
Revolution, 1917.

Lecture 11:
The Year of Revolutions, 1917: Events
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Bolsheviks speaking at a demonstration of workers and soldiers near the Tavrichan (Tauride)
Palace, in Petrograd, February 27, 1917.
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workers’ and soldiers’ representatives, the Petrograd Soviet. On the advice of
all his senior generals, Nicholas II, stranded on his train at Pskov, agreed to
abdicate. Unexpectedly, his brother Mikhail refused to accept the throne and
Russia found itself in a revolutionary situation.

The Complexities of Revolution

Two warnings can be offered to anyone proposing to study what ensued.
First, the Russian Revolution of 1917 was an incredibly complex event, played
out on a huge stage in the midst of a world war. The force of events tossed
men, institutions, and ideas about like matchsticks on a stormy sea. The
second thing to appreciate is that an event so crammed with bitterness and
bloodshed and so crucial to the history of the twentieth century provoked a
flood of writings—entire libraries full of documents, memoirs, and secondary
studies—most of them colored in some way by political or national prejudice:
after all, for most of the twentieth century (and especially during the years of
the Cold War), where one stood on the Russian Revolution tended to define
your general stand politically in Europe and the United States. So, it is difficult
to pick out fact from fiction in the history of 1917: even years after the collapse
of the Soviet Union, historians still ponder the question, “Can we yet write the
history of the Russian Revolution?” Still, it is possible to generalize and
interpret. Before that, however, it is as well to establish the sequence of
events that led from the toppling of the tsar in February 1917 to the
assumption of power in October of that year by the Bolsheviks—a political
party that, eight months earlier, had stood on the fringe of Russian politics,
with just a few thousand supporters, and all its leaders in exile. This is best
done by dividing the revolutionary year into four periods.

The first period began with the disturbances of February 1917 and the
establishment of “dual power.” Socialists, through the Soviet, cooperated with
and supported the liberal-dominated Provisional Government, but (with the
exception of Alexander Kerensky) refused to join it: they saw their role as
watching over the government (and in any case, most socialist leaders had
yet to return to Petrograd from abroad or from Siberia). This period ended in
late April when a note issued by the Provisional Government’s foreign
minister, P.N. Miliukov, seemed to commit Russia to the “imperialist” war
aims of the tsar, provoking street demonstrations.

The second period lasted from early May to the first days of July. This period
saw the formation of a coalition government, as members of the chief
socialist parties (the Mensheviks and the SRs) joined the Kadets in
government. The socialist ministers sought to compromise with the Kadets on
issues such as land reform and state regulation of industry, but ended up
finding themselves compromised in the other sense when the Kadets, fearful
of the revolution and wishing to concentrate on the war, shifted to the right
and sought to stifle the social revolution that the masses expected to follow
the political revolution of February. The period ended on July 2, when the
Kadets left the government as a consequence of the socialist ministers’
willingness to permit a degree of autonomy to the non-Russian regions of the
empire (particularly, Ukraine, which was of vital economic and strategic
importance to Russia).
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The beginning of the third period was marked by the collapse of the military
offensive launched by the Provisional Government in June and by a series
of huge demonstrations in Petrograd of workers, soldiers, and sailors (the
“July Days”) demanding “All Power to the Soviets.” But the main socialist
parties refused to take power and sought to bring the Kadets back into
government, while banning the Bolsheviks, who were accused of being in
the pay of the Kaiser (by now Lenin had returned to Russia from Switzerland
on a sealed train provided by Germany) and of attempting to disrupt the
war effort through organizing the demonstrations. This breach with the
Bolsheviks was compounded in late August when Kerensky (now prime
minister) was seen to have done a deal with his ambitious commander-in-
chief, L.G. Kornilov, to restore order in the capital by force. Kerensky’s
position was not helped when, on August 27, he denounced Kornilov (by
then the darling of the political right) as a traitor and sacked him: on the one
hand, pro-Bolshevik Red Guards had to be armed to defend the capital
against the Kornilovites; on the other, the army command lost all faith in the
government and, especially, in Kerensky personally.

The final period began with the Bolsheviks, in the aftermath of the “Kornilov
affair,” winning majorities for the first time in the Petrograd and Moscow
Soviets in early September. This and other factors (notably a predicted revolt
in the German army) led Lenin to urge a seizure of power by his party. When
(not without resistance) this was accepted by the Central Committee on
October 10, L.D. Trotsky set about organizing the mechanism for the coup
through the Military-Revolutionary Committee of the Petrograd Garrison,
timing the action to coincide with the Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets
on October 25. When the Bolsheviks acted and arrested the government,
most other socialist parties left the congress in protest and Lenin created the
first Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom) and issued decrees on
peace and on land.

Demonstrators in Petrograd are fired upon by forces of the Kerensky government in July 1917.
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1. When did the February Revolution begin?

2. At what point in 1917 did the February Revolution end and the October
Revolution begin?
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Pipes, Richard. The Russian Revolution, 1899–1919. London: Collins
Harvill, 1990.

Read, Christopher. From Tsar to Soviets: The Russian People and Their
Revolution, 1917–21. London: UCL Press, 1996.

White, James D. The Russian Revolution, 1917–1921: A Short History.
London: Edward Arnold, 1994.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest

47



The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Richard Pipe’s Three “Whys”
of the Russian Revolution.

Lecture 12:
The Year of Revolutions, 1917: Interpretations
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The three central questions relating to the events of 1917 described in the
last lecture are these: “Why did the Provisional Government fail?”; “Why did
the parties of the center-left, the SRs, and the Mensheviks fail?”; and “Why
did the Bolsheviks succeed?”

The Failures of the Provisional Government

Regarding the Provisional Government, many traditional western accounts
and Soviet accounts agree that it failed because it did not solve the funda-
mental problems facing Russia (the land question, the war, and the summon-
ing of the Constituent Assembly, in particular). Western historians long
argued that this was due to naïveté and idealism on the ministers’ part;
Soviet historians claimed it was because the government pursued an anti-
revolutionary agenda dictated by landowners and the bourgeoisie. More
recently, in the West, revisionist historians, by looking at the history of 1917
“from below,” have sought to demonstrate how confined was the room for
maneuver of the Provisional Government. On the issue of land reform, for
example, the main liberal party in the government, the Kadets, had drifted to
the right and were anxious that land reform should not disrupt the war effort,
so would not sanction it: if the socialist parties wanted the Kadets in the gov-
ernment, they would have to delay such reform. The same could be said to
apply to the war: the socialists were committed to a negotiated, general set-
tlement, “without annexations or indemnities,” but the Kadets refused to
renounce Russia’s claim to the Turkish Straits in the event of victory, and in
any case a general settlement could only be achieved if the Allies were will-
ing to renounce the principle of “war to victory” and their own war aims, and
they were not. Regarding the government’s failure to summon the Constituent
Assembly, the revisionists have again implicated the Kadets, who used their
positions on the electoral commission to delay elections for as long as possi-
ble (as they feared their party’s defeat).

The Failures of the Moderate Left

On the issue of the failure of the moderate left, traditional western historians
and Soviet historians cited various aspects of the weakness of the party
structures of the SRs and the Mensheviks and their lack of strong leadership.
Revisionist historians have criticized these conclusions, pointing out how
popular and how effective Menshevik leaders like Irakli Tseretelli and Karlo
Chkheidze actually were. They have stressed instead that it was the
socialists’ refusal to rule alone, without the Kadets, that scuppered them.
They acted this way not because of some bookish adherence to Marxism
(that is, because “this is the bourgeois revolution”), but because of a number
of realistic and mutually reinforcing considerations. They feared that an
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all-socialist government would drive the liberals into the camp of the counter-
revolution, as (in their view) had occurred during 1905, leading to the failure
of that revolution. Also, for as long as the war was not ended, the socialists
needed the Kadets in the government because otherwise, it was feared,
neither the Allies nor the Russian high command would respect it. However,
their adherence to this principle of coalition tainted both the SRs and the
Mensheviks in the eyes of the masses and led to divisions within their
parties—divisions deep enough that neither would be in a position to
forcefully oppose the Bolshevik seizure of power, even though the SRs
and the Mensheviks would win more than 60 percent of the vote to the
Constituent Assembly in November 1917.

The Bolshevik Success

The Bolsheviks would win only 24 percent of the vote to the Constituent
Assembly, but had succeeded in seizing power in October 1917. Soviet
historians attributed this success to the party’s popularity in key areas (the
cities and the army) and to the clear-sighted leadership of Lenin. Although they
agreed with Soviet commentators that the Bolshevik Party was well organized
and obedient to its leaders, Western historians long challenged these
assertions about popularity, attributing the party’s victory to its ruthlessness,
cynicism, and opportunism. This became particularly apparent in the post-
Soviet “triumphalist” school of writing personified by the American historian
Richard Pipes. For the triumphalists, the Bolsheviks promised land, but brought
collectivization, promised self-determination, but reconquered all the territories
of the old empire, promised liberation, but brought the Cheka, and were
motivated solely by a lust for power. Revisionists, in contrast, argued—and,
despite the collapse of the Soviet Union, continue to argue—that far from
workers, peasants, and soldiers being manipulated by the Bolsheviks, it was
the party that responded to the revolutionary aspirations of the Russian
masses, who demanded action. They have pointed out too how it was not the
Bolshevik Party’s hierarchical nature that mattered in 1917, but its relative
openness and responsiveness to the radical demands of the large influx
of new members it welcomed: 94 percent of delegates to the party’s sixth
Congress in July 1917 had joined since 1914, most of them in 1917. Finally,
new attention too has been paid by revisionists to Lenin’s State and
Revolution, which was largely written in 1917 and which, the revisionists’ claim,
is clearly the work not of a cynical politician planning to deceive the masses,
but of a utopian idealist,
swept up in the optimism
of the masses and
anticipating the dawning
of a socialist future. In
this view, the subsequent
development of an
oppressive, terroristic,
one-party state has to be
explained by Russia’s
experience of civil war in
the aftermath of the
October Revolution.
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1. Why did the Provisional Government fail?

2. To what extent did the October Revolution express the will of the
Russian people?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is David Bullock’s The Russian
Civil War, 1918–22.

Lecture 13:
The Russian Civil Wars, 1917–1921: Events

Although fewer works have been written on the Russian Civil War than on
the Revolution, the same warnings apply as those offered about 1917. First, it
was an immensely complex event and was not simply a matter of White (anti-
Bolshevik) against Red (Bolshevik), but involved the struggles of Russians
against non-Russians, Reds against other socialists and anarchists, Muslims
against Christians, workers against peasants, foreign interventionists against
the Reds, and so on. It was a struggle thereto unparalleled in its violence and
horror: by 1921, some ten million people were dead, mostly from disease; the
following year at least another five million perished in a famine that was, at
least in part, brought on by the war. All this has occasioned much controversy
and bitterness in the historiography. Historians disagree violently in their
interpretations of why it was that the Bolsheviks emerged victorious and often
cannot agree on what might seem like minor details. For instance, when did
the war begin?

Many Wars in One

Soviet historians generally argued that the civil war began in May 1918, with
the revolt of the Czechoslovak Legion. But that is to ignore the significant
fighting that took place from late October 1917 over the winter of 1917–18 in
various parts of the old empire and to imply that native resistance to
Bolshevism was insignificant until prompted and empowered by this foreign
intervention. More recently, western historians have taken up this theme and
placed the beginning of the civil war with the October Revolution of 1917, but
it could be argued that Russia was in a state of “cold” civil war from August
1917 and the events of the “Kornilov affair.” It might be best to conceive of
the events as a two-stage civil war: the first stage lasted from October (or
August) 1917 through to the spring of 1918, when the Bolsheviks appeared
victorious. But then, following the signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk
between Soviet Russia and the
Central Powers, anti-Bolshevik
forces (who opposed the treaty)
rallied and, sometimes supported
financially and later militarily by
the western Allies (who sent
troops into North Russia and

Leon Trotsky exhorts comrades of the Red
Army to push back the attack of White Army
troops in 1918.
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Siberia in the summer of 1918 and into South Russia in December 1918),
challenged the newly created Red Army, thereby putting an end to the previ-
ous “Triumphant March of Soviet Power.”

What happened next is best understood through the prism of what might be
termed the chief regional manifestations of opposition to the Soviet govern-
ment during the Russian Civil War (although bear in mind that this schema,
for reasons of space, ignores many of the quite sizable conflicts, around the
periphery of the old empire, as the Russians battled among themselves—
for example, the Polish-Galician War, the Armenian-Azeri War and the
Armenian-Georgian War—as well as Soviet Russia’s wars with states
seeking their independence in the Baltic, Ukraine, and Transcaucasia).

The first attack was launched by the Czechoslovak Legion (forty-five thou-
sand men) along the Trans-Siberian Railway in May 1918. Within a few
months the Czechs would withdraw from the Volga front, but their action had
supported the second manifestation: the establishment of various moderate
socialist governments on the Volga and in Siberia that went under the banner
of the “democratic counterrevolution” and created their own armies. In
November 1918, the “democratic counterrevolution” was ended by the Omsk
coup that brought to power as “Supreme Ruler” Admiral A.V. Kolchak.
Kolchak’s right-wing government formed a Russian Army (one hundred and
thirty thousand men) in Siberia that in the spring of 1919 launched an attack
across the Urals. The Reds turned that advance and by the end of 1919 had
driven the Whites out of Siberia (although they maintained a toe hold at
Vladivostok until 1922). Meanwhile, as Kolchak retreated, the White army of
General A.I. Denikin (the Armed Forces of South Russia, one hundred thou-
sand men), which included many Don and Kuban Cossacks, advanced from

Left: A Signal Corps photographic unit with the American Expeditionary Force in North Russia. In
the background is the Monastery Church of Archangel, in June 1919. Right: American troops in
Vladivostok parading in front of the building occupied by the Czechoslovak staff, in August 1918.
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the North Caucasus and by October 1919 had reached Orel, just two hun-
dred miles south of Moscow. But at that point the Red Army rallied and drove
Denikin back to the Black Sea. Two further sorties against Petrograd were
made by White forces commanded by General N.N. Iudenich (the North-
Western Army, fifteen thousand men), which reached the outskirts of the city
in October 1919 before being driven back into Estonia. Smaller White
forces—with considerable British and American support—attempted to drive
south from Archangel in 1919, but were blocked by the Reds and collapsed
when the Allies left. To the West, the Bolsheviks were also confronted by the
Poles, who invaded Ukraine in 1920. The Red Army (by now mostly free of
the Whites) engaged them and drove them back to Warsaw, but was then
repulsed and the Poles gained territory at the subsequent Peace of Riga
(March 1921). Taking advantage of the Soviet-Polish War, in August 1920,
the remnants of Denikin’s forces, now commanded by General P.N. Wrangel,
burst out of their stronghold of the Crimean peninsula into southern Ukraine.
However, Wrangel’s thirty-seven thousand-strong Russian Army was doomed
once that Soviet-Polish peace negotiations got underway in October and his
men were evacuated from the
Crimea to Turkey in November
1920. With the Whites now all but
defeated, the Reds turned on their
other rivals—notably the anarchist
“Insurgent Army” of Nestor
Makhno, their former ally in south-
ern Ukraine. In mid-1921, Makhno
was driven across the border into
Romania and it remained only for
the Reds to clear up the last
patches of White resistance in the
Far East, although campaigns
against the Muslim Basmachi
forces in Central Asia would con-
tinue throughout the 1920s.
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Nestor Makhno (1888–1934), center, looking at

camera, with some of his anarchist group in the
Ukraine during the Russian Civil War.



1. When did the Russian Civil Wars begin? And when did they end?

2. “This was an international and inter-ethnic war as much as it was a civil
war.” Discuss.
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Reds

The central question of the Russian Civil
Wars is “How was it that by 1921 all the major
foes of the Soviet regime had been defeated
and the Bolsheviks could turn to reconstruc-
tion and the building of socialism?” The
answer does not lie in the allegedly superior
political and economic policies of the Bolshe-
viks. They made many promises about
“peace, bread, and land” (and these were
important in their holding onto power in the six
months after the revolution), but they could
not be kept and, eventually, the population
rebelled against them (notably at Tambov and
Kronstadt). However, these rebellions came
chiefly after the defeat of the Whites. The Bolsheviks attempted to centralize
control of the economy through “War communism,” but without much success:
production was minimal and the Red Army relied on the stores and stockpiles
of the imperial army, while trade and food supply remained in private hands,
and Red forces usually had to “self-supply.” Lenin was credited by Soviet
historians as the architect of the victory, but he generally took a back seat and
rarely interfered in operational matters. Military leadership was left to Trotsky,
but he made numerous mistakes and was a weak strategist, although as the
founder and builder of the Red Army he deserves a good deal of credit: his
creation of a traditional, centralized, hierarchical army, based on conscription
(in contrast to the partisan militias favored by Red idealists), was key. He too
was the driving force behind the use of tsarist officers as “military specialists”
(and the innovation of political commissars to keep them loyal). He was also
behind the development of Red cavalry armies (against Bolshevik opposition to
the deployment of forces of this type, their having been the elite of the old army
and the symbol of tsarist tyranny). This cancelled out the Whites’ advantage of
being able to call upon the service of the Cossacks. (Although it is worth noting
that the Cossacks’ indiscipline and looting cost the Whites a lot of support.)

The role of propaganda on the Red side has probably also been exaggerated
as a factor in their victory. Most of the famous posters and other works were
produced only from late 1920, after the war was almost won—and, of course,
the Whites sustained an almost-successful effort with minimal propaganda. In
fact, the Whites made few political promises—partly in adherence to the
principle of “non-predetermination” (that is, only a future national assembly,
after the defeat of the Bolsheviks, could decide the major issues of land
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Evan Mawdsley’s The
Russian Civil War.

Lecture 14:
The Russian Civil Wars, 1917–1921: Interpretations

Lenin ca. 1920
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reform, self-determination of the minorities, and other issues), but also partly
because the main body of their supporters (landowners and Russian
nationalists) opposed such reforms.

Whites

The White leaders, especially Kolchak, were also Russian nationalists, which
hampered them in a war over the future of an ex-empire in which Russians
had been in a minority, especially as the Whites tended to be based in areas
on the periphery where non-Russians were striving for independence. In this
regard, Kolchak’s refusal to meet the demands of Finland was a crucial mis-
take, as the Finns would certainly have driven the Reds from Petrograd—a
blow that the Soviet government would probably not have survived.

That the Whites were fighting from the periphery, from isolated bases that
were separate from one another, has also been exaggerated as a factor in their
defeat. Kolchak advanced from Siberia before Denikin did from the North
Caucasus not because he could not communicate with him (he could and did,
by telegraph), but because he and his commanders did not think it was
necessary: they could not conceive of their army, heir to that of the tsars, being
defeated by one presided over by a journalist (Trotsky) and became
overconfident. Also significant here was that the Whites felt the need to display
victory on the battlefield as soon as possible in order to impress the leaders of
the Allied powers: victory might win them not only continued supplies and
support from the Allies but also, it was hoped, a seat at the Paris Peace
Conference, which opened in January 1919 without any accredited Russian
representative. This single-minded concentration on the front, however, meant
that too little attention was paid to the White rear, which suffered economic
breakdown and food shortages. (Although it could be argued that there was
probably little the Whites could have done to avert that, so it was wise that they
attempted to win the war as soon as possible.) It meant too that Denikin and,
especially, Kolchak, turned a blind eye to the iniquitous and cruel regimes
established at the local level by forces that came under their command: the
atamanshchina (‘tyranny of the atamans’) of G.M. Semenov and his ilk
besmirched the White banner and lost them the sympathies of the Allies.

The Chronology Factor

In this light, the advantages and disadvantages enjoyed by the Reds and
the Whites largely cancelled each other out. (This explains why the outcome
of the war was a close-run thing—certainly a lot closer than is generally
remembered.) However, to return to the issue with which we began, the
Reds had one very important advantage that the Whites could not nullify:
chronology. The Bolsheviks seized control of the Russian heartland in the
first stage of the civil war, before the Whites really became active, and never
lost it. The thirty provinces of central Russia that remained in Red hands
after the spring of 1918 covered one million square miles and held a
population of sixty million (making it the largest state in Europe); it had a
population that was overwhelmingly Russian, was the most economically
developed, and contained most of the war industries of the old empire; and it
contained Russia’s densest railway network. From this strategic heartland
the Bolsheviks raised a Red Army of more than five million men by 1920, far
outnumbering their combined opponents.



1. What better explains the Bolshevik victory in the Russian Civil Wars: the
Reds’ strengths or their opponents’ weaknesses?

2. How important was geography in determining the outcome of the Russian
Civil Wars?
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ataman A Cossack leader (hetman in Ukraine)

autocracy The political system of the Muscovite and Russian Empires, in which
limitless power (in theory) was granted to the tsar by God

Baltic Germans Descendents of the German crusaders in north-east Europe who
remained as the social elite in the Estonian and Latvian provinces of
the Russian Empire and who, in the nineteenth century, provided
numerous military and governmental (especially diplomatic) officers
of the tsarist regime

barshchichina Corvée labour (the rendering of serf obligations through labour)

Cheka The Russian acronym for “The Extraordinary Commission for
Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage,” the Bolsheviks’
secret police, established in December 1917

chernozem Black earth: the fertile soils of the southern and south-eastern
steppe zone, rich in nutrients

Cossack Originally a population group of eastern Slavs who settled the
steppe frontier in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and lived
largely by raiding and looting; by the nineteenth century the term
denoted a member of a military caste living in the borderlands of the
Russian Empire in a separate Host (voisko), who received certain
privileges in return for military service

Duma See State Duma and Municipal Council

Economists Lenin’s term for those Social Democrats who allegedly believed that
economic struggle (for wages, etc.) would automatically lead the
workers into political struggle

Golden Horde The successor state to the Mongol Empire in western Eurasia from
the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries; its centre was at Sarai on the
lower Volga

The Great Term used to describe Russo-British frictions in Central Asia in the
Game late nineteenth century

guberniia A province

Iskra The Spark: Social Democratic paper, originally edited by Lenin and
Martov; published abroad and smuggled into Russia, 1902–1905

Kadets Members of the Constitutional Democratic Party (also known as
the party of the People’s Freedom), Russia’s main liberal party
after 1905

khlysty “The Flagellants”: a religious sect, rumoured to have included
Rasputin, which engaged in orgiastic rituals

khutor An individual, consolidated farmstead, separate from the village
commune (pl. khutora)

krugovaia “Joint responsibility”: the principle according to which members of
poruka village communes were held jointly responsible for the payment of

taxes and obligations; retained in the statutes of 1861, it was
abolished in 1903

Land and See Zemlia i volia
Freedom
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Land Captain See Zemskii nachal’nik

Liquidators Lenin’s term for those Social Democrats who, in the period 1905 to
1917, sought to conduct the struggle through legal means (trade
unions, the Duma, etc.) and therefore, allegedly, to liquidate the party

Little Russians Term used by some Russians to describe the Ukrainians, the second
largest national group in the Russian Empire; the term implicitly
denied the Ukrainians’ existence as a separate national group

mir See village commune

municipal Gorodskaia duma: local councils in urban areas, established after
council 16 June 1870; elected by property holders

muzhik A peasant (literally, “a little man”)

Narodnaia “The People’s Will”: that section of the Zemlia i volia organization
volia (q.v.) which, in 1879, became a separate party devoted to terrorism;

its members assassinated Alexander II in 1881

narodnik A term originally coined by Plekhanov to describe a supporter
of any of the Populist parties who would not, he claimed, accept
that Russia would pass through a capitalist stage before socialism
could be established: the word (pl. narodniki) is derived from
narodnichestvo, which originally meant the tendency of radical
groups of the 1870s to base plans for the revolution on the
immediate needs of the peasantry

obrok Quitrent (the payment of serf obligations in kind or in money)

obshchina See village commune

October Nicholas II’s pronouncement of 17 October 1905 promising a
Manifesto legislative assembly and the extension of civil rights

Octobrists A right-liberal party from 1905 to 1917 that advocated working within
the terms of the October Manifesto

Okhrana The Secret Police in tsarist Russia: although invariably spelled this
way in English, the Russians actually called it the Okhranka

Old Believers Those of the Russian Orthodox confession who did not accept the
church reforms of the mid-seventeenth century; they were much
persecuted in the nineteenth century

otkhodniki Migratory (and often seasonal) laborers

otrub A peasant household that separated from the village commune (q.v.)
but remained in the village (cf “khutor”)

Pale of The fifteen provinces along the western border region of the Empire
Settlement where most Russian Jews were obliged, by law, to live

Panslavism A political movement of the late nineteenth century that sought the
liberation and union of all Slavs and the creation of a large South
Slav state in the Balkans; viewed by other European powers as a
cover for Russian expansionism

The People’s See Narodnaia volia
Will

pogrom A violent attack on the Jews
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pomeshchik A nobleman in possession of a pomest’e (q.v.)

pomest’e A landed estate, inhabited by serfs, which was granted to a
nobleman by the tsar; originally the grant was for life, but from 1714
they became the private, hereditary property of the nobility

The Porte “The Sublime Porte”: The Ottoman court at Constantinople (and, by
extension, the government of the Ottoman Empire)

Pravda The Truth: Bolshevik newspaper printed illegally in Russia from
1912 to 1914 (and legally from 1917)

prodrazverstka The Bolsheviks’ system of requisitioning foodstuffs during the period
of War Communism (q.v.)

proprietal serfs pomeshchich’i krestiane: those serfs owned by the nobility;
sometimes called “seigniorial peasants” in English

redemption The final stage of the emancipation process, during which the freed
payments serfs bought, or “redeemed,” their allotments from the nobles

through payments to the intermediary of the government; the
payments were cancelled in 1907

RSDLP Russian Social Democratic Labor Party: the Russian followers
of Marx who, after 1903, were divided into Bolshevik and
Menshevik factions

rubl Unit of currency, usually “rouble” in English; 1 rubl = 100 kopeki

serf A peasant in bondage to a private owner

skhod The assembly of members of the village commune (q.v.)

Slavophiles A generally conservative political/philosophical movement of the early
nineteenth century that asserted that certain allegedly particular
“Slavic” values (“togetherness”/sobornost, the village commune, the
unity of tsar and people, Orthodoxy) were superior to Western values
(individualism, rationalism, and democracy)

soslovie An estate: a social class with a special legal status (pl. sosloviia)

Sovnarkom Sovet narodnykh komissarov (Council of People’s Commissars): the
first Soviet government, founded on 26 October 1917 and headed
by Lenin

starosta The elected or appointed head of any group, but especially that of
the village commune (q.v.)

State Council Central government institution, founded in 1810, which was formally
responsible for approving laws before they were sent to the tsar
for ratification

State Duma Gosudarstvennaia duma: the legislative assembly established in
1906 as a consequence of Nicholas II’s October Manifesto (q.v.)

steppe The treeless, grassy plain covering much of southern and south-
eastern Russia

taiga Coniferous forest stretching across northern Russia between the
steppe (q.v.) and the tundra (q.v.)

tsar Soveriegn, ruler: usually interpreted as a contraction of the Roman
(and hence Byzantine) cæsar
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tsarevich A son of the tsar: the heir to the throne

tsarevna A daughter of the tsar

tsaritsa The wife of the tsar

tundra The arctic plain of northern Russia, characterized by permanently
frozen subsoil (permafrost); it can support only lichens, mosses, and
dwarfed vegetation

village The fundamental institution of peasant self-government throughout
commune much of European Russia, normally composed of elected

representatives from the village males; Russian peasants tended to
call it the mir (literally “peace” or “the world” or even “the universe”);
from the 1830s intellectuals often called it the obshchina; after 1861
it was officially constituted as the sel’skoe obshestvo

War The term used (retrospectively) by Lenin to denote the series of
Communism economic measures employed (or inherited) by the Bolsheviks

during the civil war, including wholesale nationalization of industry,
forced requisitioning of food, and the devaluation of the currency

The Western The territories of Lithuania, Belorussia, and right-bank Ukraine
Provinces annexed by Russia during the partitions of Poland

Zemlia i volia Land and Freedom (sometimes “Land and Liberty” in English): the
name of two populist parties (the first in the 1860s and the second in
the 1870s); the second sent its members “to the people” and
agitated among the peasantry to bring about social revolution,
believing that the village commune could provide the base of a
socialist society in Russia

Zemskii Land Captain: an official, normally from the local nobility, appointed
nachal’nik by the Provincial Governor after the law of 12 July 1889, to oversee

the volost assembly and its affairs

zemstvo Officially, zemskoe uchrezhdenie: an elected assembly (pl.
zemstva), at uezd and guberniia levels, of representatives of all
classes, established by the reform of 1 January 1864
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Children pose with the head from the statue of Alexander III lying next to the base from which it
was dismantled in April 1918.
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