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Why were there two revolutions in Russia in 1917?

Lenin’s ‘fundamental law of revolution’

‘…for revolution it is essential, first, that a majority of the workers …should fully understand that revolution is necessary and be ready to sacrifice their lives for it; secondly that the ruling classes be in a state of governmental crisis which draws even the most backward masses into politics…a crisis which weakens the government and makes it possible for the revolutionaries to overthrow it rapidly’

Vladimir Lenin quoted in Lenin and the Russian Revolution, Christopher Hill 1947

The essential difference in the revolutions of 1917

‘The February revolution had been essentially the collapse of tsardom from within. The October revolution was a seizure of power by the Bolshevik Party from the Provisional Government, which had replaced the tsar but had proved no more capable of successfully leading Russia in wartime than he had.’

Reaction and Revolutions: Russia 1881-1924 Michael Lynch p. 80

February 1917 – ‘the collapse of tsardom from within’. 

It was a spontaneous affair; unplanned with no clear leadership.

Compare February 1917 with October 1905. 

Similarities? 

· Defeat in war

· Liberal political aspirations conjoined with proletariat

Differences? Nicholas was able to survive 1905 but not in 1917 because:

· War ended quickly but it continued in 1917

· He made concessions but could not in 1917 because of the war

· He retained the support of the army and the ruling classes in 1905 but did not in 1917. Then army was not loyal and the ruling classes were prepared to sacrifice the tsar. In so doing they hoped to buy off the revolutionaries.

Ironic. The ruling class thought they were learning from history, making concessions to avoid losing everything. But by failing to back the tsar they were sowing the seeds for their own crisis of legitimacy. By getting rid of the tsar they were demonstrating that anything was possible. The Provisional Government in contrast remained exactly that, provisional. It lacked the traditional basis of authority that 300 years of Romanov Tsars enjoyed. 

Why was the war so important?

Mass urban discontent could have been contained by force and liberals were always wary of unleashing a revolution. This happened in 1905. What was different about 1917 was the condition of the army. The loyal soldiers (and importantly the upper class officers) of 1914 no longer existed by 1917. In addition, the bulk of the reliable fighting force was on the front line. They did not mutiny. The Tsar was brought down by the unreliable garrison troops in Petrograd. Most of the country was quiet. Reliable soldiers might have been found on the front line to support the Tsar. 

The key factor was that the ruling class decided to abandon Nicholas. They feared revolution so much that they were prepared to make this ultimate concession. It wasn’t so much the fact of a revolutionary situation that led to the downfall of the Tsar; rather it was the expectation that revolution was inevitable. But this was ultimately the fault of the Tsar himself failing to make concessions to the Duma, allowing the Tsarina (Rasputin) to govern…etc. 

‘What the generals and politicians had done was unleash the revolution they had sought to prevent…The people knew what they wanted; the elite did not know how to hold on to what it had. Once the Tsar was removed, the state was decapitated, authority collapsed, the whole structure of society began to unravel and a climate of disobedience developed. It was allowed to develop by paralysis at the top. The problem was that there was really no one at the top at all, there was a vacuum: no one was prepared to take the responsibility and use force to restore law and order.’

Graham Darby The Russian Revolution p.86

October 1917 ‘a seizure of power’

So why did the Provisional Government fail? Three identifiable aspects:

1. Failings of the Provisional Government

2. The people’s revolution; people ‘ready to sacrifice their lives’

3. The role of the Bolsheviks

Failings of the Provisional Government (or better still, the inherent weaknesses of the Provisional Government)

The Provisional Government:

· Failed to impose their authority on the Soviets (How could they?)

· Were too divided 

· Failed to call the Constituent Assembly (to gain authority in an election they would lose?)

· Wanted to (had to?) continue the war

· Did not redistribute land (but how could they?)

· Could not manage the economy

Perhaps this category of explanation is unfair. In reality, the Provisional Government failed to achieve the impossible. From February, central government was drained of 

power. With the Tsar gone, the power structure collapsed. They had to act quickly but failed to do so. How could they? The people’s demands were revolutionary, but the Provisional Government was not. They were middle class (liberal) politicians. The June offensive was meant to restore government prestige. Kerensky fell out with Kornilov and alienated the army. The Kadets who supported the war, opposed the call for a Constituent Assembly, opposed state control of the economy and would not redistribute land to the peasants largely dominated the Provisional Government! It is remarkable that the Provisional Government lasted as long as it did.

The People’s Revolution 

(…they didn’t need revolutionaries to tell them what they wanted)

No one would do as they were told. In the absence of coercion, there was no authority. 

The peasants believed that land should be owned by those who worked it. ‘The goals, methods and rhythm of peasants actions during 1917 were their own’ Acton. They had shown remarkable patience but this was running out by October. 

The proletariat had many of their demands met by February revolution. But they became increasingly radicalised in 1917 largely because of rising prices and food shortages. The increasing number of strikes were largely defensive and motives were largely economic. They were crying out for leadership. 

The most important group were the soldiers, who were largely ‘peasants in uniform’. Like the workers, the soldiers gained many improvements after February (e.g. representative committees). The Kornilov Affair destroyed any trust that the soldiers had and consequently there was an increasing tendency to refuse to obey orders. In the case of all three groups, the continuation of the war was critical.

The role of the Bolsheviks

When the Provisional Government failed to meet the increasingly radical demands of the people, the people set up their own committees to take direct action. However, these committees could not end the war, restore the economy or ensure food supplies throughout Russia.  This is why the leadership of the Bolsheviks must be central to any explanation of October 1917.

In February 1917 a successful Bolshevik revolution looked unlikely. The Soviets were dominated by the Mensheviks and SRs, then Bolsheviks had only 10 000 members. Lenin’s return and his April Thesis would prove to be valuable later but generally the Bolsheviks made little progress. The July Days seemed to demonstrate how impotent the Bolsheviks were. Yet from this time the influence of the Bolsheviks grew. 

The Kornilov Affair proved to be real turning point. By October 1917 membership stood at 300 000.  People turned to the Bolsheviks because they had not been tainted by the failure of the provisional government. The Menshevik unwillingness to form a 

Soviet government cost them much support. As Wildman has argued, the Bolsheviks did not offer ‘a new vision of the revolution but rather a more speedy realisation of the original one’.  Or as Darby puts it, ‘The Bolsheviks and their propaganda did not create the people’s programme, they merely articulated it.’ (p. 104) 

The role of Lenin was central. His skill as a ruthless politician is acknowledged by all. His ability to persuade the Bolshevik Central Committee on the 10th October (10 votes 

to 2) that revolution was imminent, was critical.  Kerensky’s attempted suppression of the Bolsheviks on the 24th October forced the party to defend itself.  What followed was not a coup d’état, it was a response to a popular movement. 

Richard Jones-Nerzic (May 2005)
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