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The Russian Revolution refers to a collection of events that lead to the collapse of two regimes,

Tsarism and the following Provisional Government, and the installation of the Bolshevik dictatorship

for years to come. These events vary greatly in nature and impact, such as the social unrest that took/ ~
form in riots and strikes throughout the urban districts and the economic crisis that was brought on

by Russia attempting to compete with leading European powers such as Germany in the First World

War. Radical groups such as the Bolsheviks sought to use these events as the catalyst to bring about

wide spread political change and sieze power. L Cotend

A major factor for the February revolution would be the involvement of Russia in the First World
War. Nicholas had hopes that the war situation would rally the Russian people behind him as he had
at the outbreak of war with the Japanese in 1904. The Russians had previously lost the war against
Japan and had to make humiliating concessions the the Japanese as a result, such as abandoning all
activities in Manchuria. This means that the image of the Tsar as a strong and capable military leader
was already fractured before the events of the First World War and people would be less likely to_~
invest their hopes of a significant victory in him. Such beliefs would be substantiated when the
Russians went on to lose a string of battles against the German army, one of the most prominent
being the battle of Tannenberg in which the whole of the Russian second army was destroyed. These
resounding defeats only served to substantiate the existing belief that the Tsarist government was
crumbling and the Tsar himself was incapable of providing the proper Ieader;hip that would lead the

nation through the war. AL Al iaes beny Comsda d

As a result of the ‘Great Retreat’ in 1915, the Tsar left for the front himself to take full command of
all forces in an attempt to turn the tide and gain approval from the public, this act left the governing

of the nation in terms of domestic policy to the Tsarina, Alexandra. She herself was subject to NS o
At

i et

prominence with each defeat. The situation was not helped by the fact that she was not well liked by

various rumours and gossip. One of the most significant being that the poor progress on the front

was due to her being a German spy, this stemmed from her German heritage and only grew into

a majority of the Russian people due to her criticisms of Russian society, going as far to call it

/ &ecadent.

Another subject that was focused on by rumours was the close relation between the supposed Holy
man Rasputin and the royal family. The closeness between them stems form the fact that the Tsars
son, Alexi, had haemophilia. This was not known by the public which served to create suspicion over

the relations of the royals and the holy man. The departure of the Tsar to the front lines gave the



/

perception to the Russian people that control of the nation was left to the Tsarina. While this may
not have been the case because the Tsar was still involved in government proceedings, this was a
fact not well known by the general population. Between 1915-16, constant changes were made to
those in government positions, the end result was the image of chaos being projected to the /
people. This lead to the ampilification of the rumours that the Tsarina was actively attempting to

sabotage the war effort by slowing down government proceedings which naturally lead to deep e
Sty lewdkion [ N ket s
distrust. ArL "/) [enekiin (z,c» L,o«;oj 4K d (wwl ch

Despite the fact that the Tsar was at the frontlines he still took part in a small measure of running his
nation. This did not help the situation as much as it should have due to the Tsars apparent ineptitudf/
as a leader. He showed a tendency to employ heavily repressive measured in order to keep control

of his nation throughout his reign, this is extremely evident from the number of shootings carried

out by government forces on those who protested their way of life and work. Strong examples of

these would include the events of ‘Bloody Sunday’ in 1905 and the Lena Goldfields massacre in 1912,
which took 200 and 160 lives respectively’. The continued use of such measures painted the Tsar in a
negative manner, the fact that the protesters on ‘Bloody Sunday’ behaved in a peaceful manner but

were still killed would give many the idea that force would be needed to achieve their demands and

that there could be no reasoning with the Tsar if he was so willing to simply have any who opp6se

him, no matter how peacefully, shot.

A key reason for the insecurity of the Tsars policies was the fact that he was never intended to take
the throne. This meant that the Tsar also showed a great unwillingness to compromise with those
who protested for a more democratic Russia, the resentment form the public for this peaked after

the introduction of the Fundamental Laws. This came after the Tsar made concession to the public in

" the form of the 1905 October Manifesto. The manifesto promised the Russian people limitations on

the Tsars power, a constitution and a democratic body known as a Duma. Naturally the peoples
hopes were dashed when the were laws introduced in 1906. Article 4 asserts that the “All-Russian Yl

Calonel s
Emperor possesses the supreme autocratic power.” Other stipulations included the Tsars right to ehodnof

b 1% «

dissolve the Duma at any point he wanted and the fact that he did not have to take the Dumas (el beed oo
wishes into account as they would have no legal power to enact laws, this lead to a kind of 6" ruﬂ w4
stagnation in the Dumas as the Tsar dissolved it whenever dissenting opinions were brought up. The

result of the laws was that people began to severely distrust what the Tsar promised, a key point of

! Revolutions in Early Modern and Modern Europe. (Page 300 for ‘Bloody Sunday, Page 322 for Lena Goldfields
Massacre.)



the speeches made by prominent radicals such as Trotsky. JJhis/meant that radical groups were able
to further the idea that the Tsar could not be trusted to alleviate the issues the population put

_/férward to him. Mounting social tension and the rapid increase in strikes and riots over the reign of
Nicholas culminated in his abdication in February 1917. The resulting void in leadership was filled by
a provisional government, which would carry out the duties of leadership until a constituentt/"

assembly could be elected and a constitution could be drawn up.

The definitive causes of the Russian revolution have been a subject of debate between historians of

various intellectual schools of thought for years after the event took place, the most popular of

these schools would be the Soviet, Liberal and Revisionist points of view.

The Soviet interpretation is associated with the official Soviet government that arose as a
consequence of the October Revolution. Soviet historians typically advocate the nation that the
seizure of power carried out by the Bolsheviks in October of 1917/wa§ iﬁ accordance with the wishes
of the Russian people and as such had the full popular support;f the people. The doctrines of 3
Marxism are emphasised greatly, as such it is commonplace for the historian to believe that some
form of uprising would have taken place against the middle and upper classes in Russia, carried out
by the peasants and workers who had been long exploited by these people, as such the actions
undertaken by the Bolshevik party and Lenin acted as a catalyst for this uprising, speeding up the
time taken to establish the ideal communist society. The key factor that undermined the Tsarist
government in the eyes of the soviets was the inadequacy of the Tsar in terms of his domestic policy
and management of the war effort. This in turn drew the anger of the people who would rise up

against the tyranny of the Tsar to establish a new government run by the workers.

My chosen Soviet work is ‘Lenin, life and legacy’ (1994) written by Dimitri Volkogonov. Volkogonov
was a high ranking officer in the Soviet military and was also the head of the Department of D i 7
Psychological Warfare. This fact would make his account significantly less reliable due to the fact W+ V{4~
that an ulterior motive exists for him to twist facts in order to justify the existence of the Soviet ‘A“'"l'!‘jz;'"/
Union through its armed takeover. Ranking in the Soviet Military was often determined by loyalty to e -
the party so for Volkogonov to have achieved his rank it must have been determined at some point

(/Aat he could be trusted to put forward information that conforms to the official state view. His rank
would also place him in the unique position to access the Soviet archives, these archives were closed

off to the public until the collapse of the USSR.



Volkogonov places emphasis on the poor performance of Russia during the First World War as being _
A
a reason for the downfall of the Tsar, he states ‘ the unsuccessful progress of the war and the ¢

weakness of the tsar’? was to blame. He places importance on the vast economic strain that Werﬁ\/"\ . l]
N - L
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placed on the entirety of the Russian people, a key example being the inflation felt during the it o4

wartime years, the supply to urban areas in terms of foodstuffs had declined rapidly “prices rose U\ e
enla

Alarmingly as a result”3, Failure of the supply was due to the increased demands from the army as

well as the fact that a majority of the rural communities responsible for maintaining the supply had "
either lost their workforce of young men to conscription or had been occupied by the advancing -
German army. Families that had relied on subsistence farming to get by also greatly suffered, often

not producing enough for themselves and starving to death as a result.

To summarise, Soviet accounts of the events of the revolution tend to offer an extremely one-sided

NI (,1(&‘\‘-\
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support of the majority of the Russian people. Despite him not having a hand in the actual planning bt}

view which aims to portray the Bolsheviks as the saviours of the people who acted with the full

of the take over, Lenin is often portrayed at the catalyst for the revolution. The unwillingness of (enAred
Seviet historians to publish works that are openly critical of the Bolsheviks actions and go against the
Afficial narrative of the state stems form the fact that the Soviet government would only allow :
approved material to be published inside their territory, those who attempted to were liable to
arrest and, in extreme cases, execution. The threat of legal persecution and death would be enough
for persuade those who did not necessarily support the state to publish works that push the
governments narrative. In terms of Volkogonovs view however, | feel that he puts forward quite
accurate information and | agree that the First World War was primarily to blame for the collapse of

b (V7 PR PN oAt 2 e
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Tsarism.
Contrary to the i}fi\e!;\put forward by the Soviets, the revisionist interpretation typically focuses on
key events that took place as well as their relation to the people as a whole. In this school, historical
events are typically viewed in a ‘from below’ manner. This means that recognition is given to the
vital role that was played by the ordinary Russian in terms of the emergence of a revolutionary
society in 1917 Russia. The actions of groups such as the peasant farmers and the industrial workers
are given a great deal of attention. Factors that are explored typically include the social and
economic impacts that were dealt to the lower classes and the effect that these issues had on their

perceptions of the Tsar as a protector of the common people as well as the Provisional Government

2 volkogonov, 1994, page 105
3 Revolutions in Early and Modern Europe, (Bullock,Page 326)



that was set up to replace the monarchy and prepare Russia to receive the Democratic system that
they had so long sought after. The main reason for this emphasis is due to the influence that a
unified voice of the people has on decisions that are made in Government. The will of the people is
the deciding factor as to who holds power in a democratic system. The fact that polls for the ./
constituent assembly placed the Bolshevik votes at 23.5%* clearly reflects that they never held the

full support of the people.

My chosen revisionist work is ‘Russia, from Tsarism to the 21% Century’ {Penguin 2015), written by

Robert Service. Service is widely regarded as ‘one of Britains best-known experts on Russia’®. He was

educated at Cambridge and worked as a Professor at Oxford University until 2013, his works often ArD
include large criticisms of the actions of Lenin, the legitimacy of the Soviet regime as well as the | R 0”
Marxist theory that acted as the ideological foundation of the Bolshevik movement. He is, at the | 'D‘V'PL"
time of writing, one of the few western historians to have gained access to the previously locked
Soviet archives which means he is among the few who are able to give a detailed and well inforrp_ed"" ’

account and explain action of the events that took place in 1917. His background is important to

note as it reinforces his ability to give a impartial analysis of events and their outcomes.

Straight away, Service states that the impact of the Russian involvement in the First World War are
‘produced a situation in Russia that resulted in the shattering of the Tsars regime as a whole’ ®. As a
result, Service argues that the lack of long term, significant gains through out the war by the Russian
army under the direct control of the Tsar (and later the provisional government who would suffer
from the same issues as Nicholas) lead to the abdication of the Tsar in February 1917 due to the//”"
mounting strikes, riots and protests that took place across major urban centres in Russia. Service
states that it is a common misconception that a majority of the Russian people were against war and

wished for an end to it and that ‘all classes supported Russian entry into the war’? wished for a/\ "\ e /,;.-,,{-./M
&eA{ [ ST o

{ [he 2 S
enthusiasm shown by the people for the war changes with the situation that the person is in, those b1y P

leading body that would see theme though to victory. However, it has been shown that the

who belonged to the poorer classes and lived in the rural areas dedicated to agriculture were more Avavi
likely to seek an end to the war one way or another due to the harsh conditions it had given them. Ji :l)
rural communities were subject to conscription and lost young, able bodied men from their farms.

/ They did not receive as much help from the government as priory in terms of food, equipment and

4 Revolutions in Early and Modern Europe (Bullock, 2015, page 354)
5 www.alphahistory.com (31 Oct 2018)

¢ Service, 2015, page 26~ i
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7 Service , 2015, page 26 Aﬂk U”f’l ' LA)
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finance as priority was given to the soldiers. In contrast, the middle and upper classes tended to /
favour a continuation of the war and to see it to its end. This related to the notion of patriotism that

was more prevalent in the richer and more educated portion of the population which encompassed

the likes of the Kulaks, monarchists and wealth factory owners. They viewed ideas of peace with ASLZ/
Germany as a sign of weakness, something that the early Bolshevik government would be criticise\cr Py
for. Desertion in the Russian army was observed in large quantities, the only binding factor that kept

most in line was the threat of harsh punishments and executions. This means that you start to see a

stark dynamic form between the classes in tetm/-"c}f war fervour which definitely contests the idea

put forward by Service.

For the civilian population, they found themselves constantly in a situation where there was not
enough food, medicine or equipment. Service states that ‘sufficient foodstuffs regularly reachecwne’
forces on the eastern front’é, the consequence of this, however, was that the rest of the population
went without. This lack of care given to the people lead to widespread riots and strikes throughout
the nation, these riots would culminate into the bread riots of that would open the Tsars eyes to the
seriousness of the situation that he had long dismissed due to his notion that the majority of the
population was devoted to him. The riots were often in such a scale that the garrison units of major
cities would offer no resistance or simple just fire into crowds, doing nothing to calm the situation,
many would had over weapon stockpiles and join in on the protest. Which served to further the
concept that the tsar had completely lost the support of his people. Ar C\/L'l“'”] h et ‘('e"f}
M.dg Mlh 5(1-:.1 | PR TN
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External factors and their impact on the leadership shown by the Tsar and Provisional Government

are given the most attention, the effects that these factors had on internal ones such as the different

classes in the population are also apparent, as such this makes the revisionist interpretation a stark

AT CL‘\(E Lots
e\

deciding factor. Little insight is given by Service as to the exact treasons for the downfall of the \'\\’x-ﬂ-\ e

contrast to that of the Soviet school, which focuses solely on the Tsars shortcomings as the main

following Provisional Government, which is unfortunate due to the fact that, fundamentally, it is the
more significant of the two due to the fact that it brought about the most radical chang,e/to the

Russian government.

The Liberal school of thought is typically viewed at the polar opposite to that of the Soviet A "ANl Saaecd

interpretation. Most liberal historians are characterised by their open hostility toward anything that

can be associated with Marxist theory and Communism, harsh criticism is dealt to those who AP s

8 Service, 2015, page 28.



attempt to support or justify the actions of the Bolshevik party and the tenants of Communism. A

prominent event that most take issue with is the fact that the Red Guard were used to surround the

Winter Palace in Petrograd and laid siege to it in order to force the Provisional Government

ministers inside to surrender their authoritative power to the Leaders of the Bolshevik Party. This

action is significantly focused on as it fully undermines the democratic process of power allocation.ﬁps

The Bolsheviks did not attain enough votes to justify a majority in the constituent assembly. As such hz) !
their claims of acting in the interests of the Russian people would be false. The interpretation saw its St
height in popularity during the Cold War era, which was marked with constant clashes between /UIL‘) 1 A
western Capitalism and eastern Communism in every way from s_cientific achievements to their

respective economic growth. As such it is quite accura;‘éﬂt:) s%&ttﬁ;:c the interpretation is forged from

the stigmas born from the Cold War, where each nations respective peoples were raised to believe/

that the other was the embodiment of evil and had to be fought where ever the other existed.

One of the most prominent Liberal historians is Richard Pipes, who wrote my chosen work for the

liberal interpretation, ‘Three whys of the Russian Revolution’ (Pimlico 1995). Pipes was of Polish

decent, which is important to note due to the harsh treatment that they, as well as other Eastern /L/g e

European nations. As such he is prone to criticism and outright hostility toward the Communist U} Wy
Mbqﬂ w

Ideology, this hatred caused him to be selected by the U.S Government to acts as a Cold War

security advisor and to also lead a committee dedicated to the evaluation and analysis of S?t/

weapons technology and its development. He is recorded to have described Lenin as a ‘political

thief’ who stole power from the Provisional Government at its weakest point.

Pipes (1995) introduces the idea that a range of factors of varying natures all collectively contributed

to the weakening of the Tsarist regime over time and its eventual collapse. A key feature of these

factors is the fact that they are defined by the different timespans that they take place in. The th;ee/.

types he describes are the ‘longue Duree’, which refers to events that effect the condition of the A"
monarchy over a long span of time, an example of such a factor would be the pre existing flaws in L;f;:‘::
the way the monarchy conducted its business before the time that Nicholas would take the throne, ;f] rz ol
for example the method in which decisions were made left little opportunity for the poorer classes

to have a voice, which would sow discontent among them as the decisions made concerned them

just as much as the rich. The next type concerned the ‘intermediate span’, which usually refer to the

actions of key individuals and the effect that they had on the political and social climates, in terms of

Lenin, he was able to stir the population and push th}smft/o riots and strikes which would plague the

Governments throughout the period. Finally, the shortest of the factors were ‘accidents’. This refers



to split second events and decisions who's effects become apparent in the near future, for example,
the failure of police forces to apprehend Lenin on his way back to the main Bolshevik centre after his

return from exile would enable him to continue his agitation .

Deviation from the previous interpretations occurs when Pipes makes the point that he does not

believe that the regimes collapse was due to the weakening effect that the First World War had. He

state that many, Lenin included, believed that the regime was strong, evidenced by the fact that

various foreign powers were willing to invest heavily in Russia’s securities and that no one could/

foresee the imminent fall of the Russian monarchy. Pipes makes the point that he believes that the

actions of ‘Radical intellectuals’® caused a shift in the opinion of the public in such a manner that

resulted in their ‘wholesale rejection’ of the political system in place. The Longue duree cause is

focused on here as Pipes believes that the bureaucratic nature of the monarchy was a systematic R

weakness that made the regime vulnerable. Concessions that were promised by the Tsar to his A(".g I

propel as a means of quickly ‘cooling’ the tension were revoked soon afterwards in an attempt to ’1w Ut

retain as much of his power as possible and to appease the loyal monarchists who would lose out m‘M s

the reduction of royal power. U‘ 'C,J u <
AL o ”;Ut- et b/oreen Wb aCbotiesy

When compared to the Soviet and Revisionist interpretations, the liberal view focuses on a much

broader range of causes in terms of their time span, nature and overall effect, made evident by the

lack of analysis of the actual system used by the monarchy form the previous two views. The liberal

and Revisionist views tend to be the most flexible and divers in &zkzaases they consider as the /

Soviet view is very much restricted to material that was approved by the Soviet government. A0l e

However | would tend to value the opinion put forward by Revisionist scholars due to the fact that ~~ v et

the interpretation offers a middle ground between the other two. The Liberal and Soviet views are af‘"d

quite restricted in the factors they consider due to the stigmas of the nations they are associated -

\; Aith. With respect to the Liberal and Soviet views however, | would rank the former as more reliable ./SP"&

in terms of the information they put forward despite the obvious motives that a majority of

historians would have. This is due to the fact that liberal historians were not legally obligated/to./ ’

follow a pre determined narrative by their government for a long period of time.

3938 words in total excluding bibliography

? Pipes 1995 page 16
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