Russia 1905 – 1941

Revision Notes

Russia in 1900

Russia was a vast country spanning 2 continents, 4000 miles broad and 2000 miles north to south. Transport was difficult with few paved roads. Rivers and railways provided the easiest ways of movement, but there were few railways. It was peopled by 150 million people most of whom were not Russian and did not speak Russian. There was a scheme of Russification which they resented. This scheme forced people to speak Russian, dress like Russians, follow Russian customs and it was run by Russian Civil Servants specially brought in. Also Russians got all the important jobs in non Russian areas. Most Russians were peasants and life was hard for them. Farming was primitive and if the harvest failed mass starvation followed. In 1891, 400,000 people starved to death. The average life expectancy for a peasant was under 40. Up till 1861 peasants had been serfs, owned by their masters, but although they had been freed then, the Nobles still kept almost all of the good land. A 50% increase in population between 1890 and 1897 meant that more peasants were competing for the same amount of available land. The Nobility made up 1% of the population but controlled 25% of the land. They also kept houses in Moscow or St Petersburg and lived extravagant lives there. A new middle class was evolving, based on Russia’s new industry. Bankers, merchants and industrialists arose who lived in the major cities and enjoyed a similar life style to the nobility. Behind them was an industrial working class who lived in dreadful conditions. They worked long shifts for little pay and were ‘kept down’ by the bosses.

Government in 1900     

Russia had been governed by Nicholas II since 1894. He was an Autocrat who wielded complete and absolute power. He was not elected and assumed that he had a divine right to rule and had rights of life and death over his subjects. Although he had the right to rule on his own this was impractible and he relied on the Civil Service to administer the country. As the lower end of the Civil Service was badly paid, there was much corruption in the organisation and, linked to the bad communications and vast distances, this meant that the system was not efficient. The army was also central to the control of Russia. As the people could not get their views heard in Russia, their only way of showing disapproval was by more direct action. The army and secret police, the Okhrana, dealt with any opposition in a brutal fashion. The third branch of government was the church who, like the Civil Service and Army, supported the Tsar. They were paid by the Tsar and taught that he was head of the country and church. Many uneducated peasants believed that the Tsar was almost divine and was their ’little father’ and protector.

The Tsar

Such an autocratic system relied heavily on the character of the Tsar. Nicholas II was a kind husband, devoted to his family. However he was resistant to change and could be quite ruthless about any opposition to autocracy. He used the army frequently to put down any disorder and was especially anti Jewish. Although he did not hate the people, he did not know how they lived and relied on people like himself for information, thus not understanding the anger about the conditions most peasants and industrial workers lived in. He was also indecisive and would listen to the last person to advise him. Frequently this would be his wife Alexandra, who was very strong willed and obstinate. She also believed in autocracy and backed Nicholas up in attempts to keep his power absolute. However she also loved her family and insisted that Nicholas spent time with them rather than on running the country.

The 1905 revolution

Economic Problems: Although there had been industrial advances, Russia’ industry was based on a labour force which lived in dreadful conditions, while the peasants were just as dissatisfied. A slump in industry in 1902 together with poor harvests from 1900 to 1902 meant that both groups were reduced to riots and demonstrations to show their anger. As usual the government’s answer was to send in the army, but the violence rumbled on through 1902 and 1903. 

The Russo Japanese War: Nicholas got into a war with Japan in 1904. He believed that a quick, successful war would make him popular but he did not get the quick war he wanted. This made economic conditions worse and forced prices up. Worse than this, the Japanese inflicted heavy defeats on the Russian army and navy. In 1905 Port Arthur fell to the Japanese and there was renewed protests about the incompetence of the Tsar and his government.

The Spark, Bloody Sunday: In early 1905 conditions were bad in St Petersburg and Father Gapon, a priest, organised a march to present a petition to the Tsar. On 22nd January 200,000 people marched peacefully towards the Winter Palace and were met by troops. The troops opened fire on the crowd causing many casualties. Whether Nicholas knew about the shooting or not, he got the blame and became known as ‘Bloody Nicholas’, losing the affection of the people. Within a week a full scale revolution was under way. By the end of January 400,000 workers were out on strike. By February the strike had spread to other cities and the Tsar’s uncle had been assassinated. In March news came through about fresh defeats in the war and led to demands for a change in government. The sailors on the battleship Potemkin mutinied, suggesting that this time the armed forces might not support the Tsar. By May and June middle class Liberals demanded an elected parliament, national groups demanded autonomy and Jews demanded equal rights. June and July saw widespread peasant riots in the countryside. In September a peace treaty was signed with Japan releasing troops to help the Tsar. They were paid back wages due to them to keep them loyal. In October the General strike spread from Moscow and all opposition groups demanded changes. On 26th October the St Petersburg Soviet was set up, giving an alternative style of government. The Tsar reacted to the above events by giving concessions in his October Manifesto where he promised a Duma, or parliament, elected by the people, civil rights and the right to form political parties. By December with the troops back he used force to close the St Petersburg soviet, crushed an uprising in Moscow and took revenge on peasants and workers who had rioted.

Why did the Revolution fail

The October Manifesto split the revolutionaries: Many moderate Liberals were satisfied by the creation of the Duma and did not want to topple the government. Many workers were satisfied and returned to work. By the end of the year the revolution had petered out. Revolutionaries played a small part in the uprising. It had not been planned and caught many of them unaware. There was no effective control and too many disparate groups were involved. Possibly the main reason was that the army stayed loyal to the Tsar. The government also introduced land reforms to conciliate the peasants.

Stolypin’s Reforms

Stolypin stated that he would not engage on reform until order had been restored and he proceeded to ruthlessly put down any opposition to the Tsar. After this had been achieved he proceeded to set up some agrarian reforms. The main points of these reforms were as follows.

1. In 1906, all restrictions on peasant movement, including the power of the communes to refuse members permission to leave, were removed.

2. Peasants were permitted to sell their plots or to request consolidation of the strips into individual holdings which then became the private property of the head of the peasant household.

3. In 1907, all outstanding redemption payments were abolished.

4. The Peasant Land Bank issued loans to enable individual peasants to purchase more land. Crown and State lands were made available for this purpose and, as a result, peasant holdings increased.

5. A resettlement programme was organised to move peasants out of the overcrowded areas of central Russia. Between 1906 and 1913, three million peasants moved to Siberia and Central Asia, settling on lands which the government had made available.

6. Communal responsibility for taxation was abolished.

These ideas were designed to create a prosperous class of peasant, which would provide a firm basis of political support for tsarist governments.  

Stolypin also attempted to reinvigorate Russian industry. From 1908 on substantial growth took place in coal, iron and steel industries. Railway building also proceeded but not at the pace of the 1890’s. At the outbreak of war in 1914 Russia was still sadly deficient in the provision of both roads and railways. However, industrial growth had created employment and there were few signs of unrest among the workers during the period 1908 – 14. 

World War One

When war was declared in 1914 the Tsar was very popular. The Russian people were united in their support for the country against the common enemy, Germany. This enthusiasm did not last long. The Russian army lost 8 million men by 1917 and had suffered many defeats. The supply system broke down and troops were sent to fight without weapons. The officers did not seem to have any answers and the troops lost faith in them. At home things were not much better. Food was getting short which led to price increases. Fuel stocks were also short which led to factory closures and unemployment thus greater poverty. In the midst of these difficulties the Tsar decided to take personal charge of the army and left for the front. The defeats continued and the Tsar got the blame for them. Worse than this he left the running of the country to his wife, a German, who was disliked by the people. Because of her son’s illness she came under the sway of Rasputin, who claimed he could cure the boy. Her autocratic stance about ruling Russia meant that she would not consult the Duma but relied on her friends and Rasputin. This led to the system of government breaking down and making the previous situation even worse. As a result of this the Tsar and his wife lost support and even the elite groups were turning against him.

The February revolution.

By March 1917 the situation was desperate. In Petrograd 40,000 workers went on strike. The next day thousands of women joined them in a hunger march. The Tsar ordered the demonstration to be put down. The next day the troops sent to put the demonstration down refused to fire on the people and joined the demonstrators. This time the army would not remain loyal to the Tsar. Before the month was our Nicholas had abdicated and the Romonov dynasty was finished.

The Provisional Government

A temporary government was set up to run the country, based on the Duma. However, in a different part of the same building a Soviet was formed. This was a workers council, whose first act was to take control of the armed forces in Petrograd. Thus, there was a situation where the Provisional Government was accepted as the government, but it could only carry out its decisions if the Soviet agreed. During the summer the Provisional government made mistakes. They continued with the war, not only in name but setting up a new offensive. This was unsuccessful and led to mass desertion from the army. At home people also wished for peace. Land was another issue. The peasants wished for their own land but the provisional government thought that this was too important an issue and that a properly elected government should discuss it. 

Why did the Bolsheviks succeed in October 1917?

The Bolsheviks were successful in October 1917 for two types of reasons, weaknesses of the  Provisional Government and their own strengths.

Weaknesses of the Provisional Government

1. Its scope for action was limited because real power was held by the Soviet.

2. It saw itself as a temporary body that could not make binding decisions for the long-term future of Russia; such decisions were to be made by the Constituent Assembly.

3. Divisions between socialists and liberals led to a lack of clear policies, as the two groups often blocked each other.

4. The decision to continue the war created a huge amount of opposition, and other problems stemmed from it. If the Provisional Government had made a separate peace with Germany, it may have survived.

5. The failure to legitimise the peasant take-over of land created a rift with the peasants, who were then less willing to send food to the cities.

6. It lost the support of national minorities by refusing to give them a degree of autonomy.

7. It did nothing about the deterioration of the economy, together with the lack of social reform this contributed to the radicalisation of the workers.

8. Kerensky launched a new offensive against Germany in June.

9. The Kornilov affair left him discredited. Officers would not fight for him or the Provisional Government because they felt he had betrayed Kornilov and might betray them.

10. Kerensky underestimated the strength of the Bolsheviks. By moving against them in October he gave them an excuse for seizing power; thereby increasing their popularity and allowing them to claim that they were acting in the name of the Soviet.  

Strengths of the Bolsheviks

1. Bolsheviks opposed the Provisional Government and urged its overthrow. The identification of other socialist parties with the discredited government was fatal for them. It meant that opposition to the Provisional Government became focused around the Bolsheviks.

2. The Bolsheviks were the only party that opposed continuing the war.

3. They secured the tacit, if not active, support of the peasants with the promise of land redistribution.

4. Their radical policies were in tune with workers and soldiers aspirations. Their slogan ‘Land, Peace, Bread and all power to the Soviet’ fitted in perfectly with what the workers and soldiers wanted.

5. The role of Lenin was crucial – his strong, determined leadership and prestige in the party meant that he could force through key policy decisions.

6. Its organisation was better than that of other parties and it broadly followed directives from the party leadership.

7. Trotsky’s role in persuading Lenin to postpone the date of the uprising and organising the takeover was very important. It was a good tactic to use the All Russian Congress of Soviets as the vehicle for the seizure of power.

8. The military and economic collapse in September/October offered a unique opportunity that the Bolsheviks seized. The army was not in a position to do much, and hunger was an important factor in October.

9. Radicalised workers who favoured soviet power were prepared to support the party that seemed to offer this.

10. The Provisional Government, particularly Kerensky, played into the Bolsheviks’ hands with its halfhearted attempt to counter the rising.

11. The Bolsheviks had their greatest number of active supporters around Petrograd and Moscow, key places in the revolution.

12. While only a few of the Petrograd garrison supported the Bolsheviks, most of the others remained neutral and did not oppose them.  

The October Revolution, how the Bolsheviks seized power

The Bolshevik takeover in 1917 was based on the return of Lenin. Support had been growing for the Bolsheviks throughout the summer due to the war being continued and the Kornilov revolt. The Provisional Government was discredited and only the Bolsheviks had nothing to do with them. Lenin had published an April thesis and pushed the other Bolshevik leaders to revolt. His personal appearance at the Party Central Committee in October carried the vote. Kerensky tried to shut down the Bolshevik press and ordered the battleship Aurora to set sail. The sailors mutinied in favour of the Bolsheviks and the army followed suit. On 25th October they seized the points of communication in Petrograd. The Aurora fired blank shells to signal the start of the revolt and the Red Guard attacked the Winter Palace, where, with the exception of Kerensky, the Provisional Government was. This fell quickly and the Provisional Government was arrested.    

How did the Bolsheviks consolidate power?

Once they had seized power the Bolsheviks used three main methods of retaining it. Pragmatic decisions, ruthless methods allied to terror and political/military methods.

Pragmatic decisions to ensure survival

1. They initially gave peasants and workers what they wanted, to get their support in the months    after the revolution because they could not have controlled the situation any other way. They also passed popular laws such as the abolition of titles and ranks.

2. They signed the treaty of Brest-Litovsk to bring Russia out of the World war and to honour their peace pledge.

3. They employed a tough policy of War Communism to keep the regime afloat. They seized grain from unwilling peasants and kept workers in cities to continue to run industry.  
       

Ruthless methods and terror

1. They set up the Cheka, a secret police completely loyal to the Bolsheviks, as an instrument of terror to deal with opposition. They arrested the leaders of all other parties and made Russia a one party state.

2. They used force to break the Civil Service strikes and deal with demonstrations against them.

3. Class warfare was used to terrorise the middle classes and all hostile social groups. The soldiers and workers welcomed this and that made it difficult for people to criticise the new government. 

Political and military methods

1. They refused to take part in a socialist coalition government and crushed the Constituent

Assembly, thus establishing one party control.

2. They exploited the weakness of the opposition, particularly the Socialist Revolutionaries and Mensheviks, who underestimated them and would not get involved in violent anti Bolshevik protest.

3. They defeated the Whites in the Civil War. People were more likely to support the Bolsheviks to keep ‘the gains of the revolution’.

4. They developed a highly centralised state to make sure their policies were carried out.  

Why did the Bolsheviks win the Civil war?

There were various reasons, which explain why the Bolsheviks (Reds) won the Civil War against the rest (Whites). Their strategic position was strong, their leadership was strong, Trotsky’s reorganisation of the Red Army, the imposition of War Communism, their ruthlessness, the weaknesses inherent in the White forces and the failure of outside nations to help the Whites.

Strategic position of the Reds

1. They controlled the most populous part of Russia enabling them to man their armies better than the Whites.

2. They controlled most of the armaments, both those in existence from the First World War and the factories to create new armaments.

3. They controlled the hub of the railway network and communications. The Whites were round the periphery.

The Red Leadership

They had Lenin behind the battlefront making the necessary political decisions, backing the Red Terror and supporting the Battle commanders. Trotsky was a brilliant organiser and inspirational commander who made the Red army into an efficient fighting force. The Red Army also knew what it was fighting for and was united behind the Bolshevik leaders. In contrast, the White armies were an assorted collection of separate forces whose only uniting factor was opposition to the Reds. Because of this there was no coordination in their attacks.

Trotsky’s reorganisation of the Red Army

Trotsky reversed the idea of soldiers’ committees running the army and reorganised on previous lines with central control. He brought in officers to command regiments and by the end of the war had created a disciplined army of some five million soldiers.

War Communism

Lenin’s policy of War Communism ensured that the Red Army was suitably fed and armed. He nationalised all industry of any note, banned strikes and private trade, thus gaining central control of the economy. He also took, often forcibly, any surplus grain from the countryside to ensure that the Army and factory workers were fed.

Ruthlessness

The Bolsheviks believed that if you were not for them you were against them and any opposition was crushed. Their central control helped them run an effective propaganda campaign based on posters and ‘agitprop’ trains. The Cheka imposed terror on any real or potential opponents and any collaborators of the Whites were ruthlessly removed. As the Tsar could have been a rallying point for White forces he and his family were murdered in Ekaterinburg.

The weaknesses of the White forces

 The White forces fought as separate units. Their only uniting feature was a hatred of the Reds so they were never united by a single aim. They were unwilling to sacrifice their individual interests in order to form a united anti – Bolshevik front. They were also geographically scattered to bring sufficient pressure to bear on the Reds. They were vastly outnumbered and this was made worse by desertion. To many they also appeared to be the forces of the past.

The failure of outside countries to support the Whites

The allied countries who supported the Whites were war weary and as soon as the Treaty of Versailles was signed their support dried up. Even before this they did not support the Whites unreservedly or with sufficient forces to turn the balance. This also enabled the Bolsheviks to portray themselves as good Russian patriots against outside invaders.

War Communism and the N.E.P.

In order to feed the Red Army and the factory workers Lenin enforced War Communism on the economy. 

1. Private trade was banned in towns and factories taken over by the government. 

2. A central control was set up to decide exactly what, and how much each factory would make.

3. Workers Committees were replaced by managers to meet the expected targets. 

4. Strict discipline was enforced on workers which was enforced by the Cheka

5. Food rationing was introduced with priority to soldiers and workers, and the smallest rations to the middle class.

6. Food Supplies Dictatorship was set up to force peasants to hand over their grain.

Some leftist communists liked this system because getting rid of money appeared socialist, central control meant fairer shares and that factories would be run for the national interest rather than for capitalists. However by 1921 the country was in crisis. Although the Red Army was being fed and the factories were working, the government was becoming unpopular. Terror alone was proving unequal to this and food was being destroyed in the countryside rather than give it to the Cheka. This led to various problems.

1. Food shortages in the towns and a famine in the countryside which killed five million people.

2. Production in factories fell in spite of harsh discipline.

3. Housing and any wood available being stripped due to a fuel shortage.

4. A black market and increased crime and gang warfare.

All this led to unrest, which finally exploded in Kronstadt. The sailors there had been accepted as totally loyal to the revolution but in March 1921 they had had enough and mutinied. They demanded free elections to the soviets, freedom of speech and the press, the release of Cheka prisoners and freedom of the peasants to sell their produce. In short a return to pre War Communism. Lenin would not allow this and the uprising was crushed mercilessly by the Red Army. However, this did focus Lenin’s mind and he introduced a New Economic Policy.

1. Requisitioning grain from peasants was stopped and replaced by a fixed tax. Markets were reopened so peasants could sell surplus grain.

2. Key industries such as coal, railways, oil and steel were kept but an element of private control was allowed in other smaller factories.

3. A new currency was introduced and foreign investment in Russia encouraged.

This did help in that peasants did increase grain production dramatically, light industry improved, and, as the peasants now had money to spend, consumer industries improved. However heavy industry still lagged behind. This policy was disliked by the leftist communists who saw it as a partial return to capitalism.

Stalin takes over Russia

Lenin died in 1924 and left a vacuum in the communist leadership. Stalin did not seem to be the person to fill it. Trotsky seemed a better leader with a more impressive revolutionary past. However, by 1929 Stalin had prevailed. There were several reasons for this.

1. As there was no system for electing a new leader it all happened in secret, which helped Stalin.

2. Stalin held important positions in the Communist party such as General Secretary which he used to build up support.

3. Stalin played the left hard Communists off against the softer right Communists on the discussion about War Communism and N.E.P.

4. Trotsky was seen as a greater threat by others. He had been a Menshevik and had made enemies during the Civil War.

5. Stalin’s enemies did not show that Lenin did not see Stalin as a successor.

Five year plans

Stalin started his rule under the motto ‘Socialism for one country’. He was not interested in exporting socialism but wanted Russia to modernise without help. He also felt that communism could be threatened by war from the west and therefore Russia needed an industrial ability to combat this. As a result of this a series of five-year plans were devised to bring Russia up to speed. These plans were based on a command economy where factories were told what and how much of each product they had to produce.

The first plan was to build up heavy industry, the infrastructure of the new economy ( 1928 – 32).

The second plan was to continue the idea with some consumer goods being made (1933 – 37).

 The third plan was based on armaments due to the increasing fear of war with Hitler (1938 – 42).

The plans were successful to the extent that 1500 new factories were built in the 1930’s, huge iron and steelworks were built, the largest hydroelectric plant in Europe was built, the transport system was improved and production figures improved vastly. However central control was inefficient and caused much wastage. This success helped Russia out produce Germany after the first few months of the Second World War and helped them survive.

Stalin’s purges

In 1934 Kirov, the head of the Communist Party in Leningrad was assassinated. Stalin used this to wage a war on ‘enemies of the revolution’. Stalin extended the system to terrorise anyone who could threaten him. A series of show trials, mass arrests and torture, labour camps and a purge of the armed forces removed any potential rivals. Many of the original revolutionaries such as Zinoviev and Kamenev were got rid of this way. These trials left a feeling of fear in the Communist party, made people think there were plots everywhere, implicated more people as others ‘confessed’ and were widely believed in Russia. This terror not only affected Communist Party members but also the general populace. Anyone deemed an enemy of the people was got rid of. By 1937, 250,000 scientists, artists, writers, musicians, managers and civil servants were arrested. Few survived. A quota system was in use which detailed the amount of people from each area in advance and which did not depend on evidence. Of those arrested 28% were to be shot and the rest given 10 years in a labour camp, again without recourse to evidence about guilt or innocence. Most were sent to Gulags, labour camps, which contained some 5 to 6 million people by the mid 1930’s. In these camps the prisoners were treated badly and worked to death. On average only 1 in 10 survived. The Army did not escape unscathed. Half of all its officers, 35,000, were executed along with all the fleet admirals. When war was declared against Germany the Russian armed forces were leaderless. People still argue as to why Stalin carried out such extravagant purges and some reasons are:

1. Terror silenced opposition and kept opponents in line.

2. Stalin trusted no one He feared any actual, or potential, successor.

3. It gave him a scapegoat for the failures of his five year plans and collectivism.

4. They gave him a vast slave labour force in the Gulags.

5. The purges took on a momentum of their own as people tried to divert attention from themselves by accusing others.

As a result of this Stalin was in an unchallenged position throughout his life but the purges damaged Russia. The Red Army suffered and this showed in the early part of World War Two. Promotion in the Communist Party depended on loyalty to Stalin rather than ability, which affected Russia’s development and the whole system became centred on the cult of personality around Stalin. He, in effect, became a Red Tsar.   

Collectivisation

Before the revolution Russia had been a largely agrarian country and Lenin had tried to accommodate the peasants’ wish to control their own land. As the Bolsheviks tried to industrialise Russia it became clear that the antiquated system of farming would not be effective. It became necessary to change the farming system to make it efficient enough to feed the Russian industrial workers. Bolshevik ideas were based round the idea of the proletariat, factory workers and did not embrace the idea of semi capitalist peasants. The government saw a need for an agricultural revolution such as had happened in Britain 100 years before. They saw a need for collectivised farms. In effect, an enclosure system. Because of their political views this would not be a capitalist system but would be centrally controlled. The crops would be sold to the government. This had some attractive features for Communists.

1. Large farms would make it easier to use modern technology.

2. Increased use of machinery would free workers to become factory workers.

3. It would help state control of distribution.

4. The capitalist Kulaks would be eliminated.

5. Capitalist Kulaks would become part of the revolution and good communists.

Initial ideas suggested that the process of collectivisation should happen through persuasion and that propaganda would it make almost voluntary, however by 1929, Stalin was forced to use more brutal methods to modernise Russian farming. Stalin hated the idea of semi capitalist Kulaks and set out on an ideological, as well as economic goal of removing them.  Kulaks were either forced into collectivist farms or pushed into concentration camps. This led to a collapse of Russian agriculture in the years 1932 to 1934 and a massive famine ensued. This occurred because of four main factors.

1. The farm managers were party people who did not necessarily have any farming experience. The resistance of the peasants led to destruction of the crops and slow working so the total amount of produce fell.

2. By targeting the Kulaks the government was attacking the most efficient farmers.

3. Government quotas of grain were so high that they were using the next years seed grain as well the peasants’ food.

4. They hit a cycle of bad weather.

As a result of the above problems some seven million peasants died. Collectivism was an overall failure for the communists but they could say that by 1941 98% of peasant holdings were collectivised, the Kulaks had been liquidated and that agriculture had recovered to its 1913 level allowing the communists to underpin Russia’s industrialisation. 
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