
UNIT 10 The Russian Revolution

UNIT 10 – The Russian Revolution 

(1917) 

Background

In  1900  Russia  was  a  poor  country  compared  with 

Western Europe.  The  peasants were no longer serfs, 

but their life was still poor and primitive. They had no say 

in the government.

Tsar Nicolas II  had  absolute power in Russia, he had 

complete  control   over  the  government.  Educated 

people believed  that  big  reforms  were  necessary  in 

Russia.

In 1905 Russia´s defeat in a war with Japan provoked rebellion. Rebellion broke out, 

after troops fired on striking workers in the capital, St. Petersburg.

The Tsar  created a parliament,  the  Duma with  the promise of a more democratic 

government, but this did not happen.

In  1917 Russia suffered the impact of  the First  World War. More than 1,5 million 

soldiers had died by the end of 1917.

1 of 8

o The Russian Revolution

o Background

o Tsar Nicholas II

o The beginning of the revolution

o Lenin's succession

o Trotsky 

o Stalin

o The terror and the purges



UNIT 10 The Russian Revolution

– Inflation increased prices a lot.

– There was hunger and food shortages.

The beginning of the Revolution

In February 1917  riots broke out 

in Petrograd.  The  Tsar  lost 

support  and control:  his soldiers 

refused  to  fire  on  the  mobs  or 

deserted  to  join  the  rioting 

workers.

In  March  the  Tsar  gave  up  the  throne 

(abdicated) and a provincial government was 

formed under  the  leadership  of  Kerensky.  A 

republic was declared.

This government was going to have opposition from the revolutionaries who wanted  

power for themselves.

Among them was the SDLP (Social Democratic Labour Party), a marxist party:

– they wanted to set up a communist state based on the ideas of the 19th century 

political thinker Karl Marx.

– The party split into  Bolsheviks (the majority) who wanted a small party and 

were led by Lenin; and Mensheviks (the minority) led by Martov, who wanted 

a mass party.

During the war, Lenin was in exile in Switzerland. When the 

February  Revolution  came,  he  returned  to  Russia.  The 

Germans  helped  him  to  return  because  they  hoped  he 

would cause another revolution and that Russia would end 

the war.

Lenin wrote a document called the April thesis, promising 

“peace, bread, land and freedom”.
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It's the same city!!

Until 1914 ........................ St.  Petersburg   

1914 – 1924 ..................... Petrograd

1924 – 1991 ..................... Leningrad

1991 to the present ........ St. Petersburg
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He wanted:

• the end of the capitalist war.

• power for the soviets: elected committees of workers, peasants and soldiers.

• A  revolution  against  the  provisional  Government  as  soon  as  possible  (he 

adapted  Marx´s  ideas  to  the  Russian  context,  this  was  called  marxism-

leninism). 

Leon  Trotsky set  up  the  Red 

Guards, a Bolshevik military force.

On  the  23rd of  October  (1917)  a 

revolution  took  place.  The 

Bolsheviks,  led by Lenin,  attacked 

the winter Palace in St. Petersburg 

and  seized  power.  (In  fact,  this  happened  in 

November,  because  Russia  used  a  different 

calendar).

Bolsheviks  moved  the  capital  to  Moscow and 

made  peace  with  Germany:  Treaty  of  Brest–

Litovsk (1918)

Tsar Nicolas II and his family were imprisoned 

and  in  1918  they  were  executed,  including 

Anastasia, the Tsar´s daughter.

In 1918 civil war broke out between the Bolshevik Red Army (led by Trotsky) and 

anti – communist White Russians. This ended in victory for the Bolsheviks (1921).

The Bolsheviks  expected communist  revolutions to  break out  all  over  Europe but, 

except for a small one in Germany, they did not. However,  communist parties did 
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exist  in  other  countries.  As  allies  of  the  Soviet  government,  they  worked  for  an 

international revolution.

The communist party was the only legal party 1921.

The 1920s  were  a period of  economic reconstruction  after  the destruction  of  war 

(NEP)

He set up the Cheka (secret police) and labour camps.

The  Krondstadt naval  base  mutinied.  They  wanted  free  speech  and  press,  free 

elections for soviets, free trade unions, sale of peasants' grain … but the red army 

ruled by Trotsky attacked them and put down the mutiny.

In 1921  Lenin introduced a  New Economic Policy to  restore order  and increase 

prosperity after the chaos of Revolution, Civil War, and War Communism.

• Peasants could sell surplus food produce and pay tax on profits.

• It allowed small non-state-owned businesses (such as shops …) and they could 

make a profit.

• Vital industries (coal, iron, railways …) stayed in state hands.

By 1928 the economy recovered to the level of 1914.

In  1924  a  new  constitution  established  the  USSR (Union  of  Soviet  Socialist 

Republics). Each republic had a government but they all had to be communist, and 

the system was run centrally by the Politburo (senior council)

Lenin died in 1924.

Lenin´s succession

• Trotsky: He was the most able and popular. He led the Red army. But he was 

too arrogant and he had been a menshevik.
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• Stalin: He was General Secretary of the party and according to Lenin he was 

too rude and ambitions.

Trotsky wanted revolution to spread to other countries. Stalin wanted Communism in 

one country  at  the  moment.  Stalin  controlled  the  party.  Trotsky  was  isolated  and 

thrown out of the Communist Party (1927).

He was exiled to Siberia, then forced to leave the USSR in 1929.

Under Stalin the state planned the industry and agriculture with a commission called 

Gosplan.  A five year plan set targets for all basic industrial factories and workers. 

They started in 1928. In 10 years the USSR had almost doubled its industrial output  

but the price was misery and low living standards for Soviet workers. Private property 

disappeared. It was important to increase food production to supply workers in towns 

and cities.

In 1929 Stalin began collectivising all farms (kolkhos). Some peasants refused this 

change and did not want to give up lands, especially the  kulaks (richer peasants). 

Stalin called them enemies of the people. Around 10 million were shot or sent to  

Labour Camps, many died from starvation or cold.

Many kulaks burned their crops and killed livestock. This caused a famine in Ukraine 

where 5 million people died.

By 1937 collectivization was almost completed, kulaks had been eliminated and the 

peasants were afraid of Communist powers.

Another type of collectivisation were the state farms (sovkhos): owned completely by 

the state, peasants worked as labourers, so they received wages even if the farm did 

badly.
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The terror and the purges

Joseph Jughashuili  changed his name to  Stalin (man 

of steel). He was the leader of Russia by 1930 and was 

determined to get rid of any rivals. Stalin ordered a purge 

of  people  he  believed  were  involved  in  conspiracies 

against him. Soon the purges reached ordinary people. 

Anyone suspected of disloyalty to Stalin was taken away 

by the NKUD (the new secret police).

Most were shot or sent to Labour Camps (gulags).

By 1939 approximately 3 million people were dead 9 million were political prisoners.

Trotsky  condemned  Stalin´s  purges  from  his  home  in  Mexico,  calling  for  a  new 

revolution (1937).

He was murdered by one of Stalin´s agents in 1940.

Stalin ruled as a dictator:

• He controlled all information. Artists, writers, newspapers, radio, cinema … had 

to follow the Party line and spread propaganda.

• History was re-written so that Stalin became more important in the story of the 

October Revolution than he really had been at the time.

• Trotsky  became  a  nonperson;  his  name  was  removed  from history  books, 

articles and even photographs.
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TASKS:

1.   How were peasants´s conditions of life by 1900 in Russia?

2. Was Tsar Nicolas II  a democratic o theocratic leader? Explain your answer.

3. Compare the 1905 and 1917 rebellions. How were they similar and different.

4. Link:

-Trotsky -He wanted a mass party.

-Stalin -According to Lenin he was too rude and ambitions.

-Lenin -He promised peace, bread, land and freedom.

-Nicolas II -He was the leader of the provisional government.

-Martov -He led the Red Army.

-Kerensky -He created the Duma.

5. True or false: if they are false correct them:

◦ SDLP was a mMarxist party divided in 2 groups: the  Red Army and the 
White Russians.

◦ The Germans helped Lenin to return to Russia because they thought this 
was good for them.

◦ The Russian revolution happened in October 1917.

◦ Cheka is a region in the West of Russia.

◦ Lenin created the five year plans.

◦ Kolkhos: are peasants´s private property.

6. Define these words:

Serfs,  tsar,  Duma, bolsheviks,  republic,  politburo,  cheka,  gosplan, kulaks,  

sovkhos, gulags, dictator.

*How could you do a puzzle? and then define those words.

7. Explain the meaning of: NEP, SDLP, USSR, NKVD.

8. Do you think that, today,  Anastasia´s mystery could be possible? Explain 
your answer.

9. What were the main beliefs of the Communists?

10. What important part did Lenin play in the revolution?

11. What happened at Brest – Litovsk?

12. What were the results of the Civil War on the economy ...

13. What was the Kronstadt rebellion?

14. What was the main difference in ideas between Stalin and Trotsky?

15. Why did Stalin want to collectivise all farms?

16. They said: “there would have been no revolution in Russia without the First 
world war”. Give the main arguments to support this view. (about 12 lines)

17. Compare the work and importance of Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin.
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Find out more at...

o these websites:

✔ www.schoolhistory.co.uk      (general information for students- simple language)

✔ www.wikipedia.com   (general information)

✔ www.sparknotes.com/history/european/russianrev/quiz.html   

o these books from our school library:

✔  BINGHAM, Jane et alt.: The Usborne Internet-Linked Encyclopedia of World  
History. Usborne.2000. ISBN: 97807-4605361-4 (interesting links to their 
website)

✔ GANERI, Anite et alt.: Encyclopedia of World History. From the Stone Age to  
the 21st Century. Parragon. United Kingdom. 2005. . ISBN: 1-405-45-684-1

✔ McCAFFREY,  Susie et alt.: The Usborne-linked First Encyclopedia of 
History. 2003. . ISBN: 079450386-1

o and these films:

✔ Doctor Zhivago (1965)

✔ Battleship Potemkim  (about the famous mutiny)

✔ Reds

✔ The lives of others (it takes place much later but maybe interesting to talk 
about comunism, secret police, etc.)

http://www.schoolhistory.co.uk/
http://www.sparknotes.com/history/european/russianrev/quiz.html
http://www.wikipedia.com/
http://www.schoolhistory.co.uk/
http://www.schoolhistory.co.uk/







