
UNIT 2: Russia in transition 1905-1924 The 1917 revolutions                                 

Key question: What were the main features and consequences of the 1917 revolutions?

A strike at the Putilov engineering works began. The workers 
wanted higher wages as a result of inflation.

Nicholas instructed the army to restore order, but some of 
the garrisons had deserted. Some shots were fired at the 
demonstrators.

Buildings, shops and restaurants were looted and troops 
mutinied. The Tsar ordered the Duma to dissolve. He 
abdicated in favour of his brother, Grand Duke Michael 
Romanov, but he refused. Rule of the Tsars ended. A 
‘Provisional Committee’ of 12 members was set up to 
take over government at the same as revolutionaries and 
striking workers set up the Petrograd Soviet to do the same. 
Alexander Kerensky, a social revolutionary, demanded the 
Tsar’s abdication.                 

50 factories closed down and 100,000 workers went on 
strike. As this was on International Women’s Day, women 
joined them on the streets chanting ‘Down with hunger!’ and 
‘Bread for workers!’. The police began to show sympathy 
with them.
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Timeline of key events in Petrograd February 1917

Key context

The first Russian revolution of 1917 was spontaneous and unplanned. The Tsar’s government lost 
control of the country in the face of open rebellion caused by the strain of war. Food shortages and 
pay disputes led to a massive strike of workers in Petrograd. The President of the Duma, Rodzianko, 
informed Nicholas that he could no longer rely on his closest supporters in Petrograd (the army). Soviet Order Number 1 
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 Flow diagrams outlining key points on why the 
government collapsed in October 1917 



Main features of the 1917 Revolutions

2. Lenin and the Bolshevik Party 
in 1917                      

1. The Provisional Government of 
March to October 1917      

3. The October Revolution 
1917                                                                                                       

4. Immediate consequences of 
the October Revolution     

• Lenin returned to Russia from exile. 
He arrived in Petrograd on 16 April 
on a “sealed train “organised by the 
German government.       

• Lenin published the “April Theses”. 
He said the war must stop and the 
Bolsheviks must not support the 
Provisional Government since only 
the soviets represented the people. 
“Peace, Bread and Land” and “All 
power to the soviets “ became the 
slogans.

• The Bolsheviks joined in 3 days of 
rioting in Petrograd known as the 
July Days but the P.G. survived and 
Lenin went into hiding in Finland. 
July days was caused by anger 
over people’s economic plight and 
sparked off by a failed offensive 
against the Germans in June.

• In September the Bolsheviks saved 
the Provisional Government.

• The ‘Red guards’ defended Petrograd 
against a rebellion led by General 
Kronilov, Supreme Commander-in-
Chief of the army.

• For Lenin and Trotsky, the 
important feature of the Kronilov                                                                                                                                         
Plot was the arming of the Bolshevic 
Red Guards. 

• The Provisional Government tried 
to rule Russia after the abdication 
of the Tsar. It was a temporary 
government that promised to resign 
as soon as the elections could be 
held.        

• Provisional Government was 
forced to share power with the 
Petrograd Soviet; an organisation 
of representatives of workers and 
soldiers that occupied the Tauride 
Palace building. A confusing situation 
of ‘dual power’ existed. Other soviets 
that imitated the P.S. appeared all 
over Russia.

• The P.G. decided to continue the 
war. This was a mistake since the 
war continued anyway; the problems 
leading to the Tsar’s abdication 
would not go away.

• Meanwhile, the Petrograd Soviet’s 
Order Number 1 showed they had 
the loyalty of the armed forces. 
Real power lay quite clearly with the 
Soviet.

• Alexander Kerensky became Russia’s 
ruler. He was a member of the 
Petrograd Soviet and the Provisional 
Government. 

• P.G was described as the 
‘authority without the power’ 
and the P.S was described as 
the ‘power without authority’.                                                                                                                                      
                             

• The Bolsheviks were in a position 
of strength in the two major cities: 
Petrograd and Moscow. Lenin 
secretly returned to Petrograd.

• Following plans made by Leon 
Trotsky, Bolshevik guards seized 
control of key locations: six bridges 
across the river Neva, government 
buildings, the power station and the 
railway stations. Their headquarters 
was the Smolny Institute    

• In the storming of the Winter 
Palace, there was little resistance. 
It was guarded by Army cadets 
and the Women’s Battalion.                                                                                                               
The Aurora fired blank shells. 
Though there was fighting in 
Moscow and in Petrograd, the P.G. 
gave up the Winter Palace without a 
fight. Even the guards from the Peter 
and Paul fortress gave all their rifles 
to the Bolsheviks. 

• The Bolsheviks had come to power 
after a single day of rebellion in 
which 18 people were arrested and 
two had been killed.                                       

• Lenin and the Bolsheviks were in 
control of Petrograd and Moscow 
but their support in the rest of the 
country was uncertain.

• Lenin formed a new government 
in Moscow called the Council 
of People’s Commissars, or 
Sovnarkom. 14 of its 25 members 
were Bolsheviks. It started to issue 
decrees (new laws) designed to 
protect the Revolution and to deliver 
Lenin’s promises in the April theses 
‘Peace, Bread and Land’, e.g. decree 
on work, on the press banning all 
non-Bolshevik newspapers, marriage 
decrees.       

• The P.G. had arranged for elections 
to be held for a new Constituent 
Assembly (parliament). Lenin 
would lose support if he cancelled 
the elections, but it seemed that 
the Bolsheviks could not win.                                                                                                                                             
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