
Supported Lenin’s communist 
Soviet government.  
                                            
Red leader Trotsky built up the Red 
army from nothing; his leadership 
was vital in the final Red victory. 
Supported by workers and 
peasants.

Were a smaller bandit or peasant 
armies, fighting against both sides 
for their own local aims.

Were various armies fighting 
against the Reds. They wanted 
to get rid of the communists but 
could not agree about which sort 
of government Russia should 
have (Tsar/democratic/military 
dictatorship?).            

Key White leaders – Admiral 
Kolchak, Denikin, Wrangel and 
Yudenich supported by Tsarists 
and nobles, Cadets, Mensheviks, 
SRs and many foreign governments 
such as Britain, France, Japan, USA 
and the Czech Republic.

Reds

Greens

Whites

The Civil War 1918 - 1921

Key question: What were the main developments in the Russia during the civil war?

Key Points

Economic and social hardships

Political

Opposition to the Bolsheviks due to:

In the November 1917 election, the SRs gained more seats. 
Fewer than 24 hours after the Assembly met for the first time 
(Jan 1918), Lenin ordered his to troops dissolve it. The Treaty of 
Brest-Litovsk March 1918 was signed by Lenin and the Bolsheviks, 
ending Russia’s involvement in the First 
World War. The terms of the treaty were harsh. Russia had 
to pay a heavy price, losing 27% of its farmland, 26% of its 
population (62 million) ,72% of its most industrial land, 26% of 
its railways and pay compensation of 3 billion roubles. Lenin 
believed a quick end to the war against the Germans and 
Austrians was needed if the Bolsheviks were to stay in power. 
Russia’s allies in the war were extremely angry at Russia leaving 
them to fight alone and also at Lenin’s cancellation of the Tsar’s 
foreign debts in Jan 1918. They now supported the Whites in the 
civil war.

In the months after the October Revolution, there was food 
shortages and starvation in towns and cities. Hunger drove 
many industrial workers out of major industrial cities. Bread 
rationing in Petrograd reached its lowest ever.

Main causes of the civil war                                                                                                   

Trotsky and the Red Army during 
the Civil War

• Trotsky built up the Red Army from 
nothing and used conscription to  
create a force strong enough to 
defend the Revolution during the C.W. 

• Harsh discipline and political 
commissars made sure that the Red 
Army remained politically loyal and 
was an effective fighting force.

• Trotsky was made Commissar of 
War and played an important role in 
maintaining the morale of the troops. 
He used a special ‘war train’ to visit 
the fronts where the fighting was the 
fiercest. It was he who decided to save 
Petrograd when it was under threat 
from Yudenich.                  

• He promoted talented soldiers such as 
Tuchachevsky and Zuhukov to become 
the best of the Red Army’s generals.
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The White army under Kolchak invaded Eastern Russia and 
advanced as far as Kazan. Foreign troops also had success 
in the north and east of the country. Japan captured the port 
Vladivostok. 

General Yudenich and his troops get to just 30 miles outside 
Petrograd but are defeated.                                                          

General Wrangel has to withdraw his forces to the south.                                               

General Deniken with French support advances to just 200 
miles outside Moscow. Trotsky counter-attacked.

Poles launched a surprise attack on the Reds and captured 
Kiev. However, the Reds pushed them back, but then they 
suffered a heavy defeat in the Battle of Warsaw. 
Resulted in the Treaty of Riga 1921.                                                                                                                                            

Bolsheviks /Communists manage to defeat the forces of 
Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia and Finland.                                                                                                                                      

Spring 1919

Late Spring 
1919

August 1920

Winter 1920

Summer 1919

June 1920

Timeline of the Civil War/ main developments of military campaigns

• Leadership.
• The unity of Lenin and Trotsky.
• Geographical advantages: control of industrial                                                                    

central areas Moscow and Petrograd had                                                                                
use of the main railway network.

• Support from the peasantry: brutality                                                                                        
by the Whites drove them to the Red Army.

• Use of propaganda and a cause (preservation of October 
Revolution): War Communism kept the Red Army well fed 
and equipped. 

• Poor White leadership, they were cruel, corrupt and could 
not agree on plans. 

• White weaknesses: lack of unity; made up of different 
political parties who constantly squabbled and did not 
trust one another.

• Geographical spread: the Whites were scattered round the 
edges of the central area; separated by large distances.

• Weak support from foreign powers: Reds seen as 
defenders of Russian soil against foreign forces/invaders.

Reasons for Red Victory

Key event: turning point in the Civil War

During July 1918, Kolchak’s White army was advancing 
towards Ekaterinburg, and the Reds were worried that the 
Tsar might fall into White hands. The royal family were 
murdered in the cellar of Ipatiev House. Tsar Nicholas and 
his family were exectued by Yurovsky and the Red soldiers. 
Their bodies were cut up and acid was poured over them 
to make the corpses unrecognisable before they were 
buried. They remained undiscovered until 1991 when 
DNA proved that bones found near Ekaterinburg were the 
remains of the Romanovs.


