
The Russian Revolution 
 
The Russian Revolution was like a firecracker with a very long fuse. The explosion came in 1917, yet the fuse had been burning for 
nearly a century. The cruel, oppressive rule of most 19th-century czars caused widespread social unrest for decades. Russia was 
heading toward a full-scale revolution. 
 

The Revolutionary Movement Grows  

Rapid industrialization stirred discontent among the people of Russia. The growth of factories brought new problems, such as grueling 
working conditions, miserably low wages, and child labor. The government outlawed trade unions. To try to improve their lives, workers 
unhappy with their low standard of living and lack of political power organized strikes. 
As a result of all of these factors, several revolutionary movements began to grow and compete for power. A group that followed the 
views of Karl Marx successfully established a following in Russia. The Marxist revolutionaries believed that the industrial class of 
workers would overthrow the czar. These workers would then form “a dictatorship of the proletariat.” This meant that the proletariat—
the workers—would rule the country. 
In 1903, Russian Marxists split into two groups over revolutionary tactics. The more moderate Mensheviks (MEHN•shuh•vihks) wanted 
a broad base of popular support for the revolution. The more radical Bolsheviks (BOHL•shuh•vihks) supported a small number of 
committed revolutionaries willing to sacrifice everything for change. 
The major leader of the Bolsheviks was Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (ool•YAH•nuhf). He adopted the name of Lenin. He had an engaging 
personality and was an excellent organizer. He was also ruthless. These traits would ultimately help him gain command of the 
Bolsheviks. In the early 1900s, Lenin fled to western Europe to avoid arrest by the czarist regime. From there he maintained contact 
with other Bolsheviks. Lenin then waited until he could safely return to Russia. 
 

World War I: The Final Blow  

In 1914, Nicholas II made the fateful decision to drag Russia into World War I. Russia was unprepared to handle the military and 
economic costs. Its weak generals and poorly equipped troops were no match for the German army. German machine guns mowed 
down advancing Russians by the thousands. Defeat followed defeat. Before a year had passed, more than 4 million Russian soldiers 
had been killed, wounded, or taken prisoner. Russia’s involvement in World War I revealed the weaknesses of czarist rule and military 
leadership. 
In 1915, Nicholas moved his headquarters to the war front. From there, he hoped to rally his discouraged troops to victory. His wife, 
Czarina Alexandra, ran the government while he was away. She ignored the czar’s chief advisers. Instead, she fell under the influence 
of the mysterious Rasputin (ras•PYOO•tihn). A self-described “holy man,” he claimed to have magical healing powers. 
Nicholas and Alexandra’s son, Alexis, suffered from hemophilia, a life-threatening disease. Rasputin seemed to ease the boy’s 
symptoms. To show her gratitude, Alexandra allowed Rasputin to make key political decisions. He opposed reform measures and 
obtained powerful positions for his friends. In 1916, a group of nobles murdered Rasputin. They feared his increasing role in 
government affairs. 
Meanwhile, on the war front Russian soldiers mutinied, deserted, or ignored orders. On the home front, food 
and fuel supplies were dwindling. Prices were wildly inflated. People from all classes were clamoring for 
change and an end to the war. Neither Nicholas nor Alexandra proved capable of tackling these enormous 
problems. 
 

The March Revolution 

In March 1917, women textile workers in Petrograd led a citywide strike. In the next five days, riots flared up 
over shortages of bread and fuel. Nearly 200,000 workers swarmed the streets shouting, “Down with the 
autocracy!” and “Down with the war!” At first the soldiers obeyed orders to shoot the rioters but later sided with them. 
The local protest exploded into a general uprising—the March Revolution. It forced Czar Nicholas II to abdicate his throne. A year later 
revolutionaries executed Nicholas and his family. The three-century czarist rule of the Romanovs finally collapsed. The March 
Revolution succeeded in bringing down the czar. Yet it failed to set up a strong government to replace his regime. 
The Germans believed that Lenin and his Bolshevik supporters would stir unrest in Russia and hurt the Russian war effort against 
Germany. They arranged Lenin’s return to Russia after many years of exile. Traveling in a sealed railway boxcar, Lenin reached 
Petrograd in April 1917. 
 

The Bolshevik Revolution 

Lenin and the Bolsheviks soon gained control of the Petrograd soviet, as well as the soviets in other major Russian cities. By the fall of 
1917, people in the cities were rallying to the call, “All power to the soviets.” Lenin’s slogan—“Peace, Land, and Bread”—gained 
widespread appeal. Lenin decided to take action. 



 
Within days after the Bolshevik takeover, Lenin ordered that all farmland be distributed among the peasants. Lenin and the Bolsheviks 
gave control of factories to the workers. The Bolshevik government also signed a truce with Germany to stop all fighting and began 
peace talks. 
In March 1918, Russia and Germany  signed the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Russia  surrendered a large part of its territory to Germany 
and its allies. The humiliating terms of this treaty triggered widespread anger among many Russians. They objected to the Bolsheviks 
and their policies and to the murder of the royal family. 
 

Civil War Rages in Russia  

The Bolsheviks now faced a new challenge—stamping out their enemies at home. Their opponents formed the White Army. The White 
Army was made up of very different groups. There were those groups who supported the return to rule by the czar, others who wanted 
democratic government, and even socialists who opposed Lenin’s style of socialism. Only the desire to defeat the Bolsheviks united the 
White Army. The groups barely 
cooperated with each other.  
From 1918 to 1920, civil war raged in 
Russia. Several Western nations, 
including the United States, sent military 
aid and forces to Russia to help the White 
Army. However, they were of little help. 
Russia’s civil war proved far more deadly 
than the earlier revolutions. Around 14 
million Russians died in the three-year 
struggle and in the famine that followed. 
The destruction and loss of life from 
fighting, hunger, and a worldwide flu 
epidemic left Russia in chaos. In the end, 
the Red Army crushed all opposition. The 
victory showed that the Bolsheviks were able both to seize power and to maintain it. 
 

Political Reforms  

In 1922, the country was named the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), in honor of the councils that helped launch the 
Bolshevik Revolution.  
The Bolsheviks renamed their party the Communist Party. The name came from the writings of Karl Marx. He used the word 
communism to describe the classless society that would exist after workers had seized power. In 1924, the Communists created a 
constitution based on socialist and democratic principles. In reality, the Communist Party held all the power. Lenin had established a 
dictatorship of the Communist Party, not “a dictatorship of the proletariat,” as Marx had promoted. 
 

Stalin Becomes Dictator 

Lenin suffered a stroke in 1922. He survived, but the incident set in motion competition for heading up the Communist Party. Two of the 
most notable men were Leon Trotsky and Joseph Stalin. Stalin was cold, hard, and impersonal. During his early days as a Bolshevik, 
he changed his name to Stalin, which means “man of steel” in Russian. The name fit well. 
Stalin began his ruthless climb to the head of the government between 1922 and 1927. In 1922, as general secretary of the Communist 
Party, he worked behind the scenes to move his supporters into positions of power. Lenin believed that Stalin was a dangerous man. 
Shortly before he died in 1924, Lenin wrote, “Comrade Stalin . . . has concentrated enormous power in his hands, and I am not sure 
that he always knows how to use that power with sufficient caution.” By 1928, Stalin was in total command of the Communist Party. 
Trotsky, forced into exile in 1929, was no longer a threat. Stalin now stood poised to wield absolute power as a dictator. 
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