
THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTIONS

AND RISE OF THE SOVIET UNION

In Soviet Russia, revolution start you.



I. Russia under the Rule of Czar Nicholas II (r. 1894 - 1917) 

A. Nicholas II took over after his father, Alexander III died

B. He expressed the desire to be an autocrat, like his father, but he was 
very weak-willed

C. More social unrest

1. Groups of different nationalities were repressed due to 
Russification

2. Russia’s urban, industrial workers suffered the same 
problems as did those in the West

3. Conditions for Russian peasants did not improve either

*. This led to the rise of Socialist/Marxist revolutionary groups in the early 1900s

a. Mensheviks – Marxist group that believed that 
Russia needed to industrialize more fully before a 
socialist revolution could take place

b. Bolsheviks – Marxist group that believed that a 
small group of  radical socialists would be able to lead 
a successful socialist revolution



Left: Lenin as a young man, 

about the time his brother 

was executed for an 

assassination attempt on 

Alexander III.



Lenin circa the 1905 

revolutions.  By this 

point, he had already 

been exiled to Siberia, 

and was eventually 

forced to flee to Western 

Europe.



THE FIRST REVOLUTION

Bloody Sunday and the Revolution of 1905.



II. Russia at the Turn of the Century

A. Russia’s territorial expansion plans were thwarted by the loss in the Russo-

Japanese War in 1904-1905

1. This is a major embarrassment for the Russian people

2. Also caused

a. heightened opposition to and dissatisfaction with the tsar

b. rise in food prices

c. lowering of wages for workers 

B. Revolution of 1905

1. Mass workers’ strikes happen in various Russian cities

2. Bloody Sunday (January 22, 1905)

a. 200,000 striking workers marched to the palace to demand 

reforms

b. The palace guard opened fire on the demonstrators –

killing hundreds

c. This action sparked nationwide riots and more strikes







3. Formation of Soviets (workers councils) in the spring of 
1905

*. Done to air grievances of workers

4. The October Manifesto

a. Finally yielding to the demands of the 
workers/protesters, Nicholas II issues this decree

b. Russia became a constitutional monarchy

1. Formation of a Duma (elected legislature) 
that could make laws

2. Nicholas II reserved the right to keep most 
of his powers.



THE LAST CZAR

Look, I like Anastasia, too.  But it’s fiction.  She 

died, just like the rest of her family.



III. Russia During the Great War

A. Problems in the War

1. Repeated defeats on the Eastern Front by the 

Germans

2. Lack of equipment and food for the soldiers

*. Russian soldiers, lacking weapons, were literally 

ordered into battle and told to pick up weapons from 

dead soldiers

3. So many Russian men fought in the army that 

fields went unplanted and the railroad system 

almost totally stopped running (due to lack of 

fuel and repairs)



B. Problems at Home

1. Horrible shortages of food and heating fuel

2. Declining confidence the tsar because:

a. The royal family continued their life of wealth while the people 

in their country starved and froze

b. Grigory Rasputin

1. Famous for scandalous behavior

2. He periodically lived with/worked for the 

Russian royal family

a. The Russian people felt that this man 

was influencing the tsar and his wife 

too much

b. Alexei (the heir to the throne) had 

hemophilia – Rasputin appeared to be 

able to stop his bleeding







IV. The February Revolution (March 1917)

A. In March, massive strikes and unrest occurred in many 

Russian cities

B. March 8 – several thousands of residents of Petrograd 

took to the streets of the city in several days open protests

C. March 11 and 12 – the tsar ordered the army units in 

Petrograd to put down the demonstrations

*. The solders (also upset with the tsar) joined the protests, instead!

D. On March 15 – Tsar Nicholas II abdicated his throne

*. He and his family lived in virtual imprisonment







V. Russia Under the Provisional Government

A. Russia immediately formed a plan for government

1. Russia temporarily ruled by a temporary 

government system – called the Provisional 

Government

*. For the most part, the officials in the Provisional 

Government were people of the middle class who had 

served in the Duma 

2. This Provisional Government had planned on 

holding elections in November in order to form a 

Constituent Assembly, whose job it would be to 

form a new system of government



Above: Alexander Kerensky, Leader 

of the Provisional Government



B. The major radical groups also made their voices heard

1. The Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies

a. Made up of peasants and workers from Petrograd

b. Mostly socialist (Mensheviks and Social 

Revolutionaries)

c. They demanded the following of the Provisional 

Government:

1. an immediate end to Russia’s involvement in 

WWI

2. transfer of all land to Russia’s peasants

3. transfer of control of Russia’s factories to its 

workers

d. They became the model for other Soviets in 

Russia





2. The Bolsheviks

a. In April 1917, Vladimir I. Lenin returned to Russia

1. He had been exiled from Russia in 1895, mostly living 

and writing in Switzerland

*. Upon hearing of the February Revolution, Lenin saw his 

opportunity to lead a Bolshevik takeover of the Russian 

Government 

2. In April, 1917, the Germans sent Lenin in a sealed 

railroad car (meaning that nobody was allowed to enter or 

exit the car) to Petrograd





3. Upon Returning to Petrograd, Lenin immediately started to 

gain support for the Bolsheviks

a. Promised “Peace, Land, and Bread.”

1. Peace = end of Russian involvement in the war

*. This was an effective promise as the Provisional Government refused 

to end Russian involvement

2. Land = land to the peasants; factories to the 

workers

3. Bread = enough food for all

*. Also promised “All Power to the Soviets!” – meaning that the source 

of the government’s power would be the Soviets





b. During the middle of 1917

1. Demonstrations against the Provisional Government 

and Russia’s continued involvement in the War happen in 

many Russian cities

2. The Provisional Government ordered all Bolshevik 

leaders (especially Lenin) to be arrested – forcing the 

Bolsheviks into hiding

3. Due to Lenin’s promises, though, Bolsheviks were 

elected to positions in many of Russia’s Soviets 

(especially the Petrograd Soviet)



REDS AND REVOLUTIONS

All animals are created equal, but some are more 

equal than others.



VI. The October Revolution (November 1917)

A. In November, the Bolsheviks successfully overthrew the 

Provisional Government

*. The Bolshevik revolutionaries stated that they were taking over 

the government in the name of the Soviets

B. The national elections planned by the Provisional 

Government happened anyway.

*. 2/3 of the seats in the Constituent Assembly were won by non-

Bolsheviks.



C. In Early 1918 the Bolsheviks took firmer control of the 

government

1.They dismissed the Constituent Assembly after the first day 

2. They created the framework for a pre-Communist (ultra-

socialist) government system

a. distributed all land to the peasants

b. gave control of mines and factories to its workers

c. officially ended all private property ownership

3. Signed the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with Germany in 

March 1918 –finally ending Russian involvement in 

the War





VII. The Russian Civil War (1918 – 1921)

A. The Two Sides

1. The Reds – Bolsheviks and their supporters

*. Leon Trotsky, another Bolshevik leader, was appointed the leader of 

the Red Army 

2. The Whites – a loosely-affiliated group of anti-

Bolsheviks including:

a. Supporters of the Czar

b. Those who favored democratic reforms

c. More moderate socialists

*. Promising to return the Russians to fight in WWI, the Whites 

received support from the Allied Powers (including the USA)



Left: White Army propaganda poster 

depicting the Red Army as a dragon, 

and the White Army as a knight.  

Above: Red Army propaganda, 

reading, “Long Live the October 

Revolution!  The workers conquered 

power in Russia and will conquer the 

entire world.”



B. The Communist/Bolshevik government practiced “War 

Communism” in order to maintain a firm control of the government 

during the Civil War

1. The Czar and his family were executed

2. The government formed a secret police force, called the 

Cheka

*. Ordered to arrest anyone who was “an enemy of the revolution”

3. Major restrictions placed on the Russian Orthodox Church 

4. The government took control of the factories and mines

5. The government also forced the peasants to grow food and 

send it to the government (so that it could distribute the food)

C. By 1921, the Whites were finally defeated



BIRTH OF THE USSR
Look out, world, here comes Stalin.



VIII. The Creation of the Soviet Union

A. Lenin and the Communists created a new system of government in 

1922

1. A new, ultra-socialist (Communist?) constitution written

a.  Socio-political hierarchy created – called the 

“dictatorship of the proletariat”



b. National Hierarchy created – The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

1. The Central government – ran the affairs of the nation

*. Mostly run by ethnic Russians

*. The Soviet Union made all major decisions for the Republics

2. A strict socialist system was created (what is commonly termed communism)

a. Government controlled the vast majority of businesses, factories, 

farms, etc.

b. Government controlled the ways of life of all people

1. atheism strongly encouraged and expected

2. total allegiance to the state also expected





IX. The Rise of Stalinism and lead-in to World War II

A. Lenin died in 1924 – two leaders poised to become the next leader

1. Leon Trotsky

a. Lenin’s right hand man

b. Organizer of the Red Army during the Civil War

c. believed that the Soviet Union would become a 

dominating world power only after communism spread 

to all nations

2. Josef Stalin

a. An ethnic Georgian

b. The General Secretary of the Communist party as of 

1922 – a very powerful post that allowed him to appoint 

or remove most government officials in the Soviet 

bureaucracy













B.  By 1925, due to the power of his position, Stalin 
managed to

1. Take total control of the government

2. Remove all of his political rivals (especially 
Trotsky) from power

a. He had Trotsky imprisoned Siberia and 
then exiled him

b. Stalin had Trotsky assassinated at his 
home in Mexico City in 1940

3. Stalin ruled the USSR from 1925 until 1953 
(when he died)





C. Stalin’s Major policies before World War II

1. Five-Year Plans –make the USSR a major 

industrial power 

a. Stimulation of industrial growth

1. The Soviet government 

created many new cities, 

factories, etc.

2. The government then 

resettled millions of peasants to 

work and live in these places





b. Collectivization of farming

1. Basically, the government owned all farmlands 
and “recruited” peasants to do the labor

2. Also implemented to bring rural peasants 
under government control

a. Kulaks (Russian peasant-landowners) -
initially resisted government seizure of 
their lands

*. Stalin forced them to comply by having many Kulaks 
sent to gulags (prison/labor camps) or executed

b. Ukrainian Peasants also revolted 
against this in 1932

*. Stalin responded by practicing “terror famine” – he 
had all of their food supplies taken away during the 
winter.









3. Other Major Policies of Control – Stalin was a very brutal dictator 

who demanded and created total respect and loyalty from the Soviet 

people

a. The NKVD (Stalin’s Secret Police)

1. Stalin used this force to instill fear in the people to 

obey his wishes

2. People were encouraged to spy on their neighbors, 

coworkers or even family members and report disloyal 

activities

*. People who were accused of disloyalty were executed or sent to 

gulags in Siberia 

b. Political Purges – eliminates rivals and strengthen his 

control over the USSR even further





c. “Socialist Realism”

1. Stalin encouraged artists, writers, and 

composers to produce works that reflected 

Soviet power, pride and heroism

2. encourage the loyalty and hard work of all 

Sovietcitizens

3. Stalin appointed Maxim Gorky to be in 

charge of “encouraging” Soviet artists to 

produce such works


