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The people of Russia had initially responded to the war with patriotism, but by 1/1917, all Russians were weary and distrustful of the government. In early March, riots flared in St. Petersburg (Petrograd), which became a revolution. The Romanov dynasty ended and the tsar abdicated. There were two groups: a council of soldiers and workers called the Petrograd Soviet (council), and a committee of liberals afraid of revolution and the soviet. This committee claimed office as the Provisional Government. At the height of a disastrous war, revolution and liberty came to an unprepared Russia, and reduced it to hopeless anarchy. From March to November 1917, it was chaos. The liberals seemed the best for the job. They represented the educated. Their ideal was a constitutional monarchy, with the elite ruling. But, they acted like everything was normal and Russia could still win the war. Almost 2 million soldiers had deserted. The Provisional Government abolished the restrictions of tsarism. They couldn’t create an administrative network capable to taking the place of the tsarist bureaucracy. More soviets sprang up. The Bolsheviks were ready to try out their solution for Russia’s crisis: a dictatorship of the left based on the soviets, with mass support. Thus, they gained power. Soon they called themselves communists. The Bolsheviks wanted to make their country as modern as the West. They wanted liberties. Forbidden to speak out, they went underground. Revolutionary socialism became a better ideology in the struggle with the police. They had no moral scruples, as long as what they did served the revolution. First, they put their hopes on the peasants. In the late 19th century they learned from Marx and acquired a vision of inevitable progression toward socialism, which satisfied their craving for salvation in this world.  They believed history was on their side. They dreamed of enabling their country to surpass the strongest Western nations. By 1900, many educated Russians had rallied to Marxism. Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (Lenin, 1870-1924) was the most famous. He was the son of a teacher who had become a nobleman. He had studied law but practiced revolution instead. His first contribution lay in adapting Marxism to Russia. His second was keeping the party together and protecting it from infiltration. Lenin rejected the democratic practice of Western Marxist guidelines. The wealth achieved by voluntary civic cooperation had to be achieved in the Soviet Union by compulsion under the command of the Communist party. Two prominent Marxists were Leon Trotsky (Lev Bronstein, 1879-1940) and Joseph Stalin (Iosif Dzhugashvili, 1879-1953). Trotsky was known for his writing and Stalin became famous after the revolution. Stalin was banished to northern Siberia for four years and was conditioned to ruthlessness. In 1903, the Marxists split into the moderate Mensheviks and the extremist Bolsheviks who were the majority. The Mensheviks (softs) preserved moral scruples. The Bolsheviks (hards) were militant, radical revolutionaries. Lenin perfected Bolshevik revolutionary theory. He violated Marxism by paying attention to the revolutionary potential of the peasants. He also looked at Asia and wanted them to join Russia and overthrow the capitalist society. Lenin anticipated the anti-Western groundswell that arose from the hatred of European power. He envisioned that there might be a mighty world revolution. The Bolsheviks were ready to assist in that struggle. On 4/16/17, with German help, Lenin arrived in St. Petersburg from exile in Switzerland. Lenin felt that complete state control of the economy could rescue the country. The solution was the dictatorship of the proletariat, backed by the masses. The Bolsheviks obtained majorities in the soviets. The planning of the Bolshevik coup was entrusted to Trotsky. He made the overthrow of government into a universal model for proletariat revolutions. The details were dramatized in Soviet literature and art. On 11/6-7/17, power fell into the Bolshevik’s hands. They organized a government proclaiming society democracy but were determined to establish a dictatorship. Thus began an experiment destined to change the world. It wanted to help the poor, but its immediate necessity was to survive. 


