
 

 
Russian Revolution – Area of Study 1 
 
Historiography Essay 
 
*February Revolution of 1917 
 
To a large extent, it can be concluded that the February Revolution was a complete display of 
“collapse from within”; that is to say, the rapid decline in trust and support of Tsar Nicholas and the 
tsarist regime by the Russian people. As voiced by historians Michael Lunch and Norman Davies, 
the collapse of Tsardom was not dissimilar to the falling of “a house of cards”, where a group of 
important events leading up to the revolution further contributed to its ultimate collapse. Whilst many 
historians, such as E.H Carr, claim the revolution to have been a “spontaneous outbreak” that was 
not “expected”, the overall “popular movement” (N.N Sukhanov, 1922) of the February Revolution 
highlights it as being one of having no “purposefulness” and thus as a fall of tsarism rather than an 
“organised” uprising of the people. That is, although evidently “spontaneous”, which is to say its 
cause was produced from a build-up of anti-tsarist sentiment in the years leading up to February 
1917, with no evident leadership, the February Revolution was not an unexpected reaction of the 
people. 
 
During the early stages of World War 1 (1914-1917), the Russian army was deprived of its basic 
level of equipment, needed in order to be adequately equipped for war. That is, a lack of weaponry 
saw thousands of men mobilised, with only 4.6 million rifles to 6.5 million men. This lack of 
weaponry at the front and military struggle led the Russian government to put its full attention into 
the needs of the military, where the spending of 1.5 billion roubles led to rampant inflation. This in 
turn led to social and economic discontent within Russia, and political downfall in the eyes of the 
Russian people. An inflation of approximately 400% and devaluation of the rouble encouraged 
peasants to hoard their grain, leading to food shortages in the cities. Juxtaposed with the collapse of 
the transport system in 1914, due to the ramifications of the blizzards that resulted from the harsh 
winter of that year, standards of living rapidly declined both in Russia and at the front. This growing 
discontent within Russia was heavily directed at the Tsar and his failure to improve this situation. 
Instead, Tsar Nicholas decided to take command of the Russian army, relieving Grand Duke Nikolai 
Nikolaevich, and left for the warfront, taking full command in August, 1915. Due to the inadequacy 
of his military knowledge, the Russian army became more like an “ill-trained militia”, who could not 
be called “soldiers” (Rodzianko), and the Tsar was blamed for subsequent military failures. This 
further contributed to the people’s loss of faith in the tsarist regime and the tsar’s ability to rule the 
Russian people. This idea was exacerbated when Tsarina Alexandra and Rasputin took control of 
Russia while the tsar was at the warfront, with a universal distrust of the “German woman” and “mad 
monk”.  Their ruling of Russia resulted in a loss of communication with the Tsar regarding the scale 
of discontent within the Russian people. That is, although anti-tsarist sentiment was rapidly building 
in the eyes of the Russian people, the Tsarina assured the tsar of their mildness, claiming the 
protesters to be “hooligans”, striking as a result of the Duma’s failure to “do as it’s told”. 
Nonetheless, Chairman of the Duma, Rodzianko, wrote a note to the tsar which highlighted the 
expected nature of the February Revolution unless desperate action was taken by the tsar to “save 
Russia” by providing the people with an authoritarian body “they can trust”, highlighting the Russian 
people’s loss of faith in the tsar, and Tsardom itself. 
 
On the 23rd February 1917, thousands of women protested on International Women’s Day in 
Petrograd, demanding for equality and access to more bread. They were joined by around 100,000 
more workers, and by the next day the number of protesters had doubled. With the tsar at the 
warfront, the head of the Petrograd police was ordered to supress the riots due to their supposed 
“controllable” nature. Public gatherings were banned, and any protesters who defied this were shot. 
In the eyes of the Russian people, this was seen as a continuity of the tsarist rule from 1905, with  
  



their originally peaceful protests ending in bloodshed. Reminiscent of the events of Bloody Sunday, 
the Petrograd garrison mutinied in a display of disapproval towards the tsarist regime. The 
Petrograd garrison were seen to identify with the victims of the shootings as being their “brothers 
and sisters”. The mutiny of the Petrograd garrison meant that the tsar no longer had any military 
authority in the capital, leading to the subsequent military capacity and critical organisation of the 
crowds. That is, although not a “planned strategy”, as proposed by Japanese academic Tsuyoshi 
Hasegawa, the February Revolution was largely due to the loss of tsarist control over Russia, as 
opposed to an organised revolt of the people.  
 
It can hence be seen that the February Revolution was an unplanned, yet spontaneous uprising of 
the people in response to the failures of the tsar and growing discontent. It was a “collapse from 
within” that took no influence from “revolutionary activities” or leaders, as supported by Carr who 
suggests that the revolutionary parties “played no direct part in the making of the revolution”. 
However, Carr’s claim that the parties “did not expect” the revolution is seen to be of limited 
accuracy due to the tsar’s awareness of his ever-diminishing control in the country, as seen by 
Rodzianko’s telegram in 1915, and the mutiny of the Petrograd garrison. From these, the tsar was 
fully aware of both his limited control in Petrograd, and the growing discontent of the Russian 
people. 
 
Whilst historian George Katkov supports the view that the February Revolution was a result of 
growing discontent of the Russian people, his claim that the strikes of the revolution were not a 
display of “spontaneity” seems to limit the perspective as there is no evidence of leadership of the 
people. However, Katkov’s focus on the February Revolution as being an “economic strike 
movement” can be supported due to the rampant inflation, food and fuel shortages at the time of the 
February Revolution, as well as the collapse of the transport system. Thus, economic downfall can 
be seen as a primary factor in the cause of the people’s strikes in February 1917 that ultimately led 
to the downfall of the Romanov dynasty. 
 
Leon Trotsky’s view that the “February insurrection” was led by the “peasants and the workers” 
supports the view that no revolutionary party led the uprisings, but rather Lenin’s ideology of the 
awakening of the masses, or coming to “conscious[ness]” is what provided the people with 
“education”, ultimately leading to the uprising of the “proletariat”. The belief that the “soldiers 
supported the workers” as they felt themselves as “blood brothers” of the working class can also be 
supported in reference to the mutiny of the Petrograd garrison in February 1917, which left the tsar 
with no military authority in the capital. Trotsky’s view supports the idea that the February Revolution 
was greatly a rising of the people; “not the army, but the workers, began the insurrection”, thus 
expressing the view that Tsardom collapsed as a result of the tsar’s incapability to lead the masses 
in favour of their basic needs: “peace, land and bread” (Lenin). 
 
Historian Tsuyoshi Hasegawa’s view that the February Revolution was not “entirely spontaneous” 
and required “leadership [of the] workers’ movement” is useful to some extent as it is seen to be 
somewhat inclusive of Lenin’s ideology. That is, Hasegawa’s recognition of need for “agitators who 
appealed to the workers” can be seen as largely relevant. However, he fails to mention the reasons 
of the people’s uprising, which was not to follow any sort of revolutionary group, but ultimately to 
protest for basic needs of living. In that sense, the source can be seen as only somewhat useful, 
telling only part of the story. 
 
N.N Sukhanov argues that the February Revolution revealed “no sort of purposefulness”, due to its 
lack of leadership. This is useful in that it highlights the fact that the February Revolution was not 
begun in an attempt to overthrow the tsarist regime, with the tsar’s abdication on March 2nd 1917 
and the fall of the Romanov dynasty simply subsequent outcomes of the much simpler reasoning 
behind the people’s uprising; access to more food and fuel. However, whilst highlighting the fact that 
no “proper” leadership with discerned in the “February Days”, the fact that historian Sukhanov was a 
Menshevik during this time somewhat sways the reliability of this source. That is, due to being a  
  



Menshevik, Sukhanov’s strong believe in the “rising of the proletariat” and a ‘people’s revolution’ 
may limit the accuracy of this source, which may be heavily idealised in favour of Menshevik 
ideology. 
 
It can therefore be seen how to a large extent, the February Revolution was a collapse of the tsarist 
regime, caused not only by a spontaneous uprising of the people, but also a variety of tensions 
generated in the tsarist regime due to the tsar’s failure to meet the needs of his people, ultimately 
contributing to the fall of the Romanov dynasty in March 1917. 
 


