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INTRODUCTION

The events of the February Revolution of 1917 in Russia were some of the most
important events in Russian history. This was because the February Revolution
of 1917 had succeeded in breaking down the autocratic ruler from the Ramanov
dynasty which had ruled the Russian Empire for nearly three centuries. The
Ramanov dynasty was replaced by the formation of the Provincial Government
and the Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. This paper is
concerned with the events of the February Revolution of 1917, particularly in
Petrograd, and it contends that the February Revolution of 1917 was not spon-
taneous, unorganised and leaderless. The discussion is divided into three main
parts. the first looks at, the events of the February Revolution in 1917. The
second examines, the participation aad role played by the underground politi-
cal parties such as the Mensbeviks, the Bolsheviks, the Mezbraiontsy, the So-
cialist Revolutionaries, and the masses - workers and soldiers, particularly in

Petrograd during the uprising. Finally, some conclusions will be drawn from
the discussion.
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THE EVENTS OF FEBRUARY REVOLUTION OF 1917

Generally speaking, the events of the February Revolution 9f 1917 initially took
place in Petrograd on February 23, and from here, the strikes and d(fmonstra-
tions extended to all parts of the country. Before the February Revolution, there
were two major strikes in Petrograd. The first was on January 9 when 137,536
workers from 114 factories went on strike to celebrate Bloody Sunday when
the Tsar's police fired on the masses in 1905 and killed many.! Then, on
February 14, the workers group followed up its efforts on January 9 with
political strikes and a demonstration outside the Duma, the elected assembly.
Such attempts, however, ended in failure, and many underground political lead-
ers were arrested, exiled or imprisoned.
The strikes and demonstrations which took place during the February
Revolution of 1917 can be divided into two main phases. In the first stage, on
February 23, the International Women is Day, some of the women in several
textile factories went on an economic strike as a result of food and fuel short-
ages, and it was estimated that about 90,000 workers went on strike on that
day’ Moreover, the textile workers asked the metal workers in particular, and
nearby factories workers, for support and participation in the strikes and dem-
onstrations. These were evident with 200,000 workers participating in the
demonstrations on the next day. By now, however, along with the economic
demands, the workers on strike had a political agenda, to oppose the autocratic
regime, and to further their political demands. On the following day, the
workers were joined by white collar employees, teachers and students in mass
demonstrations which converged on the city. The demonstrations had by now,
reached their peak, and changed into general strikes in the city. However, the
group of workers, students and teachers demoustrating was not strong enough
to further their political struggle against the tottering Tsar because they lacked
support from the common soldiers. However, in the second stage, the strikes
and demonstrations assumed a political character, and were supported by the
reserve army units from the Petrograd garrison. The common soldiers sup-
ported the workers because of disintegration ~within the rank and file of the
army in the garrison and their top officers.? As a result, the workers successfully
forced Tsar Nicholas II to abdicate, and this was achieved with the support of

the common soldier.
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WAS THE FEBRUARY REVOLUTION OF 1917 SPONTANEOUS ?

Generally speaking, there are two main interpretations regarding the February
Revolution of 1917 among scholars. On the one hand, some historians have
pointed out that the February Revolution of 1917 in Russia was spontaneous,
unorganised and leaderless. For instance, Anthony Wood clearly suggested that
the revolution that broke out in Petrograd at the end of February 1917 appar-
ently took everyone by surprise. On the whole there is little evidence that
these initial outbreaks were the result of a conspiracy of the left wing.* In
addition, Russian Scholar, Nicholas V. Riasanovsky stated that the imperial re-
gime died with hardly a whimper. Popular revolution, which came sud-
denly, was totally unprepared s

In Short, these view was largely based on the fact that many underground
leaders were arrested or imprisoned in Siberia, such as Stalin and Kameney, or
exiled abroad, such as Lenin and Trotsky. As a result, the underground parties
were weak, and the millions of common soldiers, factory workers and peas-
ants who took over the streets, barracks and fields were unorganised, leaderless
and happened naturally. In other words, there was a lack of political leaders to
lead the masses, and no leadership from any underground political party.*

On the other hand, some interpretations only emphasised the role of non-
Bolshevik party members such as the Menshevik, the Mezbraiontsy (Mezbrayonka
or Inter District Committee which joined the Bolshevik party in August 1917),
and the Socialist Revolutionaries in organising the strikes: These political par-
ties had radical political demands during the February Revolution of 1917. In
other words, these interpretations discredit the role played by the Bolshevik
party, particularly the members of the Vyborg District Committee.’

These two interpretations, however, have been challenged. These chal-
lenges have shown that during the February Revolution of 1917, there did exist
a core group of experienced revolutionaries who lead and directed the masses,
even though most of the revolutionary elite from various underground political
Organisations were in exile, imprisoned or abroad. The initiatives to provide the
masses with leadership, in particular, came from lower level revolutionary
activists, while the top echelons of the revolutionary parties took little part in
the uprising. In addition, the underground political parties, such as the Bolshe-
viks, the Mensheviks, the Mezhraiontsy, and Socialist Revolutionaries members
Competed against each other for supremacy during the February uprising,
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The existence of radical groups or leaders during this revolutionary perjqq
was evident from the role played by the ‘sub-elite’ with some political expe;
ence, which definitely made them stand out from the masses. However, g
‘sub-elite’ could not be characterised as a revolutionary elite due to their [ack
of ideological preparation, political intelligence and organisational experi-
ences.® In particular, this ‘sub-elite’ comprised workers and members of the
Vyborg District Committee or the Petersburg Committee of the Bolshevik Party,
and during the revolutionary period, this ‘sub elite’ played an important role to
ensure the continuity of the strike movement as well as providing the masses on
the streets with leadership and responsibility in radicalising them. For example,
in order to ensure the continuity of the strikes, this ‘sub elite’ met every night,
discussed the events of that day and panned a strategy for the next day. In terms
of leadership, this ‘sub-elite’ not only planned their strategy, but also imple-
mented it themselves by being among the masses. In doing so, they went to the
factories to call for strikes and took hold of the demonstrations to the centre
of the city. In addition, when they went out into the streets and joined the

masses, they related the specific grievances of the masses and broadened their
demands to overthrow the autocratic ruler,?
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workers and the soldiers towards the city centre, captured the cartridge factory,
and distributed weapons among themselves.'"

In addition, the members of Vyborg Disrict Committee viewed the

Mensbeviks, the Socialist Revolutionaries and the Mezhraiontsy as their com-
petitors during the February Revolutuion of 1917. As a result, they intended to
prevent the leadership of the revolution passing to these other underground
groups. This is evidenced by the leaflet, issued on February 27 at the Finland
Station, which the members of Vyborg District Committee used as their politi-
cal centre. The leaflet was issued without first refering to the top leaders of
Bolshevik Party. This leaflet was a counter to those issued by the Mensheviks,
the Mezhraiontsy and Socialist Revolutionaries, and called for the immediate
formation of the Soviet, the Provisional revolutionary government in Vyborg
District." In other words, it was a vital tool to forestall the Menshevik,
Mezhraiontsy and Socialist Revolutionary intelligentsia gaining control of the
masses. To a large extent, the competition between the Bolsheviks, the
Mensheviks, the Mezbraiontsy and the Socialist Revolutionaries indicates that
the underground groups were capable and willing to provide leaders for the
masses, and that they did have their own strategies to gain support during the
February uprising.

On the other hand, there was also the middle-level or ‘sub elite’, who
were non-Bolshevik members, particularly from the Menshevik, the Mezbraiontsy
and the Left Socialist Revolutionaries who provided leadership in trying to
direct the masses. This is evident with the arrest of more than 2 hundred revo-
lutionary leaders who had been suspected of being the ringleaders behind the
unrest during the February Revolution."’ As Hasegawa has pointed out, this
‘sub-elite’ was active among the workers, and intended to take more radical
actions. For instance, while, it was the Mensbeviks who took the initiative to
organise strikes during the February revolution, it was the Mezbraiontsy and
the Left Socialist Revolutionaries who called for more radical action, Evidence
of this was the leaflet, issued by the Mezhrasontsy, and distributed among the
Workers on February 23 and 24. This leaflet, which had been abandoned by the
Bolsheviks, was adopted by the Mezhraiontsy, and called for radical demands
such as the establishment of a Provincial Revolutionary Government, and latter,
for non co-operation with the Provincial Government, and a complete break of
soldiers from their officers. In addition, the leaflet contained such slogans as
"Down with Autocracy’, ‘Long Live The Revolution’, and ‘Down with the War’ 4
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Even though it s difficult to believe that 2 small revolutionary group such g

Mezbraiontsy were capable of organising the masses on such.a scale as dun'ng
the February Revolution, it does show that during the revolutionary period, i,

revolutionary parties were competing against each other in order to lead g9

direct the masses.

The workers, particularly skilled workers from the metal factories in the
Vyborg District, also played 2 vital role in opposing  the autocratic Tsar during
the February uprising. The workers from various factories in Petrograd needed
leaders or an organisation to direct, plan strategies and organise strikes during
this period. It was evident that the workers were organised into zemyachestwa
organisation, an organisation consisting of workers from the same village who
worked in the same factories in Petrograd.”® For example, the natives of Fysokow
worked in the wagon shops, the Kozins in the shipyards and those of Gorokhoro

in boiler factories. In Petrograd, the contingent of Sormovo workers were mem-
bers of zemlyachestva organisation, and later, the workers from Nokolaev joined
the Sormovo zemlyachestva: This organisation was referred to as the Sormon-
Nikolaev zemlyachestva. This organisation met once a week in the flat of one
of the Nikolaev contingent, and held political discussions. The purpose of this
series of discussions was to work out for themselves what their position should
be on the cardinal political questions of the day.

The zemlyachestva organisation was important in two vital aspects i
leading the workers during the February revolution. First, the zemdyachesi®
organisation became a means of ensuring a higher degree of workers' solidariy
thar’l.could be provided by any formal organisation constituted for industrial o
p‘ohuu.ltlh action.® This was partly because the workers only worked in facto-
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on a considerable number of Petrograd workers, and run worker’s political
discussions circle in the factories where they were employed. Hence, the
workers were directed and knew what was exactly happening in the city through
the role played by these experience political figures within the zemlyachesteva
organisation. Meanwhile, there was no doubt that German agents within the
Helphand organisation gave financial support in organising strikes, even though
this organisation may have transferred its support from one committee to the
other because of political preferences.' This financial support was important
for the workers while they were on strike during the February Revolution. In
fact, the Petrograd strikes of January 1916 were largely financed by the Helphand
organisation, and in 1917, this organisation was still working in Copenhagen,
and none of its agents in Russia had been caught.

Furthermore, the soldiers supported the workers during the February
Revolution even though they fired on the crowd in the earlier stage of the revo-
lution. For instance, on February 26, soldiers of the Volhynian Regiment opened
fire on the crowd, and in other part of the city troops also fired on demonstra-
tion. However, this same regiment, a day later on February 27, switched alle-
giance to the insurgents’ side when they declared that they would not fire on
the demonstrators in the coming days due to 2 mutiny of the rank and file of the
Petrograd garrison."” On the eve of the February Revolution, the percentage of
the workers in the reserve units in Petrograd increased considerably, and they
were open to the political propaganda. This was accompanied by declining
morale in the reserve units and the government policy of drafting strike partici-
pants as punishment: Al this contributed to an increase of political propa-
ganda in the army. In addition, the support of the soldiers came from the rank
and file of the army, the young and the new recruits particularly from the
Volhynian, Lithuanian and Preobrazhenskii regiments.® Therefore, the reserve
unit army, at the rear, actively participated in the strikes, demonstrations and
in the insurrection to bring about the collapse of the autocratic regime under
the leadership of some of their officers. For example, Sergeant T.1 Kirpichnikoy
Wwas at the helm when the first soldiers began an uprising on February 27 in
Petrograd. Then, a former Bolshevik and an officer in the machine guN regi-
ment, Tarasov-Rodionov subsequently participated and provided leadership in
the insurrection. Hence, during the February Revolution, there were leaders in
the Petrograd garrison, ready and willing to lead the rank and file of the army,
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and had not isolated themselves, as 2 cOnsequence of this political propagands,

from the masses on strike.

CONCLUSION

From the above discussion, the events of the February Revolution of 1917 was
not spontaneous, without political direction, unorganised and leaderless. In
other words, there did exist groups with political experience, particularly from
the underground political organisations with an ability to lead the masses. The
underground political parties were willing to provide the masses with leader-
ship, and broaden the workers’ economic demands, along with providing 2
political agenda to oppose the autocratic ruler once the strikes and demonstra-
tions had covered the entire city. In the February Revolution of 1917, most
factories workers in the capital of Petrograd participated in the strikes and
demonstrations with both economic and political demands to oppose the Tsarist
regime. Hence, the strikes and demonstrations required organisers, planning,
agitators, orators and co-ordination of their activities; the actual leaders of the
movement were lower level revolutionary activists who were closely connected
with the workers.

Then, despite the Bolshevik Party as a whole being in disarray, the
members of Vyborg District Committee of the Bolshevik Party were deeply
involved in the February Revolution, in planning, arrangin V- T
2 . o y 4 strategies, p
msdi%emce_d political ﬁg\:lm such as Kayurov, Chugurin, Kuklin and Gawilos
am Was necessary during the revolution i interestingly
even though the members of Vyborg District c;';)'mpeuenxe:ieo;e ::)ﬁlrlie:t wgi?’h

?‘aderse ladhiszpmf rt:fnln?kheﬁk Party, they were determined to prevent the
| p ution passing to the Mensheviks, Socialist Revolutiona®
ies and the Mezhraiontsy. ' e
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in particular the members of Vyborg District Committee of boishevik Party. The
rank and file of the army were largely of peasant origin, young and new recruits
who were attracted to the political propaganda within the army unit. They were

concerned with what was happening with the masses on the streets and did not
isolate themselves during the revolutionary period.
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