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Chapter 11: Hopes and Fears 1907-14.

From 1907 the government had reasserted control and imposed a quiet that was not effectively challenged for a decade. Nicholas II believed that he had been unnecessarily weak in 1905, and that he would be weak no more because there would not be a revolution. The leader of the SRs (Chernov) argued that another revolution was a certainty, but the first victory over Tsarism had been incomplete and won on credit from the autocracy's temporary weakness rather than the revolutionaries strength. In 1905 the SRs advocated defensive tactics to strengthen the liberties already won. The lessons he drew from events was that the proletariat and the intelligentsia could not topple the autocracy alone, and that although the appeal of agrarian reform received support, the organisation of the SRs needed to become more centralised, conspiratorial and disciplined and work within unions and cooperatives to resist Stolypin's agrarian reforms which tried to break up the commune. However the party was discredited in 1908 by the revelation that the Head of the Political Terror arm, Combat Organisation, was a double agent and police spy, and was decimated by the police. Moreover it was disheartened by evidence of some government success in undermining the communes solidarity which meant it needed to change its agrarian policy to one of expropriation and cooperation. This adjustment stood the party in good stead for later events.

The Mensheviks felt the 1905 revolution had resulted in their isolation and warned them to secure the democratic revolution before advancing to the Socialist one. Martov argued that the autocracy would be the beneficiary of Socialist hostility to the bourgeoisie. In June 1907 Stolypin curtailed representative government the Mensheviks supported the Liberals and entered into agreements with them. The Mensheviks continued to fear the political backwardness of the peasantry, and believed that much education was needed before they were able to join a Marxist party. Part of this education would be achieved by the economic evolution of the countryside from feudalism, and that in the resulting exploitation by capitalist farmers, social democrats would agitate amongst the peasantry in order to achieve broader based support. Mensheviks also emphasised open movement in trade unions and cooperatives and other organisation since 1905, which would build important links for the struggle ahead. However, Stolypin's regime was hardly the best environment for building a broad based democratic or labour movement. Most Mensheviks were concerned to avoid isolation and sectarianism, a view that Martov adhered to in 1917, though he was not like other Mensheviks carried by it into cooperation with pro-war Liberals, and remained opposed to the Bolsheviks whose policies he believed would provoke counter revolutions and civil war.

The Bolsheviks were heartened by the events of 1905, and particularly Lenin who believed that revolution could speed up the process of history and teach the masses. The events of 1905 achieved what Bolshevism had not; the growth of social democracy, the struggle of the proletariat for political and economic rights, and the spread of the struggle to the peasantry and army. Lenin cautioned against temporary accommodations with the Liberals and advocated alliances with the peasantry in order to radicalise the bourgeois revolution with policies of nationalisation, redistribution of land, and the establishment of social welfare. Lenin did not envisage the alliance as one of equals, the Bolshevik party would remain a proletarian one which would use the peasantry to challenge the existing property relations of the countryside,  which were the basis of the autocracy. Thus Marxists would support peasant radicalism to put an end to feudalism so that capitalism could advance, which would result in more favourable conditions for social democracy to grow in the countryside with the proletarianisation of rural labour.

The different lessons drawn by the revolutionaries from 1905/1906 had little bearing and less impact on the course of events. For most of 10 years radical politics became exile politics. This country appeared to be tired of upheavals which was evident in the virtual ending of industrial and agrarian strikes and disorders; in the effectiveness of police repression, in Menshevik involvement in parliamentary and legal activity and in the declining membership of the Social Democratic Party, membership being 15,000 in 1907 to 10,000 by 1910. Political initiative passed to the government, while the main burden of opposing it was carried by the parliamentary opposition of which the Kadets formed the most numerous and vocal part.

The Kadets were divided over the results of 1905/7. The right wing felt with Maklakov that by rejecting compromises the party had failed liberalism rather than to consolidate their gains after the issuing of the October Manifesto and the Fundamental Laws. Indeed the leader of the party Miliukov had moderated its programme after the dissolution of the first Duma, and when a reduced delegation of 54 Kadets entered the third Duma in November 1907 it formed a "responsible opposition" taking a part in the legislative process and repudiating the left. However Miliukov remained the governments most constant and courageous critic within the limited opportunities provided by the recent constitutional development. The Duma had supported the condemnation of terror, Stolypin's agrarian programme, expansion of the military by 1909 but the Liberals were not convinced that the hand of collaboration that they offered to the government had been reciprocated and they could do little to make it change its ways. They continued to work to safeguard and influence as best they could the gains of the October revolution, though Miliukov argued that by 1908 the weakened Liberals had been displaced as mediators between State and people.

The revised Electoral Law had given Stolypin willing allies in the Third Duma. If the 150 Octoberist votes were joined to the right (nationalists) he could count on a comfortable majority, if they voted with the left they could embarrass the government. Octoberism had become more conservative and less constitutional. The landowners and businessmen who dominated the Union of 17 October had acquiesced in the repression and reaction of government as regrettable but necessary in order to forestall revolution. This was the basis of their collaboration with Stolypin, they believed in the utility of government institutions, preservation of law and order, and private property, and in the pre-eminent position at the Great Russian Nationality at home and abroad. However what looked a solid community of interests disintegrated quickly, after Octoberists criticised the leadership of the military establishment in 1908 and agreed to an appropriation for a new Naval General Staff which the Tsar vetoed in April 1909. Common ground still existed with the government, and Octoberists still supported Stolypin's agrarian programme, and the amputation of Finnish autonomy, but conflicts multiplied over education, foreign affairs, the rights of non-orthodox Christians, police involvement with right wing extremists, persecution of labour movement and the curtailment of the Duma's budgetary rights. In October 1909 the Octoberists complained at the Congress of the government's illegality and abuse, and their leader Guchkov argued in 1910 that reforms were overdue. The break came in 1911 after the Duma passed a bill to set up elective Zemstva's in six western border provinces, but was defeated in the Council of State. It was eventually issued as an emergency decree of the Tsar in violation of the Fundamental Laws, but Stolypin was now alienated from the Tsar, and had destroyed the basis for a Centrist Opposition in the Duma. Stolypin was assassinated in September 1911.

Guchkov had resigned the presidency of the Duma over the Western Zemstva Bill not only because of his devotion to constitutional legitimacy but because of emerging division within the Octoberist Party over the Finnish issue, and Stolypin increasingly distancing himself in favour of the Russian Nationalists. On political issues the Octoberists became more critical and vocal. Rodzianko the new president of the lower house declared at the opening of the Fourth Duma in 1912 that its most urgent task was the implementation of the October Manifesto, in May 1913 it cut the budget of the Ministry of Interior and criticised its refusal to introduce reforms and its nationalities programme for dividing and weakening the nation.

The sense of crisis was widespread by 1913-14, but it was not universal or translated into action. After the death of Stolypin and the containment of the reformist challenge that he had posed to the nobility's supremacy in the countryside, the nobility dominated the Duma. Stolypin's successor Kokovtsov argued that there was no crisis in Russia and that a sound economy and good government was all that was necessary rather than political reforms. On the other hand the leader of the Kadets Guchkov argued that the emerging crisis of political, economic and social matters was reminiscent of 1905. These profoundly different assessments of Russia in 1914 opened a debate which continues to the present day on whether she was on the brink of revolution before the declaration of hostilities and the onset of the First World War intervened, or whether there was a apparent gradual and peaceful evolution of social harmony, economic well being and political liberalisation of Russia.

The historical record supports both successes and failures. The political contest between the government and it's critics which looked so menacing in 1914 was confined largely to the Duma, which had grown more troublesome since the death of Stolypin in the face of the government disregard. Ministers refused to appear before it for months on end, and they tried to whittle away rights of budgetary control and legislative initiative. However the Fourth Duma elected in 1912 on a restricted franchise was unlikely to lead an assault on the regime since it was dominated by men of property. Disunity among Octoberists, Kadets and progressives, and reluctance to over step the bounds of parliamentary struggle condemned the opposition to ineffectiveness and allowed the government to ignore it.

Industrial strife became explosive after February 1912 with the shooting of unarmed strikers in the Lena goldfields where 200 were killed. This resulted in Bolshevik gains in the trade unions of the capital at the expense of the Mensheviks. In the first six months of 1914 1.4 million workers downed tools, and in July St Petersburg was almost paralysed by a great strike which grew out of sympathy demonstrations for striking comrades in Baku and protests of police firing on a meeting of workers of the Putilov plant. Troops were needed to restore order just days before Germany declared war. Although the right to organise had been granted in 1906, and the laws of 1912 provided for accident insurance and sick benefit funds coincided with an industrial boom from 1909 onwards, the workers grievances had clearly not been removed. Trade unions were restricted in a variety of ways, strikes were not proscribed and unions that entered into them were shut down and their leader exiled, unions were forbidden to combine in regional or national organisations and deprived labour of genuine collective bargaining. A combination of police repression and resistance of industrialists reduced the numbers and effectiveness of unions since in 1907 there were 300 000 members but in 1913 only 40 000 due paying organised workers. Wages barely kept up with living cost, and working hours averaged 10 a day in 1913. Housing conditions in industrial areas deteriorated with a dramatic urban population rise of about one third between 1910 and 1914. In Moscow the average apartment accommodated 9 persons in 1912. The public services of industrial urban settlements had been placed under intolerable strain, and many lacked adequate transport and sanitation.

"The unions were too few and weak to channel this almost "anarchic turbulence" into disciplined solidarity to pressure government and industrialists into reform, and Socialist parties were not strong enough to translate sporadic outbreaks of discontent into revolution."

The substantial economic improvements taking place in the period 1909 to 1914 in the industrial sector served to moderate the complaints of business and professional classes. There were favourable balances of trade, budget surpluses, rise in gold reserve, development of savings banks, increased sales of consumer goods ( sugar, tea, beer, vodka), there were high rates of growth and investment in industry and improvements in the productivity of labour. However this was all undermined by the fact that the Russian economy exhibited considerable immaturity. The agricultural population of three quaters of the total still only absorbed one third of industrial output and that was dependent on good harvests, considerably high military budgets flourished metallurgical, engineering and ship building industries, but the home market could not sustain this development which resulted in the formation of syndicates and monopolies to regulate production and maintain prices through employer's organisations. Private foreign investment continued to play an indispensable role in the Russian economy with an overall 55% share in economic ventures (54.1% of heavy industry and mining, 45% of chemicals, 85% of electricity was in foreign hands), and the military build up was totally dependent on foreign technical assistants and the sub-contracts placed there. The gap between Russia and the more advanced economies was widening since the per capita income in 1860 had been half the western average, which had fallen to 1/3 by 1913. 

Much depended on agriculture whose backwardness needed to be overcome to cure the structural imbalance of the Russian economy, the limitations of the domestic market, and the shortage of capital. Stolypin rejected the wholesale expropriation of the country's 130,000 large and medium sized estates (of which 107,000 belonged to the nobility) as harmful since it would still not satisfy peasant land hunger particularly with the growing rural population and that it would not necessarily result in higher production. Stolypin feared what happened in 1917 when the peasantry seized and divided up most of the land, production fell by 5% but the share of grain reaching the cities declined by half. In the agricultural industry Stolypin thus respected the sanctity of private property and the 30,000 proprietors of large estates who were a powerful conservative support to the autocracy, and sought indeed to strengthen it by encouraging peasants to assume individual ownership of their allotments by breaking away from the Commune. This loosening of communal bonds was encouraged by a Manifesto of November 1905 which forgave half of the redemption dues for 1906 and cancelled them altogether after that year, peasant families were allowed to sell their share of communal land and leave the village. The reforms were required decades for their implementation and he saw it as a wager on the strong and sturdy who would emerge as a new class of self reliant, well off farmers, settled on private lands and providing support for the autocracy. 

The Stolypin reform was initiated by an emergency decree of 9 November 1906. It's first and easiest step was the establishment of individual title to allotments previously invested in the commune through a procedure. The more important and difficult aspect of the reform was the elimination (with or without the dissolution of the commune) of strips and intermingling because of the economic inefficiencies it contained. In order to combine scattered strips into compact and enclosed farms the decree of 1906 provided that if the separator demanded it, he would be given a consolidated holding in one place at a general repartition. The laws of 1910 and 1911 made general consolidation easier, by making the procedures more attainable and including pasture and woodland as possibilities for enclosure. There were 12.3 million peasant households in European Russia in 1905, 9.5 million on communal tenure. The largest number of exits from the commune took place between 1907-1909, but a sharp decline began in 1910. By 1915 approximately one third of household heads had filed for separation and about one quarter (2.4 million) completed the process. Some 9% withdrew their applications possibly because they feared conflict with their fellow villagers. An additional 3.7 million members of the commune with hereditary tenure were declared by the laws of 1910 to be individual owners. Thus the most generous estimate is that two thirds of households obtained title by 1917, thus indicating that there was apparent aspiration amongst the peasantry for the government reform. However since judicial change could not bring about better agricultural techniques, the creation of independent farmsteads is a better indication of how the reform was received. About 10%, 1.25 million actually set up consolidating farms enclosing 8.85% of all allotment lands, and only 320,000 of these left the communal village to set up their own homesteads because they tended to be more open to innovation than communal neighbours. Yet there were too few of them to end the prevalence of subsistence farming among the bulk of the peasantry and neither did all of the consolidators become surplus producing rural bourgeoisie since some failed due to low capital, quantity of land, and the fact they no longer had access to communal resources. The possibility of losing the human and material assistance of the commune was a deterrent to leaving it, especially in the poorer areas such as the Central Agricultural Region. Thus the economic results of the agrarian reform were at best modest. Although land under the plough increased by 10%, four fifths of all arable land belonged to peasants and 80% of peasant land remained in strips cultivating under the three field system, short of capital and cattle. The time given to the reform was too short, the numbers affected too small and the gains too far in the future to result in a short term economic miracle. Not even the best effort the government had ever made including support of the peasant Land Bank and subsidies could keep the pace with growing rural population, since 25 million births between 1905-1914 and the creation of 3 million new households suggest that vastly greater resources were needed to solve the problems of the countryside.

Disarray and reactionary influences in the highest echelons of government overshadowed and negated the positive developments of the pre-war years. Positive developments had included the improvement of the legal status of the peasantry from 1906, there had been a degree of co-operation between State and Duma with greater budgetary discipline on the part of the latter, the proletariat was able to organise and form trade unions with insurance schemes, better relations between State and Zemstvo's, the spread of primary education from 1908, improvements in the economy and in the technical management in many agencies of government. However measured against the high hopes of 1905, such achievements left much room for dissatisfaction. There was little commitment to reform on behalf of the Tsar, his Ministers and the State Council, the extension of Zemstva to additional provinces was restricted to nine, the land captain remained a symbol of the rural judicial system, it did little to relieve anti-semitism, it did little for encouraging the democratisation of the Zemstva's, or enlarging the Duma's budgetary rights. "Of the major governments of Europe, none had so little credit with the people it would shortly have to lead in war as that of Nicholas II."

Chapter 12: The Last Act. July 1914 to February 1917.

Crisis had long been endemic in the concert of powers, and their disputes had usually been composed or contained, and none more so than Russia and Austria-Hungary who feared war could have a devastating effect on their internal weaknesses when exposed to the pitiless judgement of war. It was, none the less, these two states which set in motion the chain of events leading to the First World War, and their very weakness that hardened their resolution.

In the case of Russia the forceful reaffirmation of her importance in international affairs had to be postponed for several years after the defeat by Japan and revolution at home. As Stolypin put it to cabinet in 1908, "the country needed a breathing spell to recover its strength." The advisability of pursuing that goal rather than concentrating on pressing domestic problems was rarely questioned, and the overwhelming majority of the Duma gave unstinting support to the enormously costly programmes of military reorganisation and rearmament. Government and political society (from Kadets to nationalist right) discovered common ground in an assertive and vigorous foreign policy, which was facilitated by the termination of the imperialist venture in Asia and the return to theatres in Europe and the Near East as the traditional areas of Russian interest and concern. Here emotional and practical reasons came together to elicit a large measure of public support for actions taken by Russian diplomacy: the action given to backing of Balkan states against Austria or Turkey, resistance to the penetration of the Balkans by the German powers and efforts to increase Russia's influence and economic opportunities.

The two German states were increasingly viewed as the most likely disturbers of the peace and the greatest threat to Russia and her friends, although extreme conservatives would have preferred an alignment with the conservative monarchies rather than with republican France or Liberal England. But the German option was no longer available, which would have ended the French alliance and her financial patronage without reconciling an unfavourable trade treaty concluded with Germany in 1904 and Austrian designs on the Balkans. As a result of the German challenge to her naval, colonial and commercial supremacy, Britain too developed understandings with Russia which developed into the Triple Entente. The Anglo-Russian accords of 1907 divided Persia into northern (Russian) and southern (British) spheres of influence, recognising British preponderance in the Persian Gulf and Afghanistan, and pledged the territorial integrity of Tibet. As part of the negotiations the Russian foreign Minister Izvolskii obtained a vague promise from Britain to consider a revision of the international treaties which closed the straits of the Bosphorus and Dardanelles to the naval vessels of all nations, which was seen as an infringement of her sovereign rights and an inhibition to her freedom of action, since Turkey had refused Russia's request to transit the straits during the Russo-Japanese war which had bottled up the Black Sea fleet. Encouraged by what he chose to believe as British assurances, Izvolskii sought similar concessions from his Austrian counterpart Aehrenthal in difficult bargaining over Balkan matters. Since 1897 Austria and Russia had collaborated to maintain the status quo in South-Eastern Europe. Such a relationship was strained after 1903 by Serbian nationalism which envisaged Slav unification in South-Eastern Europe which was a threat to the very existence of the dual monarchy since it included absorption of Serbs, Croats and Slovenians. To counter the threat Austria stated a tariff war against Serbia in 1903 and in 1905 announced her intentions to build a railway across the Peninsula to improve her ability to contain south Slav irredentism with military force without consulting Russia. Russian opposition to the Sanjak railroad project demonstrated Austria's determination to stave off the disintegration of her disparate lands particularly during  the Turkish revolution of 1908. The Turkish provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovinia had been given to Austria to occupy and administer by the Congress of Berlin in 1878 and formed a prime target for Serbian nationalism. Aehrenthal who had been approached by Izvolskii over the Straits was prepared when the two Ministers met in September 1908 to grant Russia's wishes in return for Russian agreement in Austrian annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovinia. Both needed the assent of other powers but before it could be discussed, Austria declared annexation of the provinces in September 1908 and Russia and Serbia could do little but protest. Austria, backed by Germany, refused to submit the dispute to conference, and a German demand to recognise the annexation and abandon support for the nationalist  response of Serbia completed the Russian diplomatic defeat. Despite a renewed understanding with Austria in 1910 not to disturb the Balkans and an agreement with Germany over northern Persia and German railroad concessions (the Baghdad Railway) in Turkey, the fronts between Russia and the central powers had been hardened and humility served to harden Russian resolve in the area.

The efforts of Russian diplomats to obtain from Turkey the opening of the Straits failed, as did their hopes that a league of Balkan states (which Russia sponsored but could not control) would serve as a bulwark against Austria. Instead of presenting a common front against the Austrians, Bulgaria, Greece, and Serbia fought against Turkey in the First Balkan War 1912 and against each other in the Second Balkan War 1913. In both conflicts Russia disappointed the Slavs, the Bulgarians by opposing their seizure of Constantinople, and the Serbians for not standing up to Austria in opposing her territorial claims. An alliance with Bulgaria was now out of the question and further abandonment of Serbia had to be avoided for political, economic and strategic reasons. Furthermore the Liman von Saunders crisis in late 1913, which resulted in the Germans withdrawing the German general from command of the Turkish fleet at Constantinople convinced the Russian Foreign Minister since 1908, Sazonov, that a third power in the Straits was unacceptable because it would place a stranglehold over South Russia's economic life and strategic considerations, but that seizure by Russia was impossible without a general European war for which Russia was not ready.

War came not over the Straits but over the Balkans. On 28th June 1914 a Serbian terrorist assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Habsburg throne in Sarajevo, Bosnia. Austria presented Serbia with an ultimatum and on the 28th July declared war on Serbia. To prevent the annihilation of Serbia, Russia mobilised and Germany demanded that Russia rescind her preparations, and when she refused to do so, declared war on Russia on August 1st. The Germans declared war on France two days later, and her invasion of Belgium was the justification for  Britain entering the war on the side of Russia and France. The Russian involvement won acceptance in broad circles of Russian society, brought apparent unity and a Liberal review commented "What had appeared unobtainable in time of peace, was achieved."

The government freed itself for most of the war from Duma criticism and control by summoning it for only brief periods, and on 26th July the majority of Duma's members practically invited the government to ignore them with the Duma's Octobrists President Rodzianko saying "We shall only hinder you, it is better to dismiss us altogether until the end of hostilities." The Kadet leader Miliukov asked his party to remember that their first duty was to defend Russia, "In this struggle we are all as one". Only the minuscule number of Left deputies including Mensheviks, Bolsheviks and Trudoviki refused to give the government a blank cheque and denounced the ruling classes of all countries for the suffering they had brought to the masses. Mobilisation went smoothly and there was little resistance in the towns or cities where strikes ceased almost completely for a year.

That patriotic intoxication might be neither deep nor lasting was apparent to fearful conservatives even before hostilities began. Durnvo a member of the State Council predicted that war would bring social revolution and the disintegration of the army, and the Minister of Interior, Maklakov, predicted a repeat of 1905. The reverses suffered by the army in the opening months of the war were not so grave as to exhaust the sturdy endurance of the Russians. The great battles of Tannenburg and Masurian Lakes of August and September caused the Russians to be driven out of East Prussia at a loss of 170,000 men and prisoners and casualties, but they had made unexpectedly rapid advances  initially and there had been success against the Austrian's in Galicia and Bukovina advancing as far as Cracow and northern Hungary by November. However the events of 1914 revealed defects and problems which reached an unprecedented magnitude in the offensives of the central powers in April 1915. By September 1915 the Russians retreat reversed all the conquest of the previous year, all of Poland, Kurland, Lithuania and much of White Russia. During the final months of the Great Retreat of 1915 there were almost one million dead and wounded and another million taken prisoner. Of the nearly 15 million men who served in the forces about half were eliminated by enemy action: 2.4 million prisoners, 2.8 million wounded and sick, 1.8 million killed. The reasons for this are manifold. Before war lack of capital restricted the annual intake of conscripts to about one third of available manpower, difficulties of supply and support services over great distances including poor road and railway, many escaped conscription which was unable to reach into every corner of the vast empire, and the general shortage of capital to arm the services.

The shortage of arms was remedied most easily so that by the end of 1916 Russia was at least as well provided as her enemies since industries began to work to full capacity and newly built railroads to the White sea and Pacific ports ensured allied help. However output in iron ore and coal, pig iron and steel began to drop in 1916, scarcities of fuel and raw materials were aggravated by the disruption of foreign trade, labour productivity declined with the employment of unskilled hands and 80% of labour employed in war industries exacerbated problems on the home front. Needs other than the militaries were neglected, by the end of 1915 the production of agricultural machinery had fallen by half, and the requisitioning of conscripts, forces and cessation of imports meant that the agricultural industry was unable to feed the army and workers and to curb inflation. The failure to produce enough consumer goods meant that it was difficult to get peasants to part with their grain, and the swollen cities with 6 million newcomers were receiving less than half the food stuffs they required. The army too began to suffer from bread rationing reductions at the end of 1916 from 3 pounds to 1 pound, and the lentils introduced as a supplement were thoroughly detested. Furthermore, the German military machine was much more efficient and a woeful inadequacy of the medical supplies robbed the soldiers of what little patriotic fervour they had, and they began to spiritually and physically opt out of war. The Russian offensives of 1916 on all fronts lost another million lives and brought no lasting or decisive gains.

On the home front labour was suffering too. For much of the unskilled labour there was low pay, compulsory overtime, the lifting of restrictions on nightwork for women and children and inflation because of underproduction of consumer goods and a decline in quantity of food reaching the cities. In the second half of 1916 the price index was almost three times above the level of 1913 and the ruble lost two thirds of its pre-war value. Strikes increased in 1916 to the pre-war level of activity and in October troops in Petrograd refused to fire on strikers. Rationing attempts were late and ineffective and rations for flour and bread in Moscow in February 1917 caused panic buying, and led to riots in St Petersburg. The government had needed to raise indirect taxes to help fund the war effort which caused further desperation.

In the political sphere the government worked to divide and weaken the opposition which was beginning to revive in 1915, and even with Bolshevik deputies arrested when the Duma was recalled in January, the government ordered the Duma to recess after three days. The worsening situation made it impossible for the leaders of the moderate parties to continue their silent endorsement of the government. The Duma was convened again in July 1915 but was rebuffed by September, after offering very reasonable terms for its collaboration through a Progressive Bloc calling for a ministry enjoying the confidence of the nation. In late August the Tsar accepted to hear the Bloc's programme asking for a united cabinet able and willing to cooperate with the legislative amongst other demands. Goremykin easily persuaded Nicholas to reject its overtures and adjourn the Duma, and Ministers favourable to the Bloc were dismissed for expressing reservations about the Tsars decision to take command of the armies. The dilemma of the moderates was most pronounced and painful for the Liberal wing of the Bloc which was paralysed by pulls to the left and right. On the other side the Progressives and Left Kadets favoured common action with radical groups, and on the other preservation of the Bloc and an alliance with its conservative members to put pressure on the government to mend its ways. By November 1916 with victory nowhere in sight and Goremykin replaced by the inept Stuermer, Miliukov accused the government of claiming that to organise the country meant to organise a revolution, and pressed further for the Bloc's demands. However, his denunciations did not achieve their desired goal, but merely persuaded the Tsar to part with Stuermer and entrust the chairmanship of the Council of Ministers to Trepov and to retain Protopopov (a product of Alexandra and Rasputin) at the Ministry of Interior. Trepov was chosen because he had better relations with the Duma than his predecessor and after securing its quiet adjournment from December 1916 to February 1917, he was asked by the Tsar to resign. All these attempts to improve the nation's chances for victory by changes of personnel at the heights of power betrayed an inability to recognise the gulf between the mass of ordinary Russians and respectable society. The former were no longer interested in victory and blamed society, represented in the Duma, the Tsar and his Ministers for prolonging their hardship. Hostility to the war had grown so much among the workers that their representatives at the December Conference of War Industries Committees (WIC's) felt compelled to voice it by criticising the Duma for its refusal to discuss German peace feelers.

The Workers Groups of the Central WIC at Petrograd and of its provincial branches were the only legal channels for the expression of labours views and wants, since the police had disrupted the work of the trade unions and radical parties. By May 1916 worker representatives had been elected in 20 regional and 98 district WIC's. Anti-war Socialists, Bolsheviks and International Mensheviks denounced the collaboration of these leaders with the bourgeoisie, but were unable to overcome the arguments of pragmatic Mensheviks and SR's that membership of WIC's offered unique opportunities for organising the working class, protecting its rights and articulating its political demands. The workers representatives made clear from the beginning that their entry into WIC's did not mean cooperation with the bourgeoisie or wholehearted support of the war. The Petrograd Workers Group put forward a series of radical demands in November 1915 including a Constituent Assembly led by universal suffrage, civil and religious liberty, the right for self determination of non-Russian nationalities. Yet for a while the Workers Group urged caution upon the proletariat of the capital, but by the end of 1916 the workers impatience grew, fuelled by radical groups including the Bolsheviks. On the 9th January 1917 a strike was called that involved 40% (140,000) of Petrograd's workers, and another involving 84,000 on 14th February calling for the reopening of the Duma. Leaders were arrested, but on the 23rd February (International Women's Day) there began the unplanned and unforeseen transformation of uncoordinated strike action into a revolutionary rising by the determined workers demanding not only bread and peace, but the overthrow of the autocracy.

Throughout the week following the 23rd February the strikes and marches gained momentum aided by radical agitators of all Socialist factions, along with the vital support of women and soldiers. The soldiers revolt was decisive in converting the Workers and Women's angry protests into revolution, and was precipitated by an order issued by Nicholas on 25th of February to the authorities to put them down with whatever force was required. When troops were ordered to fire on the demonstrators on the 26th and 27th they mutinied and joined the attacks with the crowds on the hated police. By the 28th Petrograd was in full insurrection and there were no longer any substantial units of loyal troops in the capital. Moscow fell to the insurgents on 1st March. There was in fact no longer a government in Russia, since on the 27th members of the cabinet resigned their posts, and the commanders of the armed forces abandoned plans to march on the capital and backed the Dumas demand for the abdication of Nicholas. The generals were also held back from an immediate commitment to counter revolution by the misleading assurances they received from the president of Duma, Rodzianko, that he and the politicians of the Progressive Bloc could control the revolution. The mood of the masses became so implacably anti-monarchist that the removal of Nicholas became a necessity which robbed the moderates of a symbol of authority, continuity and legitimacy they believed necessary for the return of stability. 

Formation on 27th February by leaders of the Progressive Bloc of a temporary Duma committee was their first hesitant step towards the assumption of governmental responsibility. Although it had been elected on a very restricted franchise and was felt to represent property and privilege, the Duma was the only established institution which enjoyed a measure of public respect, because it had been critical of the regime of which it was a part. The leaderless soldiers pledged their support for the Temporary Committee which was joined in the Tauride Palace by the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet of Workers and Soldiers Deputies (the creation of Socialist intellectuals and politicians for the most part Menshevik members of the WIC Workers Group). The Menshevik Duma deputy Chkheidze was chairman of the Soviet, but this was not expected to be the setting up of an alternative government to the one Socialists expected the bourgeoisie to set up, but an organ for watching over it  and for defending and deepening the gains of the revolution.

On the 2nd March, fear of the Soviet and growing anarchy caused members of the temporary committee to form a provisional government with the half hearted agreement of the Soviet to accept it in so far as it continued to struggle against the old regime and acted to realise reforms it had promised including; an immediate and complete amnesty, civil liberties, abolition of all national and religious restrictions, and the establishment of a Constituent Assembly. The new government contained six Kadets, two progressives, two Octoberists, one non-party Liberal and one nominal Socialist; and reflected an awareness of how far the moderate opposition had been left behind by the radicalisation of the masses. Lvov became Premier and Minister of Interior (a large land owner), Konovalov and Teveshchenko were wealthy industrialists, Guchkov the Minister of War was a monarchist and favoured the rigourous prosecution of the war. Radicals saw it as too closely identified with the old order and upper classes. Whether a government committed to war would be able to maintain the quiet which was gradually returning to the streets of Petrograd remained to be seen.

