W e often say that a man’s career has been meteoric, but
seldom has the epithet been so applicable as it is to the brief
glory of Alexander Feodorovitch Kerensky. Almost in a
day he sprang out of obscurity, and almost in a day he fell
back into obscurity again; but in the interval he filled the
whole political horizon of the world with his light. For a
few weeks he was the real ruler of a hundred and seventy
million souls, the accepted master of a larger number of
human beings than had ever before gladly submitted to the
will of a single man. During that period, he seemed to
embody in his person all that was best in the Russian
Revolution and to give it a multiplied force. His fellow
countrymen idolized him; through half the world Press and
platform rang with his praises; the leading statesmen of the
Allies welcomed him to their midst with eager flattery. No
one was more talked about, on no one were higher hopes
set. But when his great attempt failed, he was flung aside
like an old glove. In Russia he was an outlaw and dare not
show his face. To the Allies he was a burst windbag. In the
same countries where a few months before no words had
been fine enough to laud his qualities, none were forcible
enough to condemn his faults.

E. H. Wilcox

Russia’s Ruin
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Introduction

Alexander Kerensky stands out as one of the most maligned and misunderstood characters
in revolutionary Russian history. The general lack of understanding of his role in the Russian
Revolution is unfortunate, given his position at the forefront of opposition to the Tsar before 1917,
and the prominent role that he played as leader of the doomed Provisional Government. Blamed
for the political paralysis that befell Russia after February, 1917, he has served as a scapegoat for a
wide range of historians from Leon Trotsky, who characterized him as a would-be Bonaparte, who
“merely hung around the revolution,” to Richard Pipes, Baird Professor of History at Harvard
University, who treats him largely as a peripheral figure until late in 1917, when the Provisional
Government was in a state of precipitous decline.’

The focus of this paper, however, is not to evaluate his failures and successes as leader of
the Provisional Government. That brief period has been a magnet for historical study; the accounts
of Richard Abraham, Marc Ferro, Tsuyoshi Hasegawa, and Alexander Rabinowitch are among the
better of the many that are available. Instead, the intent is to provide a perspective; in so many
accounts of 1917, Kerensky is a one-dimensional figure dropped by fate into an increasingly
hopeless position, taking actions which make us question his good judgement, if not his sanity. It
is my hope that familiarity with the experiences and philosophy that Kerensky brought to the first
phase of the Revolution will make his actions more comprehensible, and will imbue the reader
with a sense of tragedy in his failure.

In focusing on the later period of the Provisional Government, when hopes of
liberal/socialist cooperation had essentially vanished, historians have widely neglected the crucial
earlier record of Kerensky as an humanitarian idealist, dedicated to democracy, freedom, and more

importantly, to the survival of the Russian state. Before February, 1917, Kerensky was already

'Leon Trotsky, The History of the Russian Revolution (London: Camelot Press, 1934), 201, 663-64.;
Richard Pipes, The Russian Revolution (New York: Knopf, 1991), 80.
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making significant contributions to the political life of Russia, thus only by including this
important part of his political career can the complete evaluation of his character be made. While
he was not yet at the very pinnacle of power, he was playing a leading role in a democratic
movemeﬂt that still enjoyed sustainable hopes for success. By examining the earlier Kerensky we
get a sense of the depth of his character and can then evaluate his leadership in 1917 from a more
intimate perspective. Primarily because they lack this perspective, the less textured accounts of

Kerensky’s leadership clearly suffer.

When looking at the sources for historical research, Kerensky’s own accounts stand out as
the most valuable and revealing. Out of an evident compulsion to tell his own story, Kerensky
penned no less than five books in defense of his various political roles as well as his early history.
These works often straddle the vague line that separates primary from secondary source material.
In his first book in 1927, The Catastrophe: Kerensky’'s Own Story of the Russian Revolution, he
recognized that he did not seek necessarily to write histories, but “merely sought to add some raw
material for history.” Add material he did, and Kerensky remains the most prodigious source of
information on Kerensky. In 1934, Kerensky delved for the first time into his own pre-
revolutionary past, attempting to explain his own philosophy in The Crucifixion of Liberty. His
last and most comprehensive work, Russia and History’s Turning Point (1965), combines his
personal reflections with more traditional scholarship and research. In addition to his narratives,
the collection of Provisional Government document and excerpts from the Petrograd press that
Kerensky compiled with William Browder is a gold mine of source material on government
policy and the wide range of contemporary public opinion. Kerensky’s books, especially Turning
Point, have been the primary source material for this paper.

Alexander Kerensky: The First Love of the Revolution, by Richard Abraham, the only
complete biography, is the one attempt to date to provide the background needed for a textured
evaluation of Kerensky. Abraham convincingly puts forth the idea that Kerensky’s commitment

to justice and democracy and his refusal to use brutal, coercive methods to implement his
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programs were decided disadvantages in dealing with the hardened and unscrupulous Bolsheviks.
Hard hitting and by no means uncritical, Abraham gives a balanced sense of the qualities that made
Kerensky a leading figure in the revolution. Abraham’s chapters devoted to the pre-revolutionary
period point out that Kerensky’s ascendancy after February was no historical accident. Because of
his humanity and compassion, his leadership was sought by a nation adrift, and his electrifying
oratory and persuasive skills only increased his popularity. He relates how Kerensky’s sense of
humanity even led him to intervene on behalf of the deposed Tsar, his ministers, and his family.
This type of behavior was hardly typical of Russian revolutionaries of 1917.

Abraham’s analysis is the most detailed account to date, and it illuminates the objective
realities that Kerensky faced in his relations with both the right and the left. Yet in chronicling
Kerensky’s pre-revolutionary years, Abraham falls victim to the conventional wisdom that
perceives Kerensky as having stood in the way of the war. He depicts Kerensky as vacillating
between revolution and concerted defense, not fully realizing that for Kerensky, revolution was
absolutely necessary to preserve the war effort and achieve a favorable outcome for the people of
Russia, if not for the Tsar. He fails to recognize that for Kerensky, the struggle on the battlefield
and against the Tsar were one and the same, and that true victory depended on victory in both
arenas of battle. Kerensky and the rest of the defensist opposition feared a rapprochement between
the Russian and German monarchies as much as they feared military defeat, for both in both
instances hopes would be dashed for a democratic Russia, the ultimate goal.

Although Abraham makes extensive use of Kerensky’s writings, he often chooses not to
take Kerensky at face value when warranted. Naturally, skepticism of his narrative accounts is
prudent, given Kerensky’s tendency to play down his socialist and revolutionary efforts and to
emphasize his patriotism. Kerensky’s writings, however, are invaluable in bringing to light the
origins of his political views and his concepts of freedom. His narratives are useful both as

important interpretations of the events of his tenure, and as telling reflections of his character.

’Richard Abraham, Alexander Kernesky: The First Love of the Revolution (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1987).
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Unfortunately, Abraham does not take full advantage of the unique insight that Kerensky’s books
provide.

By researching party documents and police reports, Tsuyoshi Hasegawa, in The February
Revolution: Petrograd, 1917, substantiates the argument that Kerensky simultaneously agitated
for revolution and promoted the war effort among the workers, a fact that Abraham largely
ignores. Hasegawa’s research corroborates the claims of Kerensky that he consistently supported
the pursuit of military victory, and even incurred a split in his own party in so doing.

While Hasegawa’s book does not specifically aim to address the pre-revolutionary
Kerensky, he does touch on one other important aspect of his political activity. The masonic
movement in Russia, an independent offshoot of the Freemason of France, involved Kerensky and
other prominent opposition figures that later became the core of the Provisional Government.
George Katkov asserted in 1967 in Russia 1917: The February Revolution that the masons were
behind several plots for a palace coup. Great secrecy still surrounds the activities and functions of
the masons, and Hasegawa points out that any definitive account of the masons and their influence
must wait for further evidence to become available.?

Some histories cover only 1917 between the two revolutions, yet their subject matter is
sufficiently pertinent to the evaluation of Kerensky to mention here. Alexander Rabinowitch, in
chronicling the efforts of the Bolsheviks from July to October, illuminates the uphill battle that
Kerensky and the Provisional Government faced. His study focuses on the coalition’s desperate
pursuit of legality and the ruthless manner in which the Bolsheviks exploited this weakness. He
argues that the July uprising, which brought about the collapse of the coalition, left Kerensky with
the task of rebuilding an already tenuous state authority. Stabilization, rather than a new campaign
of vilification, was properly first on his mind. Charges that Lenin and the Bolsheviks were acting
as German agents were largely exaggerated by the right, and, regardless of their actual merit, were

insufficiently supported by a preponderance of the evidence in July.*

’Tsuyoshi Hasegawa, The February Revolution: Petrograd, 1917 (Seattle, University of Washington
Press, 1981), 192-93.
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One contemporary account, as cited above, relegates Kerensky to an almost peripheral role
in the larger view of the Russian Revolution. Pipes, carefully avoiding any admiring appraisal of
the man, argues that only through some fault of his own did he fail in his efforts to democratize
Russia. In his new comprehensive effort, The Russian Revolution, Pipes views the Bolshevik
regime as a continuation of authoritarian tradition in Russia. He views the 1917 revolts not as
broadly based workers’ revolutions but as manifestations of the dissatisfaction of soldiers with the
war effort. Nicholas’s II inability to cope with this problem opened the doors to an extremely
radical and ruthless band to usurp the authoritarian role. In his estimation, the months of
Kerensky’s leadership were an historic anomaly. He does, however, properly submit that
Kerensky’s personal failings served the Bolshevik cause.

Carelessly, Pipes entirely misses one of the most important characteristics of Kerensky
during his wartime political career; he was both a revolutionary and a patriot. Through opposition
to the Tsar, Kerensky hoped to save the Russian nation from the perceived treachery of the
Romanovs and the conservative attitudes embodied in the German monarchy. This simple fact is
so often obscured by pedantic discussions of his speeches on the subject of war aims. Repeatedly,
Pipes confuses the issue by equating opposition to Tsarism to defeatism, two very unrelated
political views. The inaccurate and misleading characterization of Kerensky by Pipes points to the
much larger problem of how he is generally perceived by historians.

Because Kerensky was a member of the state Duma, or legislature, many of his speeches
were officially entered into government archives, and are cited here. Frank Golder, in Documents
of Russian History: 1914-1917, cites the entire crucial speech given by Kerensky at the first
convocation of the Duma after outbreak of World War I, in which Kerensky outlined the position
that he would take until the February revolt. Also in Golder is an important testimony of Duma
Chairman Mikhail Rodzianko. While Rodzianko’s reference to Kerensky is short, it is extremely

revealing and shows how Kerensky was seeking pragmatic ways to solve the crisis in war

‘Alexander Rabinowitch, The Bolsheviks come to Power: The Revolution of 1917 in Petrograd (New
York: W. W. Norton, 1976), 14-15.
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production, even when liberals were taking a principled stand and opposing the government at
every turn. The excerpt from Rodzianko’s memoirs essentially dispels the misleading portrayals
by Abraham and Pipes of Kerensky as an unmitigated obstructionist.

Paul Miliukov, leader of the Kadet faction in the Duma, also provides useful raw material in
his Political Memoirs: 1905-1917. In it, the rivalry that developed between Kerensky and
Miliukov for influence in the opposition movement is seen from another perspective. Despite the
political rivalries among the opposition groups in the Duma, we learn from Miliukov how grave
were the concerns of all opposition Duma delegates about the fitness and reliability of the Tsarist
government to pursue the war effort. Miliukov inadvertently justifies the antagonistic stance that
Kerensky took from the outset of the war by chronicling the futility of his own proposed truce
with the Tsar. Miliukov confirms Kerensky’s claim that the Duma leadership feared a Black
Block in the government that was striving for a separate peace to save the monarchy, a claim that
Abraham ignores.

E. H. Wilcox, the astute correspondent of The Daily Telegraph, examines the phenomenon
of Alexander Kerensky as a public figure in Russia’s Ruin. Wilcox, who observed the February
Revolution from the perspective of a foreign correspondent, brings to life the electricity
surrounding Kerensky’s public speeches and his leadership in general. The charisma of Kerensky
was perhaps the one quality most responsible for his political stature, and discussions limited to
political ideology do not take this important factor into account.

Considering the problematic nature of Kerensky’s stance on the war issue, and the
evaluations of Kerensky in the generally narrow terms of power politics common in contemporary
historical accounts, a more textured sense of his experiences and his philosophy is needed. Only
then can his brief period in the world limelight in 1917 be put into focus. An exploration of the
sources of his political philosophy has yet to be successfully achieved. One of the chief goals of
this paper is to address this problem. The available political narratives, while numerous, generally
suffer from a lack of historical perspective, and in some cases, surprisingly sloppy and inaccurate

representations. I hope that I may contribute a more three-dimensional portrayal of Alexander
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Kerensky in the years before the revolution, so that students of revolutionary Russia will know
something of the hopes and aspirations of the leader of Russia’s failed democratic experiment of
1917.

I must also add a brief note on the second chapter, in which the early lives of Kerensky is
compared with that of Lenin. It is not the intent of this paper to be a psychohistory of Russian
revolutionaries, nor is it to present a sustained comparison of the politics of Lenin and Kerensky,
for enough is available about Lenin to fill several libraries. The intent is to show in some way the
chasm that existed between these two political figures in their moral and ethical motivations,
despite their common backgrounds as revolutionaries. The socialism of Kerensky is such a vastly
different thing from the political program of Lenin that the label “socialist” becomes nearly

meaningless in comparing the two.
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While to some the Russian Revolution is a point of departure—the beginning of a new
Soviet era—it also represents the climax of the distinct period of pre-revolutionary Russian history.
Since the reign of Peter the Great (1682-1725), the Russian nation had increasingly chafed under
its medieval form of government. While the nature of the patriarchal autocratic leadership
remained ostensibly unchanged until 1917, Russian society had over the years evolved into an
increasingly cultured and educated body. Intellectuals were seeking new outlets for creative
energy, specifically in the area of politics. Tsar Nicholas I (1825-55) and his violent response to
the Decembrist uprising of 1825 epitomized the reactionary leadership of the Romanov dynasty.
He, and in varying degrees his successors, remained steadfast in their claim to the outmoded and
increasingly unmanageable autocratic power that the Tsar had traditionally held.

Since the late eighteenth century, the strength of a nation was no longer simply measured by
the size of the army it could muster on the battlefield, as Russia painfully discovered during the
Crimean and Japanese wars. For a nation to compete in the European balance of power, a strong
industrial economy and a reasonably well educated populace from which to draw were necessary.
Under the skillful guidance of Sergei Witte, Minister of Finance under Tsars Alexander ITI
(1881-1894) and Nicholas II (1894-1917), Russia enjoyed an economic spurt unparalleled in its
history. Witte based his program on the need for the empire to compete with more developed and
economically dynamic nations in international markets, and he focused on heavy industry and rail
transport. These efforts were largely state controlled, and tended to increase the overall influence
of the Tsar’s government in the day to day economic life of the country.

Due to the lack of capital at home, Witte had been forced to seek sizable foreign loans to
finance much of the expansion. By doing so, he had invited foreign influence in Russian affairs.

Conservative supporters of the autocracy had their fears confirmed when these foreign investors
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began to seek liberalization of politics in Russia as a guarantee of political stability, especially after
the abortive revolt of 1905. Ironically, the Ministry of Finance was placed in the unlikely position
of opposing Tsar Nicholas’s fundamental belief in unlimited autocracy. This rift in political
thought in the upper echelons of the Russian Empire was indicative of the great strain of rapid
modernization under an antiquated regime.

Social change was also accelerating at a rapid pace in the second half of the eighteenth
century. The liberation of the serfs in 1861 had left some four million peasants without sufficient
land on which to subsist, thus creating a large labor force for the growing industrial sector. This
emerging working class endured oppressive conditions in mines and factories, and lived in ghettos
with none of the meager comforts of the traditional peasant commune. Often families were split
up and workers were forced to live alone in barracks run by their employers. While conditions
slowly improved until the outbreak of World War I, the labor force remained largely primitive and
ignorant in its enforced poverty.?

While some left agriculture, many more stayed to deal with the pressures that rapid
industrialization would place on the peasantry. Emancipation had reduced the actual land available
to the average peasant by almost one third. Increasingly burdensome taxes to fund
industrialization and greater crop expropriations for export by the government increased the
demands for production. Due to widespread peasant ignorance of agricultural science and the
frequent redistributions, the land was not properly maintained and became less and less productive.
The famine that occurred in the winter of 1892 exposed the danger and the precarious nature of this
rapid growth. Hunger for new land drove prices out of range for many, and the peasantry became
concerned primarily with questions of repartition and the ownership of property, which they
associated with the landed gentry of pre-emancipation.’

The greatest source of unrest, however, was neither the workers nor the peasants but the

'Pipes, 80.

’David Mackenzie and Michael Curran, A History of Russia and the Soviet Union (Chicago: Dorsey,
1987), 458.

’Pipes, 77.; Mackenzie, 448,



rapidly emerging liberal and socialist intelligentsia. Rather than being allowed to work in
partnership with the government for the betterment of the nation, this sector of society was
relegated to a theoretical and academic role. Fittingly, Pipes likens pre-1917 Russia and its political
environment to France before its revolution. Unlike their counterparts in Great Britain and the
United States, French intellectuals were excluded from practical policy making by the autocratic
establishment. Instead of tempering intellectual theory with practical experience, abstract theory
built on prior abstract theory, and discussions of the potential reshaping of humanity in search of

perfection took place in academic settings. Pipes continues:

It is only with the help of this insight that we can understand the seeming paradoxes in
the mentality of the genus intelligentsia, and especially its more extreme species, the
Russian intelligentsia. Theories and programs, on which Russian intellectuals spent their
waking hours, were indeed evaluated in relation not to life but to other theories and
programs: the criterion of their validity was consistency and conformity. Live reality was
treated as a perversion or caricature of “genuine” reality, believed to lurk invisible behind
appearances and waiting to be set free by the Revolution. This attitude would enable the
intelligentsia to accept as true propositions at variance with demonstrable fact as well as
common sense—for example, that the living standards of European workers in the
nineteenth century were steadily declining, that the Russian peasants in 1900 were on the
verge of starvation, that it was legitimate, in the name of democracy, to disperse in January
1918 the democratically elected Constituent Assembly, or that, more generally, freedom
meant bowing to necessity. To understand the behavior of the intelligentsia it is imperative
to keep in mind at all times its deliberate detachment from reality: for while the
revolutionaries can be ruthlessly pragmatic in exploiting, for tactical purposes, the people’s
grievances, their notion of what the people desire is the product of sheer abstraction.”

The cause for the isolation of intellectual life in Russia was its tradition of patrimonial
Tsarism. Since the time of Peter the Great (1682-1725), the unlimited and autocratic prerogative
of the Tsar had been codified in the Military Regulation. While this law was created by a rather

forward thinking leader in his time, the vastly expanded responsibilities of government at the turn

“Pipes, 131.
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of the twentieth century made this political thought archaic. One man simply could not be the
source of all laws and reserve for himself the role of arbiter in any but a small fraction of the
everyday decisions of the vast Russian Empire. That fact, however, was unfortunately lost upon
Nicholas. He said, even as he was considering adding elected representatives to the state council,
“I shall never, under any circumstances, agree to a representative form of government because I
consider it harmful to the people whom God has entrusted to my care.” In a private
conversation in 1904 with his Minister of Interior Prince Sviatopolk-Mirsky, Nicholas
commented, “I maintain autocracy not for my own pleasure. I act in its spirit only because I am
convinced that it is necessary for Russia. If it were for myself, I would gladly be rid of it.”®
After 1905, when he had conceded to a nation in revolt the creation of the Duma, Russia’s first
national representative body, he felt that he had made the concession under duress and felt little
obligation to uphold his commitment. This predisposition would help to poison the relationship
between the Tsar and the Duma, which culminated in 1917 with a temporary and informal
committee of the Duma demanding and obtaining the Tsar’s abdication.

The intractability of the Duma itself was also to blame for its failure to serve as a
progressive and evolutionary force in Russian society. The First Duma had been boycotted by the
Social Democrats and the Social Revolutionaries, (the party of Kerensky,) and the role of
opposition had fallen to the Constitutional Democrats (hereafter referred to as the Kadets) under
the leadership of Paul Miliukov. In his memoirs, Miliukov recounts the debate in the Kadet
Central Committee on which course of action to take regarding the Duma. He claims that the

course was laid out for them by the bad faith of the Tsar:

...[O]ne week before the Duma was to meet, Witte’s government fell. He was no
longer needed—after the government, thanks to him, had managed to float a loan in Paris
and after the troops had returned from Manchuria. The government and material forces

were now sufficient for the government no longer to fear the Duma. Witte’s place was

*Sergei Witte, Vospominaniia 11 (Moscow, 1960), 335.
*Diary of Sviatopolk-Mirskaia, Istoricheskie Zapiski No. 77 (1965), 247. (cited from Pipes, 27.)
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taken by I. L. Goremykin who was instructed, as we found out later, to dissolve the Duma,
if the Duma should desire to pass its agrarian legislation. Together with this, all the
preparations for giving the Duma a half-decent reception crumbled. Apparently, it had been

decided to conquer the Duma in a war of attrition.’

Inspired by the artificial success of the Kadets (they were the only major opposition party
officially participating in the First Duma elections), and given the signs of hostile intent by the
Tsar, the Central Committee opted for a course of determined opposition. Contrary to Miliukov’s

wishes, the committee decided to act as though its time of destiny had arrived:

We have no reason to fear a conflict; the conflict “already exists.” The conflict will
begin “from the first day,” and therefore it follows that we should ignore the government,
ignore the laws issued after October 17, ignore the state council and pass all of our
legislative program in the form of an “ultimatum” or “declaration.” If the government does
not give way, then we will turn to the people with an “appeal” for support. If necessary, we
“will die for liberty.”®

The experiment with pseudo-constitutional monarchy from 1905 to 1917 proved to be a
failure of great consequence. What should have been a positive step in the political development of
Russia proved simply to be an indicator of how far the political situation had deteriorated under
Tsarism—there had never developed a spirit of cooperation in government, and now the discontent
of those who yearned to be heard increased rather than lessened, while such pleas answered with

increasingly resolute refusals by the Tsar.

"Paul Miliukov, Political Memoirs: 1905-1917 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1967), 92-93.

Miliukov, 94.
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