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1905 produced the workers 
council, or soviet, as alternative 
organs of power.   It also 
provided the laboratory of living 
experience against which to 
test the validity of the various 
positions in the debates on all 
the fundamental problems of 
the revolution that had been 
raging in the preparatory years 
(1903-5) in the Russian Social 
Democratic Party (RSDLP) 
on the nature and tasks of the 
revolution, about the role of the 
liberal bourgeoisie, the working 
class and the peasantry, about 
strategy and tactics. These 
debates led to the emergence of 
two tendencies – the Bolsheviks 
and the Mensheviks.  It provided 
the occasion for the evaluation 
of Trotsky’s ideas of ‘combined 
and uneven development in 
the theory of the Permanent 
Revolution.  

The events of January 9, 1905 
were a vivid confirmation that “a 
general strike of the proletariat…
transformed into an armed 
uprising would become the 
fundamental form of the Russian 
revolution”.

The 1905 revolution actually 
lasted three years.  Starting 
in late 1904, it exploded in 
January of 1905, reaching a high 
point in October, November, 
and December of that year. 
In 1906 and 1907 a counter-
revolution took place, leading 
to trials and imprisonment of 
activists, newspaper and union 
closures and assassinations. 
The revolution was eventually 
defeated by mid-1907 when the 
second Duma (parliament) was 
dissolved.

Bloody Sunday
The revolution started in the 
last four months of 1904. The 

big strikes in 1902-03, the crisis 
created by the Russo-Japanese 
war and the defeat of Russia 
led to ferment in all layers of 
society. In November 1904, 100 
prominent liberal personalities 
in the village committees, the 
zemstvos adopted a resolution 
whose key demands were 
“public freedom” and “popular 
representation”.  They did not 
even demand a constitution. 
Soon, students and workers 
would go much further. 

Tsar (King) Nicholas II 
made several minor political 
concessions, which slightly 
opened the political system.  On 
Jan. 3 workers at the Putilov 
factory in St. Petersburg went 
on strike. By Jan. 7 between 
100,000 and 140,000 workers 
(about two 
thirds of the 
workforce) in 
St. Petersburg 
were on 
strike.  On 
Sunday 
Jan. 9 the 
Association 
of Factory 
and Plant 
Workers (funded 
by the secret police) led by 
father Gapon, organized a 
demonstration to deliver a 
petition demanding democracy, 
the right to strike, and the 
eight-hour day. 200,000 workers 
marched peacefully to the Tsar’s 
Winter Palace carrying images of 
the tsar and holy icons. Troops 
fired on the crowd killing more 
than a thousand and injuring 2 
000 shattering worker’s faith in 
the tsar as their “little father”.

The movement spread, drawing 
in 500,000 to one million 
workers.  The Social Democrats, 
after initially not participating 
now became actively involved.

Counter-revolution always 
operates in the shadow of 
the revolution testing out the 
balance of forces, looking for an 
opportunity to defeat it.  Shortly 
after Bloody Sunday, the ‘Black 
Hundreds’ death squads were 
formed. Together with the police 
and military forces they carried 
out massive repression.

The revolutionary mass 
strike

In August the revolution sparked 
‘meeting-mania’ throughout 
the major universities. 
Workers, students, the poor, 
all participated in political 
debates about programmes and 

tactics.  On Sept. 19 typesetters 
in Moscow struck demanding a 
shorter working day and a higher 
piecework rate that quickly 
spread to other print shops.  Just 
as it subsided, the rail workers 
in Moscow called for a general 
strike on Oct. 7. Their demands 
included an eight-hour day, civil 
liberties, amnesty for all political 
prisoners, and a Constituent 
Assembly. The strike spread 
through the entire empire, 
bringing the economy to a halt. 
The revolutionary political strike 
had begun. 

When the stick of its harshest 
repression failed to quell the 
movement, the Tsarist regime 
resorted to the carrot of reform 
including an elected Duma – a 
puppet parliament. The liberal 
capitalist Cadets party seized this 
opportunity for negotiations with 
the Tsar while workers prepared 
a revolutionary insurrection.

The St. Petersburg Soviet
On Oct. 13 a strike committee of 
40 “deputies” (representatives) 
was formed in St. Petersburg 
based on one deputy for every 
500 workers. On Oct. 17, the 
Soviet of Workers Deputies 
elected an executive committee 
of 50 with Leon Trotsky and 

his co-thinkers 
playing the key 

role, directing 
affairs based 
on democratic 
decisions. By 
the end of 
October, the 
St. Petersburg 
Soviet had 

become an 
alternative state 

apparatus taking over many 
government functions. Soviets of 
Workers’, Peasants and Soldiers 
Deputies were elected in 50 other 
major cities.

A situation of dual power 
developed – the monarchy 
supported by the wealthy 
landlords and capitalists on 
the one side and the Soviets 
supported by the workers and 
peasants on the other. They 
could not co-exist indefinitely. 
A showdown was inevitable.  
Understanding the necessity 
to form an alliance with the 
peasants, the Soviets also 
coordinated rural uprisings – 
occupations of landed estates, 
destruction of the nobility’s 
manor houses in thousands of 
villages, as well as military 
revolts. The most famous was 
the mutiny on the Battleship 
Potemkin. The Soviets started 
preparations for an armed 
insurrection. True liberty reigned 
over the 50 days of the St. 
Petersburg Soviet. It declared an 
eight hour working day, set up 
soup kitchens for the hungry and 
unemployed, instituted freedom 
of the press and protected 
people from pogroms and the 
Black Hundreds and passed 
a resolution repudiating the 
country’s foreign debt.

Armed insurrection in 
Moscow

From the general strike’s onset in 
October, St. Petersburg had been 
the centre of the revolution. The 
centre now shifted to Moscow. 
The Moscow Soviet dominated 
by the Bolsheviks called for 
a general strike on Dec. 7. At 
the same time they also began 
preparing an armed uprising. The 
strike paralyzed the city. On Dec. 
9 the army stormed a meeting of 
some 600 using heavy artillery 
shooting even after capturing 
the strikers, who, massively 
outnumbered, surrendered. 
Urban guerrilla war now broke 
out in the city, with small groups 
of workers firing small arms at 
heavily armed troops. Finally, on 
Dec. 16 the military surrounded 
the working class district of 
Krasnaya Presnya, and after 
intensive shelling, the troops 
started a brutal slaughter of both 
combatants and noncombatants. 
Thousands of workers were 
killed (about 25% were women 
and children).

For all intents and purposes, the 
revolution had been defeated. 
The government immediately 
started executing people without 
trial, arresting workers and 
students, engaging in widespread 
torture and imprisonment.   
Trotsky and other leaders were 
tried after months in prison.  
After defeating the revolution 
the Tsar called elections for the 
first Duma in February1906. 
With the left parties boycotting 
the elections, the Cadets 
dominated the Duma. Realising 
the Duma had not tamed the 
masses, the Tsar called new 
elections. Participating in the 
second Duma in 1907, the left 
parties dominated. The Tsar 
dissolved the Duma on June 3, 
1907, ending the first Russian 
revolution.

Lessons of 1905
The RSDLP debated the nature 
and tasks of the revolution. 
Which class would lead it? 
Tsarist Russia was a classic 
example of combined and 
uneven development of an 
underdeveloped, largely feudal 
rural economy side-by-side with 
the most modern industrial sector 
built with European capital, 

One hundred and ten years ago the Russian working class 
embarked on a revolutionary movement that shook the 
power of the Tsarist monarchy. Though defeated, the 1905 
revolution —described by Russian revolutionary Lenin as 
“the Great Dress Rehearsal” – provided the experience 
and lessons vital in ensuring the success of the October 
Revolution in 1917 – the greatest event in human history.

A study of the 1905 revolution is important for SA because 
it provides historical evidence for the bankruptcy of the 
SA Communist Party’s theory of the ‘National Democratic 
Revolution’ and two-stage theory and the correctness of 
Leon Trotsky’s theory of Permanent Revolution.
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What lessons for today?
The 1905 Russian Revolution

The SACP’s 
theory of the 

National Democratic 
Revolution is in fact 
a modern version of 

the Menshevik policy, 
disproved by history. 

The march to the Winter Palace

with concentrations of workers 
larger than in Europe itself.  The 
tsarist regime served Western 
capitalism. 

The capitalist class was 
underdeveloped, extremely weak 
as a social force and intertwined 
with feudal landlords. Having 
arrived late historically, it could 
not play the leading role the 
French bourgeoisie played in 
the 1789 bourgeois democratic 
revolution and introduce 
parliamentary democracy or 
eradicate feudalism.  

Both the Mensheviks and the 
Bolsheviks saw the coming 
revolution as bourgeois-
democratic to create a Russia 
modelled on Western European 
capitalism. The Bolsheviks 
however completely opposed 
the Menshevik argument that 
the capitalist class should lead.  
They put forward the formula 
the “democratic dictatorship 
of workers and peasants”, as a 
prelude to the world revolution 
leaving open the question as to 
which of the two – the peasants 
or the workers – would lead. 

Trotsky, going further, argued 
that the peasants could not play 
an independent role; therefore 
the revolution would have to 
be led by the workers with 
the support of the peasants. 
They would expropriate the 
capitalists, and spread the 
revolution internationally in a 
permanent revolution. Lenin’s 
1917 April Theses brought him 
into complete agreement with 
Trotsky’s theory confirmed by 
both 1905 and1917. 

The SACP’s theory of the 
National Democratic Revolution 
is in fact a modern version 
of the Menshevik policy, 
disproved by history. The ANC 
shoved the working class aside 
and negotiated a settlement 
that ensured the preservation 
of capitalism and working 
class slavery. Only a socialist 
revolution led by the working 
class can ensure genuine 
freedom.

Leon Trotsky


