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Abstract 

In June 1917, Alexander Kerensky had the power to transform Russia into a liberal democracy. But 

political miscalculations, missed opportunities and harsh realities saw his dreams fell apart by November 

that same year. His political career ended in turmoil and with it his hope of Russian democracy.  
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Alexander Kerensky: What Could Have Been 

 

One man's exercise of power in the aftermath of Russia's February Revolution changed the course of 

human history. His name was not Lenin, Stalin, or Trotsky, rather Alexander Kerensky. The defence-

lawyer-turned Socialist Revolutionary served as the head of Russia’s Provisional Government from July 

to October 1917. Persuasive oratory and the pursuit of civil liberties gained him popularity, whereas his 

refusal to sue for peace in the First World War damaged his reputation. The Kornilov Affair, in which 

General Kornilov marched on Petrograd, undermined the Prime Minister's authority as it cast the 

Bolsheviks as defenders of revolution. Hence, Kerensky’s political miscalculations coupled with the 

political climate of the time facilitated the fall of Russian democracy and his irreversible loss of power. 

 

Born 4 May 1881 in Ulyanovsk, Russia, Kerensky rose to prominence as a lawyer in the years preceding 

the Russian Revolutions of 1917. The lawyer's political ambitions developed while defending peasants 

against the autocracy's abuses of power. His defence of Mendel Beilis, a Jewish man accused of ritual 

murder, brought him to public notice as a defender of ethnic minorities.1 The benefit of his time as a 

lawyer was twofold: he discovered the injustices of the legal system and that many peasants wanted to 

rid Russia of the Tsar. Kerensky stood for the agrarian Trudovik party, a small workers circle formerly a 

part of the Socialist Revolutionary Party, at the Fourth State Duma in September 1912.2 He was elected 

to the Duma as the "toast of the people".3 Kerensky rose to further prominence when he switched to the 

Socialist Revolutionary party in January 1917.4 This move expanded his appeal to Russia’s peasant class,5 

demonstrating his plan to exercise power through popular support. By the time of the February 

 
 

1 Masis, J. (2017). Before the Bolsheviks, this man abolished Russia’s Pale of Settlement. [online] 
timesofisrael.com. Available at: https://www.timesofisrael.com/before-the-bolsheviks-this-man-
abolished-russias-pale-of-settlement/ [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
 
2 Browder, R. (1970). Alexander Fedorovich Kerensky: 1881-1970. The Russian Review, Vol. 29, Wiley: 
London. p. 484. 
 
3 Figes, O. (1988). Review of Alexander Kerensky: The First Love of the Revolution by Richard 
Abraham. The Historical Journal, Vol. 31, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. p. 494. 
 
4 McKean, R. (1989). Review of Alexander Kerensky: The First Love of the Revolution by Richard 
Abraham. The English Historical Review, Vol. 104, Oxford University Press: Oxford. p. 147. 
 
5 Browder, op. cit., p. 484.  
 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/before-the-bolsheviks-this-man-abolished-russias-pale-of-settlement/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/before-the-bolsheviks-this-man-abolished-russias-pale-of-settlement/
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Revolution, he was “at the centre of a vortex of human passion and conflicting ambitions”.6 On February 

27 Kerensky attacked the Tsar and demanded that "he must be removed, by force if there is no other 

way, to prevent a catastrophe".7 Hence, the Provisional Government, headed by Prince Lvov, formed on 

March 13. Kerensky, as the new Minister of Justice, abolished capital punishment and religious 

discrimination, while also promoting freedom of speech and universal suffrage. 8 The lawyer’s popularity 

propelled him to the forefront of social and political power.  

 

The Provisional Government from its outset faced the issues of bread, land and peace as outlined in 

Lenin's April Theses.9 Kerensky replaced Alexander Guchkov as Minister of War in May 1917.10 Whether 

to sue for peace was of pressing concern. He was in a dilemma: Russia relied on war loans from Allies 

which kept the economy afloat,11 but staying in the war antagonised the suffering proletariat and 

peasantry. Kerensky placed interests of the state above those of the people and the longer the war 

continued the “wider the gulf between these two interests became”.12 Thus, the longer Russia remained 

in the war, the more it endangered the Provisional Government’s authority. Kerensky evaded this threat 

during early 1917 with persuasive oratory that stoked fear. He proclaimed in a speech to the masses, “For 

the sake of the nation’s life it is necessary to restore the army’s will to die”.13 Furthermore, his fast-paced 

 
6 Kerensky as cited by Whitman, A. (1970). Alexander Kerensky Dies Here at 89. [online] nytimes.com. 
Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/opinion/the-february-revolution-and-kerenskys-
missed-opportunity.html [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
 
7 Kerensky as cited by Simkin, J. (1997). Alexander Kerensky. [online] spartacus-educational.com. 
Available at:https://spartacus-educational.com/RUSkerensky.htm [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
 
8 Christian, D. (1994). Power and Privilege: The Russian Empire, The Soviet Union and the Challenge of 
Modernity. Palgrave USA: New York. p. 174. 
 
9 Lynch, M. (1986). Reaction and Revolution: Russia 1894-1924 Third Edition. Holder Murray: London. p. 
100. 
 
10 ibid.  
 
11 Newton, D. (1989). Review of Alexander Kerensky: The First Love of the Revolution by Richard Abrah-
am. New Zealand Slavonic Journal, Australia and New Zealand Slavists’ Association: Sydney. p. 216. 
 
12 Figes, op. cit., p. 495. 
 
13 Kerensky as cited by Llewellyn, J, Rae, J and Thompson, S. (2014). Russian Revolution Quotations. 
[online] alphahistory.com. Available at: https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/russian-revolution-
quotations/ [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/opinion/the-february-revolution-and-kerenskys-missed-opportunity.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/opinion/the-february-revolution-and-kerenskys-missed-opportunity.html
https://spartacus-educational.com/RUSkerensky.htm
https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/russian-revolution-quotations/
https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/russian-revolution-quotations/


 4 

tone coupled with rapid gestures challenged his audience to "transcend their limitations".14 In this sense, 

he garnered immense power through fear mongering. Russian soldiers, in turn, remained invested in the 

war effort. They rejoiced at his tours of the front and “kissed Kerensky, his uniform, his car, and the 

ground on which he walked".15 But his popularity led soldiers into the disastrous June Offensive that 

resulted in 200,000 casualties.16 The failure signified the military’s weakness and Kerensky’s refusal to 

accept calls for peace.  

 

In response to the failed Bolshevik coup during the July Days (July 3 - 7), Prince Lvov resigned as Prime 

Minister on July 7 and Lvov supported Kerensky’s nomination for the Prime Ministership. He did so 

because “the only way to save the country now is to close down the Soviet and shoot the people. I cannot 

do that. But Kerensky can”.17 Kerensky did what Lvov could not: he suppressed the Bolshevik threat 

through violence and a skilful propaganda campaign. Passionate speeches claimed Lenin “is promoting 

the defeat of his own country” as an agent paid by German high command.18 Lenin, as a result, retreated 

to Finland and the popular Marxist-controlled Pravda (Truth) newspaper closed.19 Although these swift 

actions damaged the Bolsheviks, they survived due to the Provisional Government’s critical 

misjudgement on land policy.  

 

 
14 Acton, E. (1989). Review of Alexander Kerensky: The First Love of the Revolution by Richard Abraham. 
The Historian, Vol. 51, Wiley: London. p. 346. 
  
15 Fielding, M and Morcombe, M. (1998). The Spirit of Change: Russia in Revolution. McGraw-Hill 
Education: Sydney. p. 111.  
 
16 Feldman, R. (1968). The Russian General Staff and the June 1917 Offensive. Soviet Studies, Vol. 19, 
Taylor & Francis, Ltd: Didcot. p. 531.  
 
17 Lvov as cited by Llewellyn, J, Rae, J and Thompson, S. (2014). Russian Revolution Quotations. [online] 
alphahistory.com. Available at: https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/russian-revolution-
quotations/ [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
 
18 Lynch, op. cit., p. 99. 
 
19 Mosse, W. (1964). Interlude: The Russian Provisional Government 1917. Soviet Studies, Vol. 15, Taylor 
& Francis: Didcot. p. 411. 
 

https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/russian-revolution-quotations/
https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/russian-revolution-quotations/
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Lvov had not supported peasants seizing land, whereas Kerensky as "the only true socialist within the 

cabinet" had argued for reform.20 Thus, his position on the issue of land set an expectation of radical 

change. Peasants felt duped when he under-delivered. He set up an advisory Land Commission but 

maintained that the not-yet-elected Constituent Assembly would hold the authority to resolve the 

issue.21 Moreover, wartime conditions made an election of the Constituent Assembly impractical, 

reaffirming peasants’ perception that the intelligentsia was delaying action. Lenin seized on his enemy's 

weakness and proclaimed ‘Land to the Peasants’.22 By August, Bolshevik membership surged to over 

200,000.23 Therefore, the land question undermined Kerensky’s power as he grew out-of-touch with 

public sentiment. 

 

The Kornilov Affair served as the defining moment of Kerensky's Prime Ministership as his response to 

the crisis expedited the Provisional Government's collapse. British historian Richard Abraham casts 

General Lavr Kornilov as a monarchist villain with, what General Alekseev called, “a lion’s heart and the 

brains of a sheep".24 Evidence, however, from August 1917 indicates this is not the case. Indeed, 

Kerensky's inept handling of the crisis suggests that if anyone, he had the brains of a sheep. Due to a lack 

of clear communication, the General's planned establishment of a military dictatorship struggled to gain 

Kerensky's approval. Vladimir Lvov (not to be confused with Prince Lvov) acted as a self-appointed 

intermediary whose "irresponsible chatter and alarmist stories confirmed Kerensky's worst fears".25 

Kornilov left meetings "convinced Kerensky was ready to cooperate" with a military coup, whereas Lvov 

 
20 Llewellyn, J, Rae, J and Thompson, S. (2014). The Provisional Government. [online] alphahistory.com. 
Available at: https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/provisional-government/ [Accessed 1 Apr. 
2019]. 
 
21 Figes, op cit., p. 496. 
 
22 Lynch, op. cit., p. 100. 
 
23 Thatcher, I. (2015). Post-Soviet Russian Historians and the Russian Provisional Government of 1917. 
The Slavonic and East European Review, Vol. 93, The Modern Humanities Research Association and 
University College: London. p. 316. 
 
24 Abraham, R. (1987). Alexander Kerensky: The First Love of the Revolution. Columbia University Press: 
New York. p. 347.  
 
25 Williams, H. (1991). The Socialist Revolutionary Party, Kerensky and the Kornilov Affair: from the 
unpublished papers of Harold W. Williams. New Zealand Journal, Australia and New Zealand Slavists’ 
Association: Sydney. p. 152. 

https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/provisional-government/
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relayed the opposite to the Prime Minister.26 Thus, the tragic case of miscommunication prompted 

Kerensky's overreaction to Kornilov’s march toward Petrograd on August 27. Without any further 

evidence, except a vague telegram exchange with Kornilov from which one cannot prove a conspiracy,27 

he "raised a cry of panic against Kornilov and flung himself on the Soviet for support”.28 By releasing 

Bolsheviks from prison and offering them weapons, Kerensky thrust the Red Guard into the position as 

the defender of the revolution. Moreover, Kornilov's arrest disillusioned his generals, including Anton 

Deniken, the future White Army leader.29 This, in turn, left the Provisional Government with less military 

support. Consequently, the Kornilov Affair signified Kerensky's loss of demonstrable power. 

 

By October 1917, Kerensky's dwindling grip on power and Russia's perseverance in the unpopular war 

facilitated the Provisional Government’s downfall. A month earlier he failed to recoup lost authority 

despite proclaiming Russia a socialist republic and filling his cabinet with socialist ministers.30 It was, 

however, too little, too late for Kerensky. For too long he had refused the principle demand of Petrograd 

workers: Russia's immediate withdrawal from the war. Morale within factories and the army reached 

dire lows; October prices for manufactured goods were 755% higher than pre-war levels.31 Two million 

deserters from the front reflected the sentiment for peace.32 Thus, Kerensky was no longer the hostage 

of the masses, beholden to popular demand, but the hostage of the state and Prime Minister only in 

name. Then came the fateful events of late October. Sensing the growing revolutionary sentiment, 

Kerensky ordered a pre-emptive strike. The closure of the Izvestia (News) and Pravda (Truth) newspapers 

 
26 Asher, H. (1970). The Kornilov Affair: A Reinterpretation. The Russian Review, Vol. 29, Wiley: London. 
p. 294. 
 
27 Strakhovsky, L. (1955). Was There a Kornilov Rebellion? A Re-Appraisal of the Evidence. The Slavonic 
and European Review, Vol. 33, the Modern Humanities Research Association and University College: 
London. p. 375. 
 
28 Williams, op. cit., p. 153.  
 
 

29 Schlesinger, R. (1964). Review of The Russian Provisional Government, 1917; Documents by Robert 
Paul Browder and Alexander F. Kerensky. Science & Society, Vol. 28, Guilford: New York. p. 310.  
 
30 Llewellyn, J, Rae, J and Thompson, S. (2014). Alexander Kerensky. [online] alphahistory.com. Available 
at: https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/alexander-kerensky/ [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
 
31 Christian, op. cit., p. 177.  
 
32 Whitman, op. cit. 

https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/alexander-kerensky/
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prompted the formation of the Bolshevik Military Revolutionary Committee on October 17.33 Red Guards 

stormed the Winter Palace within the month, forcing Kerensky’s escape in a car owned by the American 

Embassy.34 Although it is unlikely he left disguised in a nurse's outfit (a myth propagated by Bolshevik 

propaganda films),35 the ordeal was nevertheless embarrassing. Kerensky rose to power in February as 

"the first love of the revolution";36 yet nine months later he fled Petrograd. Indeed, one cannot help but 

feel remorse for the leader whose desperate attempts to unite Russia, merely assisted in its governing 

body’s demise.  

 

Kerensky failed to recapture Petrograd in late October 1917 as he had lost the hearts and minds of 

Russia’s proletariat. In the immediate aftermath of the October coup, Kerensky, still acted as if he 

maintained authority. American journalist John Reed recounts the Prime Minister’s "fatal blunder" when 

crossing Tsarskoye Selo on 29 October. He demanded Cossacks join the counter-coup but "from that 

moment there were no more 'neutral' soldiers in Tsarskoye".37 As ardent anti-Bolsheviks, even the 

Cossacks' refusal to support Kerensky signified his complete loss of power. He fled abroad hoping Britain 

and France would offer their support.38 British Prime Minister David Lloyd George and French Premier 

Georges Clemenceau refused his pleas even though both had pressured the Provisional Government into 

staying in the war.39 His blind loyalty to the Allies served as another political failure as it did not benefit 

him when needed. With foreign intervention unlikely, Kerensky spent most of his later years in American 

 
33 Gill G. (1978). The Failure of Rural Policy in Russia, February-October 1917. Slavic Review, Vol. 37, 
Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. p. 257. 
 
34 British Library, (2017). Alexander Kerensky. [online] bl.uk. Available at: 
https://www.bl.uk/people/alexander-kerensky# [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
 
35 Kerensky, A. (1927). The Catastrophe. D. Appleton and Company: New York. p. 74. 
 
36 Hughes, M. (2017). The legacy of Alexander Kerensky, Russia’s last leader before the Bolshevik 
revolution. [online] independent.co.uk. Available at: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/lon 
g_reads/alexander-kerensky-russia-bolshevik-revolution-interview-1917-centenary-a8036256.html 
[Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
 
37 Reed, J. (2006). Ten Days That Shook the World (Value Edition). Dover Publishers: New York. p. 181. 
 
38 Raleigh, D. (1988). Review of Alexander Kerensky: The First Love of the Revolution by Richard 
Abraham. Slavic Review, Vol. 47, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. p. 739. 
 
39 Figes, op cit, p. 498. 

https://www.bl.uk/people/alexander-kerensky
https://www.bl.uk/people/alexander-kerensky
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/long_reads/alexander-kerensky-russia-bolshevik-revolution-interview-1917-centenary-a8036256.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/long_reads/alexander-kerensky-russia-bolshevik-revolution-interview-1917-centenary-a8036256.html
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exile.40 He refused to support the White Army during Russia's Civil War, ascribing conservatives’ disloyalty 

as "the main reason for the defeat of Russian democracy".41 By casting blame onto Kornilov and Deniken, 

Kerensky overlooked his political misjudgements. Such is the nature of a leader who grasps power for a 

short period and spends the rest of his life defending his record. Given that Kerensky outlived most of 

those who played a leading role in the Russian Revolutions, dying in 1970, he had opportunities to rewrite 

his own history.  

 

Kerensky’s legacy is one of ‘what could have been’; what Russia would have looked like under a 

democratic government instead of Bolshevism. Although history will never know the answer, his tenure 

as Minister of Justice laid the foundations for freedom of press, speech and religion.42 In this sense, ‘what 

could have been’ under Kerensky reinforces the bleak reality of what Russia became under Lenin and 

Stalin: a country controlled by fear and riddled with hunger. Russian democracy collapsed due to 

Kerensky’s political mistakes. His refusal to leave the war and redistribute land antagonised peasants and 

the proletariat to the point where Bolsheviks faced little resistance when storming the Winter Palace.43 

Moreover, Kerensky’s failures were also due to Russia’s political landscape at the time. He was often 

stuck between the interests of the Soviets, such as Alexander Antonov, pushing for land reforms and 

monarchists, principally Nicholas Nikolaevich, wishing for a return to Tsardom.44 Trotsky levelled the 

accusation that Kerensky “was not a revolutionist; he merely hung around the revolution”.45 Although his 

pursuit of civil liberties brought Russia up to date with most of the Western world, they proved far less 

satisfying than the proletariat and peasantry expected. This should not have come as a surprise. The 

 
40 Quiggin, J. (2017). The February Revolution and Kerensky's Missed Opportunity. [online] nytimes.com. 
Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/opinion/the-february-revolution-and-kerenskys-
missed-opportunity.html [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
  
41 Kerensky as cited by Whitman, op cit. 
 
42 Kerensky, A. (1932). The Policy of the Provisional Government of 1917. The Slavonic and East  
European Review, Vol. 11, The Modern Humanities Research Association and University College. 
London. p. 9. 
 
43 Elkin, B. (1964). The Kerensky Government and Its Fate. Slavic Review, Vol. 23, Cambridge University 
Press: Cambridge. p. 736. 

  
44 Kolonitskii, B and Cohen, Y. (2009). Russian Historiography of the 1917 Revolution: New Challenges to 
Old Paradigms? History and Memory, Vol. 21, Indiana University Press: Bloomington. p. 59. 
 
45 Trotsky as cited by Whitman, op. cit.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/opinion/the-february-revolution-and-kerenskys-missed-opportunity.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/opinion/the-february-revolution-and-kerenskys-missed-opportunity.html
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Provisional Government was at its heart an extension of the Duma, which had represented the interests 

of the bourgeoisie and intelligentsia.46 History remembers Kerensky as a naive leader who the more he 

exercised power, the less he managed to charm Russia into the mould of a liberal republic.   

 

In the space of a single year - 1917 - Alexander Kerensky rose to and fell from the pinnacle of power. His 

oratory had gained him popularity and helped overthrow the Tsar. But as the Minister of War, he was 

responsible for the failed June Offensive which weakened the army’s morale. His reluctance to pull Russia 

out of war antagonised revolutionaries, while his mishandling of the Kornilov Affair resurrected the 

Bolsheviks as a potent political force. These failures culminated in the October Revolution. Faced with 

communist rule, he abandoned Petrograd and lived out his years in exile. This tragic tale reminds society 

that power only in name is futile. Influencing hearts and minds effectively is what separates the puppets 

from the puppeteer, the people from the power.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
46 Trueman, C. (2015). The Provisional Government. [online] historylearningsites.co.uk. Available at: 
https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/modern-world-history-1918-to-1980/russia-1900-to-1939/the-
provisional-government/ [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 

https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/modern-world-history-1918-to-1980/russia-1900-to-1939/the-provisional-government/
https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/modern-world-history-1918-to-1980/russia-1900-to-1939/the-provisional-government/
https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/modern-world-history-1918-to-1980/russia-1900-to-1939/the-provisional-government/
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Figes, O. (1988). Review of Alexander Kerensky: The First Love of the Revolution by Richard 
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Figes analyses Kerensky’s early political career, especially his election to the Fourth State Duma 

in 1912. Indeed, the source asserts that Kerensky’s popularity saw him enter politics as “the toast 

of the people”. The text is reliable as it does not make outrageous claims nor rely on speculation.  
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Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. pp. 241-258. 
 

Gill argues that the failure of Kerensky to manage expectations of progressives when it came to 
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Kerensky’s grandson, Stephen Kerensky, whom vehemently defends his grandfathers in light of 

modern criticism in relation to the downfall of Russian democracy. The author does not offer a 
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Written while in exile, Kerensky recounts his eye witness account of the February Revolution. The 
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the time. An obvious bias in favour of the Revolution limits the source’s reliability, but this does 
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Revolutions, such as Kerensky, Stalin and Trotsky. Since the text merely recounts the quotes, there 

is no obvious bias, thus making it reliable. 
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This article argues that Prime Minister Lvov and Kerensky had the opportunity during early-to-

mid 1917 to prevent another Revolution through taking Russia out of the First World War. The 
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Raleigh reviews ‘Alexander Kerensky: The First Love of the Revolution’ by Richard Abraham. 
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Schlesinger, R. (1964). Review of The Russian Provisional Government, 1917; Documents by Robert 
Paul Browder and Alexander F. Kerensky. Science & Society, Vol. 28, Guilford: New York. pp.305-315. 
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Whitman, A. (1970). Alexander Kerensky Dies Here at 89. [online] nytimes.com. Available at: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/opinion/the-february-revolution-and-kerenskys-missed-
opportunity.html [Accessed 1 Apr. 2019]. 
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blame him for the rise of communism, while communists cast him as a faux-revolutionary who 
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