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The revolution that broke out in Petrograd, the capital
of Russia, in February of 1917, would be the first of two revolutions
that would characterize that year in Russian history. The fall of the
Tsar, Nicholas II, effectively ended the Romanov dynasty. Out of
this revolution emerged the ‘Dual Authority’, an unofficial and
uneasy partnership between the “Petrograd Soviet of Soldiers’,
Sailors’ and Workers’ Deputies,” and a Provisional Government
headed by Prince Lvov. The Provisional Government was to
govern, and the Soviet was to act as a watchdog, making sure that
the government considered the interests of workers and soldiers.1

By the summer of 1917, due to the crushing burden of maintain-
ing the increasingly unpopular war effort, the mandate of the
government seemed to be breaking down. The spread of local
Soviet bodies throughout Russia, the growth of trade unions, and
worker control of the factories were all evidence of dissatisfaction
with the Provisional Government.2 This sentiment reached an
apex in early July when the Bolsheviks staged an unsuccessful
putsch against the government. Two days after the suppression of
the uprising, Alexander Fedorovich Kerensky took charge of the
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Provisional Government and proceeded to arrest Bolshevik lead-
ers such as Leon Trotsky and Lev Kamenev.3 According to Michael
Lynch, “a fortnight after the July Days, the Bolshevik Party stood
on the verge of destruction.”4 One major issue facing Kerensky was
the state of the military and its inability to wage an effective
campaign against the Germans during the First World War.5

Aleksei Brusilov, who of all the old Tsarist generals had made the
greatest efforts to adjust to the new political and military of Russia,
had not succeeded in elevating the battle worthiness of the army.6

Kerensky turned to General Lavr Kornilov, the son of a Siberian
Cossack, to take control of the army, restore its capacity to fight,
and thus elevate the government’s strength and authority.
Kerensky’s relationship with Kornilov, however, was not without
complication, and on August 27, 1917, a final break occurred. The
events that transpired between the two men have since been
referred to as the ‘Kornilov Affair.’ How then, did Kerensky’s
handling of General Kornilov affect the position of the Provisional
Government? An investigation of a variety of primary and second-
ary sources suggests that Kerensky’s decision to pursue a campaign
against an alleged counterrevolutionary plot headed by his Com-
mander-In-Chief, General Lavr Kornilov, fatally weakened the
position of the Provisional Government and enabled the Bolshe-
viks to recover from their July debacle and seize power in Russia in
October 1917.

One can gain insight into the significance of Kerensky’s
handling of General Kornilov through an evaluation of the histo-
riography surrounding it. According to Jorgen Munck, most
historians have been in “complete agreement that the Kornilov
revolt was one of the turning points of the Revolution.”7 Munck,
however, suggests that there is “considerable difference” with
respect to many details and interpretations. George Katkov and
William Chamberlin confirm Munck’s interpretation of the histo-
riography, as they both believe that the Kornilov Affair was of
prime importance in contributing to the fall of Kerensky’s Provi-
sional Government.8 Katkov and Chamberlin, characterized by
Michael Lynch as representing the ‘optimist’ and ‘pro-Bolshevik
western’ schools of thought, respectively, also confirm Munck’s



235THE CONCORD REVIEW

suggestion that differences in opinion exist over some of the
details and general interpretations of the affair.9 Such a diver-
gence in opinion can be observed in Katkov’s belief that there was
no Kornilov plot to stage a coup, but that it was the “confusion
created by Kerensky” which resulted in the “denunciation and
dismissal of Kornilov as a counterrevolutionary.”10 As a result of
this, according to Katkov, there was “disorganization” and “disori-
entation” in the Russian political system and military, which
culminated in the fall of the Provisional Government.11 Chamberlin
disagrees, and believes that it was Kornilov’s “mission...to head the
unsuccessful counterrevolutionary movement against the Provi-
sional Government.”12 Edward H. Carr, another member of the
‘pro-Bolshevik western’ school of thought, believes, like
Chamberlin, that in 1917 Russia experienced an attempted “mili-
tary coup from the Right—the Kornilov insurrection.”13 Orlando
Figes, however, sides with Katkov, suggesting that Kornilov was “far
from plotting the overthrow of the Provisional Government,” and
that the notion of a Kornilov coup is merely an “enduring myth of
the Russian Revolution.”14 When examining Soviet historiogra-
phy, the matter is clearly defined; a counterrevolutionary con-
spiracy was under way which included Kerensky acting as a puppet
of the capitalists.15 Finally, Richard Pipes suggests that the Kornilov
Affair resulted from Kerensky’s “sense that...the army was likely to
breed a counterrevolutionary Napoleon,” and his ensuing deci-
sion to engineer a plot to topple the General.16 Pipes, an American
member of the ‘non-determinist’ school of thought, argues against
the notion that the Bolshevik seizure of power was inevitable, but
instead, that it was Kerensky’s scheming that “enabled the Bolshe-
viks to recover from their July debacle.”17 Clearly, one can find a
consensus amongst historians that the Kornilov Affair played a
significant role in altering the course of events in Russia in 1917.
There is, however, discrepancy when addressing the issue of
whether it was Kerensky’s responsibility or not.

Kerensky’s decision to placate the left rather than to keep
his promises for military reform is the factor that can be attributed
with initiating tensions between Kornilov and Kerensky. Kornilov
indicated that he would accept the appointment as Commander-
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In-Chief and “bring the people to victory and to a just and
honourable peace,” only once a commitment was made by the
Prime Minister to accept certain reforms.18 In Kornilov’s opinion,
it was imperative that Soviet Order No. 1 be abolished, and that
measures be taken to ensure that commanders be afforded the
respect and disciplinary authority that was required to wage
effective warfare against the German enemy.19 Kerensky’s accep-
tance of these proposals was sent by telegraph to Stavka, Russian
military headquarters, on July 29, 1917. According to Richard
Pipes, Kerensky “neither could nor would” keep his promises.
Kerensky could not deliver on his pledges for reform because he
was not a free agent, but the “executor of the will” of the Soviet,
which viewed Kornilov’s suggested reforms as counterrevolution-
ary and unacceptable.20 According to Orlando Figes, Kerensky’s
political strategy relied on the premise of “straddling right and
left,” allowing him to maintain his position as the central figure in
his coalition Provisional Government.21 For this reason, Allan
Wildman believes that “Kerensky deftly avoided committing him-
self,” fearing alienating socialist supporters.22 Pipes suggests that
the issue of military reform “became the main source of conflict”
between Kornilov and Kerensky.23 By deciding to placate the left
rather than to adhere to his promises, one can clearly see how
Kerensky initiated tensions with Kornilov.

The divisiveness observed at the Moscow State Conference
of August 12-15, between the political left and right over the
reform issue, was what implanted the illusion of a counterrevolu-
tion in Kerensky’s mind. Kornilov, frustrated with the government’s
lack of resolve in implementing his reforms, said to his colleague,
General Lukomsky, “Mr. Kerensky evidently does not wish me to
be present at the State Conference in Moscow, but I shall certainly
go there, and will insist on my requests being accepted and
fulfilled at last.”24 Many historians, including Ronald Kowalski,
have come to view the Moscow State Conference as the critical
turning point in the relations between Kornilov and Kerensky.25

When Kornilov arrived at the Bolshoi theatre, the site of the
conference, he was greeted by crowds of right-wing Kadets and
non-socialists who cheered him. Kerensky interpreted Kornilov’s
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popularity as a direct threat, later saying that “after the Moscow
Conference, it was clear to me that the next attempt at a blow
would come from the right, and not from the left.”26 Richard Pipes
developed the theory that once this conviction lodged in Kerensky’s
mind, it became an “idee fixe” and everything that happened
subsequently “only served to reinforce it.”27 Regarding his contro-
versial speech to the conference, Kornilov later wrote in his
deposition, “I thought it essential to make known to the country
the real state of affairs in its armed forces, and to point out how
necessary it was to raise their battle worthiness.”28 Conservative
newspapers such as Novoe vremia openly criticized Kerensky follow-
ing Kornilov’s speech, and made claims that “at the helm of the
ship of state are people who oppose the idea of defending the
state.”29 No evidence exists to suggest that Kornilov formulated
this political campaign, but Pipes suggests that Kornilov, “as its
beneficiary...came under suspicion.”30 General Lukomsky noted
in his account of the Kornilov Affair, that Kornilov confided in him
and said, “I have no personal ambition. I only wish to save Russia,
and will gladly submit to a strong Provisional Government.”31

Kornilov was not planning a coup; however, after the Moscow State
Conference, Kerensky was convinced that a counterrevolution was
brewing on the right.

Kerensky’s fear of a counterrevolution and his subsequent
scheming, rather than Kornilov’s alleged desire to lead a coup, was
the factor that forced the break between the two men. In mid-
August, Savinkov, Kerensky’s deputy, received information from
French intelligence sources indicating that the Bolsheviks were
planning another putsch for the beginning of September. Kerensky
realized the potential to use this piece of intelligence to hurt
Kornilov. Kerensky asked Kornilov to send the Third Cavalry
Corps to Petrograd in order to suppress the expected Bolshevik
putsch; Kornilov complied without hesitation.32 Later, however,
after the eventual August 27 break between the two men, Kerensky
would claim in a message to Russian soldiers, that “General
Kornilov...has now by his deeds demonstrated his treachery. He
has withdrawn regiments from the front, weakening its resistance
to the pitiless enemy, the German, and he sent all these regiments
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against Petrograd.”33 Harold Williams, a New Zealand born corre-
spondent of the Daily Chronicle, recognized in 1917, that Kerensky
had betrayed Kornilov. Williams made this observation when
Kerensky reneged on his agreement to deploy troops to Petrograd
and “suddenly raised a cry of panic against Kornilov.”34 Kerensky’s
handling of the Vladimir Lvov incident further confirms his intent
to destroy Kornilov.35 In order to obtain proof of a Kornilov
conspiracy, Kerensky initiated a telegraph conversation with
Kornilov, in which he impersonated Lvov. Richard Pipes suggests,
however, that “this brief dialogue was a comedy of errors with the
most tragic consequences.”36 Nowhere does Kerensky explicitly
ask Kornilov about his alleged demand for dictatorial powers, but
rather makes assumptions based on vague remarks.37 Orlando
Figes believes that Kerensky came to realize that “as long as things
were kept vague,” he might succeed in exposing Kornilov as a
traitor. According to Figes, Kerensky believed that this would
result in the revival of his own political fortunes, as the revolution
would rally behind him to defeat his traitor.38 On the basis of such
weak evidence, Kerensky planned an open break with Kornilov,
ignoring Savinkov’s suggestion that he communicate with Kornilov
once more, in order to clear up what Savinkov thought to be an
obvious misunderstanding. While these events took place, Kornilov
proceeded with preparations to quell the anticipated Bolshevik
uprising, as had been reported by French intelligence. On August
the 27th, at 2:40 a.m., Kornilov cabled Savinkov to tell him that the
“corps is assembling in the environs of Petrograd toward evening
August 28.”39 If Kornilov’s intentions were to use the troops against
the Provisional Government rather than the Bolsheviks, as Kerensky
insisted, he would not have forewarned it by telegraph. Kerensky’s
scheming reached its pinnacle, when on August 27, he sent a
radio-telegram addressed to the whole nation accusing Kornilov
of treason. Only once he was accused of rebelling, did Kornilov call
for the overthrow of the Provisional Government. Kornilov’s
eventual revolt was reactionary, not pre-meditated.40 The preced-
ing evidence systematically demonstrates that the final break
between Kornilov and Kerensky was not the product of an ambi-
tious general, but rather that of a desperate politician.



239THE CONCORD REVIEW

One of the most significant by-products of the rift between
Kornilov and Kerensky would be the rejuvenation of the Bolshe-
viks. According to Michael Lynch, “certainly it was the Bolsheviks
who gained most” from the Kornilov Affair because “they had
been able to present themselves as defenders of Petrograd and the
Revolution, thus wiping out the memories of the debacle of the
July Days.”41 In an attempt to suppress Kornilov’s phantom putsch,
Kerensky requested help from the Soviet. On August 27, after
deliberating, the Soviet approved, on a Menshevik motion, the
creation of a “Committee to Fight the Counterrevolution.” Since,
however, the Bolsheviks were the only group in the Soviet with a
military entity, this action essentially placed the Bolsheviks in
charged of the Soviet military contribution.42 With respect to this
development, Donald Treadgold wrote that “the only ones to
profit from the imbroglio were the Bolsheviks, who wrenched
from the Soviet an official authorization to form a Red Guard.”43

As Trotsky put it, “the army that rose against Kornilov was the army-
to-be of the October revolution.”44 The actions taken by Kerensky’s
government, according to Moisei Uritskii, “rehabilitated” the
Bolsheviks.45 Such a rehabilitation was also evident in the
government’s decision to release all of the Bolsheviks in custody
except for the few that had already been caught up in legal
proceedings for their involvement in the Bolshevik uprising in
July.46 In Figes’ opinion, “without the Kornilov movement, they
[the Bolsheviks] might never have come to power at all.”47

Despite the Prime Minister’s immediate success in sup-
pressing General Kornilov’s “revolt,” the political outcome of the
affair was one that was not favourable for Kerensky, leaving him
unable to govern and Russia in a state of political instability. Boris
Kolonitskii suggests that “Kerensky’s victory over Kornilov was his
own political defeat, in that his political base, the coalition of
‘living forces’, was undermined, and his personal authority plum-
meted.”48 William Chamberlin agrees with Kolonitskii, and sug-
gests that “although Kornilov’s coup collapsed without firing a
shot, its political consequences were momentous... it knocked the
feeble underpinning of confidence completely from under the
Provisional Government.”49 Following the Kornilov Affair, Kerensky
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took measures to satisfy his desire to continue his old policy of
trying to balance himself between the conservative and radical
forces in the country.50 He made concessions to the left by
summoning the “Democratic Conference” in Petrograd on Sep-
tember 14, from which delegates of the propertied classes would
be excluded. In addition, Kerensky appeased the left by appoint-
ing the anti-Kornilov, General Verkhovsky, as War Minister, and by
appointing Admiral Verderevsky, who was popular with moderate
socialists, to the post of Naval Minister. Kerensky, however, simul-
taneously tried to form a new coalition government in which the
Kadets of the political right would be included. The developing
political polarization of Russia, however, surfaced at Kerensky’s
conference where the events were ultimately a microcosm for the
situation throughout Russia.51 One can look to the September 20th

edition of Den’, a Russian newspaper, for an effective summary of
the developing crisis of political polarization. Regarding the
conference, the article stated that “the struggle of opposite politi-
cal aspirations did not allow it [the conference] to tell the ex-
hausted nation anything else but the story of the deep and
dangerous crisis which was undermining it.”52 The political fallout
from the Kornilov Affair clearly hurt Kerensky; however it also
gave way to a great increase in Bolshevik political fortunes. Accord-
ing to Chamberlin, up to the Kornilov Affair, the Provisional
Government owed whatever stability it had to the fact that the
majority of the Soviets offered it formal support due to their
moderate socialist majorities.53 After the Kornilov Affair, however,
the center-left Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionaries lost many
supporters who were gravitating to the Bolsheviks on the extreme
left.54 This polarization also helped elevate Kadet fortunes, as non-
socialists moved from the centre to the right. Kerensky’s wife
clearly summarized the situation when she said that “the prestige
of Kerensky and the Provisional Government was completely
destroyed by the Kornilov Affair; and he was left almost without
supporters.”55 Clearly, the political outcome of Kerensky’s break
with Kornilov was not one that was favourable for Kerensky, as it
left the Provisional Government without many supporters and
stimulated the growth of the Bolshevik movement.
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One can determine that as a result of Kerensky’s campaign
to ‘save the revolution’, he lost complete control of the Russian
army, a fact that would later contribute to his demise. Kerensky
and Kornilov’s mutual counter-accusations of treachery were,
according to George Katkov, “particularly confusing and demor-
alizing to the troops.” According to Katkov, these accusations also
helped fuel Bolshevik claims that a counterrevolution was “rearing
its ugly head.”56 The culprits, according to the Bolsheviks, were the
officers, landowners and capitalists posing as sympathizers of the
revolution but really supporters of Kornilov, with a hidden agenda
to return to Petrograd as the ruling class of Russia.57 The suscep-
tibility of the soldiers to such propaganda translated into behavior
of an anarchical nature, including the arbitrary lynching of offic-
ers.58 According to Jorgen Munck, the Kornilov Affair left the
Supreme Command with a greatly diminished authority that
suffered “irreparable damage.”59 Kerensky’s loss of control over
the Russian army would eventually lead to his demise. In October,
when the prospect of a potential Bolshevik insurrection took a
more prominent position in Kerensky’s mind, he went to the
headquarters of the Petrograd Garrison to personally assume
control of operations there. Upon his arrival, however, he learned
that the Garrison was completely disaffected and would not,
therefore, offer resistance to a Bolshevik putsch.60 As a result of
Kerensky’s break with Kornilov, Kerensky would lose complete
control of the Russian army, and would not be afforded its
protection when the Bolsheviks staged their coup in late October.

Like the demoralization and insubordination of the sol-
diers in the military, the state of affairs in town and country were
also good indicators of the weakness of Kerensky’s Provisional
Government after the suppression of the Kornilov revolt. Many
peasants believed that members of the property-owning and
educated classes, like the officers, were counterrevolutionaries
who supported Kornilov’s pseudo-mutiny.61 Under the influence
of deserting troops who traveled through the countryside, peas-
ants were encouraged to engage in their own social warfare against
the privileged. A state of near-anarchy ensued.62 The October 1st

edition of Russkiia vedomosti read, “the wave of pogroms grows and
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expands to overflowing throughout Russia...the unbridled mob,
with darkest animal instincts unleashed, loots and pillages every-
thing that it finds at hand.”63 The government’s inability to control
this havoc is demonstrated by a pair of documents, both addressed
to provincial, regional, and municipal commissars. The first docu-
ment is a letter that was written by the Minister of War, Major
General Verkhovskii, which informed the commissars of his re-
cently issued Order No. 51 of October 11. In the letter, Verkhovskii
outlines the nature of this order, an order largely formulated to
restore order throughout Russia. After explaining the methodol-
ogy that was selected to accomplish this grave task, the Minister
concluded by saying, “the goal is set, the means are furnished.”64

The inability of the government to control the unruly behavior in
the countryside can be determined by examining the second
document, a telegram dated on October 21st from the Minister of
the Interior, Boris Nikitin. It should be noted that Nikitin acknowl-
edges in his telegram that there is an “incessant growth of anarchy,
which threatens the internal situation of the country.”65 Consider-
ing that ten days earlier, Nikitin’s colleague, the Minister of War,
said “the goal is set, the means furnished,” one is made aware of the
government’s inability to control the havoc throughout Russia.
From the preceding evidence it is clear that following the Kornilov
Affair, Kerensky’s Provisional Government lost not only the ability
to control the military, but the ability to control domestic affairs as
well.

Lenin’s writings to the Bolshevik Central Committee in
the autumn of 1917 are good indicators of how Lenin believed that
the Kornilov Affair provided the Bolsheviks with the necessary pre-
requisites for a successful coup.66 To illustrate why he believed that
Russia was ripe for the plucking, Lenin wrote on September 14th,
that during the July days, “we did not yet have a majority among the
workers and soldiers of the capitals. Now we have majorities in
both Soviets.” Lenin wrote that this change in fortunes was “cre-
ated only by the history of July and August...by the experience of
the Kornilov Affair.” Lenin also wrote that during the July Days,
“there was no general revolutionary upsurge of the people. Now
there is, after the Kornilov Affair. This is proven by the situation in
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the provinces.” A third significant factor that Lenin believed
would allow the Bolsheviks to wage a successful putsch compared
to July, was that “at that time there were no vacillations on a serious,
general, political scale among our enemies.” Lenin also commu-
nicated to the committee, that in July, the Bolsheviks “could not
have retained power...before the Kornilov Affair, the army and the
provinces could and would have marched against Petrograd.” In
Lenin’s mind, however, after the Kornilov Affair, “the picture is
entirely different.” The preceding statements made by Lenin in
his letter to the Bolshevik Central Committee clearly demon-
strates how Lenin believed that the Kornilov Affair was crucial in
establishing the essential pre-requisites for a successful insurrec-
tion.

Upon taking the reigns of the Provisional Government in
July of 1917, Kerensky sought to restore the military’s ability to
fight. One measure taken by Kerensky to help improve Russia’s
position in their bloody conflict with the Germans, was to promote
General Lavr Kornilov to the post of Commander-In-Chief of the
armed forces. Kornilov, however, was hesitant to unconditionally
accept this post, fearing that without the implementation of
various military reforms, his efforts would be fruitless. Thus,
Kornilov communicated to Kerensky that he would only accept
the position if Kerensky promised to implement his proposed
reforms. On July 19, 1917, Kerensky agreed. How then, did
Kerensky’s handling of General Kornilov affect the position of his
own government? Kerensky had hoped that his appointment of
the General to the position of Commander-In-Chief would help
revitalize the military, and thus strengthen his government’s
authority. This, however, was not the case. Upon the completion
of an investigation of a broad collection of primary and secondary
sources, evidence was found to suggest that Kerensky came to view
Kornilov as a dangerous rival, and as a result, an illusion developed
in his mind of a counterrevolution brewing on the right. The
investigation has also shed light on Kerensky’s pre-emptive actions
to subdue this phantom counterrevolution, and its ensuing ef-
fects. Kerensky’s decision to force a break between himself and
Kornilov resulted in a polarized political arena, a dysfunctional
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military, provinces in a state of anarchy, and a revitalized Bolshevik
party. When considering this point, one can ponder whether if
Kerensky had handled the situation differently and instituted
Kornilov’s reforms instead of placating the left, would the Bolshe-
viks have ever been able to recover from their July experience and
take control of Russia? If so, would Russia have made a successful
transition to democracy through their planned Constituent As-
sembly, as advocated by Kerensky? While such a suggestion is
conceivable, one must realize that the government had other
challenges which placed pressure on its sustainability. These
challenges included the Provisional Government’s desire to con-
tinue the greatly unpopular war effort, its difficult task of facilitat-
ing a peaceful and orderly transition to a Constituent Assembly,
and finally, its challenge of achieving a solution to the Land
Question through the aforementioned assembly. Nevertheless,
when considering Kerensky’s actions, it is found that Kerensky’s
decision to pursue a campaign against a phantom counterrevolu-
tionary plot allegedly headed by his Commander-In-Chief, Gen-
eral Lavr Kornilov, left the Provisional Government in a desperate
state, void of supporters, and enabled the Bolsheviks to recover
from their July debacle and seize power of Russia in October of
1917.
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EDITOR’S NOTE

In Evelyn Dickmann’s paper on German-American Internment in
the Spring 2003 issue of The Concord Review (13/3), the numbers
given for Japanese and German internees in the U.S. during World
War II were questioned.

This paper was challenged by Jane Beckwith, an Advanced Placement
English Teacher at Delta High School in Delta, Utah, to whom I
extend my gratitude for reporting her concern.

The author reports: “A similar number of ethnic Germans and ethnic
Japanese in America were interned during World War II, meaning
that they were arrested and placed into specific camps. Approximately
120,000 more Japanese (http://www.usdoj.gov/osg/briefs/1986/
sg860242.txt)were forced to leave their homes and were placed in
relocation centers until they could prove they had another place to
live. Unfortunately, many of them had nowhere else to go, so they
had to stay in the centers. Recently the terms “internment” and
“relocation” have become confused, because both those arrested
and those not arrested were treated in much the same manner.  But
most, if not all, of the Germans and 11,229 Japanese-Americans were
arrested (though not necessarily fairly) and officially interned.”


