How and Why were the Bolsheviks able to seize power in October 1917?

The Liberal School

The Liberal school uses evidence mainly established from Russian émigrés, they were the only real source of evidence until the opening of the Soviet archives in 1983. They see the October revolution as not being inevitable (as the Pre-Glasnost Soviet School argues) because they believe that the Bolsheviks did not take power as a result of popular support.  They argue that the Bolshevik’s seizure of power as opportunist and as a result of Lenin’s impact upon his return.  They also blame the chaos in the Russian political landscape after the fall of the Tsar, caused by the stresses of World War One and the lack of a party politic tradition (as well as the dual authority!).

The reasons for Bolshevik success are put down to Bolshevik organisation, which allowed them to infiltrate and manipulate key groups of workers.  The liberals use political naivety to explain evidence of Peasant/Worker support for the Bolsheviks (shown in the Soviets), with claims that the Bolsheviks deliberately misled the lower classes in their determination to gain power.
Soviet School

Pre Glasnost

The pre-glasnost soviet school argues the Marxist-Leninist viewpoint that the October revolution was the expression of the inevitable class struggle through a popular revolution.  According to this viewpoint, the revolution took place because the Bolsheviks were able to organise the naturally growing feeling of class consciousness in the proletariat.  Through the October revolution, the “enlightened” Bolsheviks guided Russia into the “Dictatorship of the Proletariat”.
They argue that Lenin is very important to the Bolshevik takeover because (to them) he provided personal leadership (including when he wasn’t in Russia) and determined a correct strategy after returning in April (Trotsky draws attention to Lenin’s corrections to Bolshevik direction such as April Theses).  His policies (“Peace, Bread and Land” and “All Power to the Soviets”) allowed the Bolsheviks to gain the popular support needed for revolution.

Menshevik

The Menshevik view was that the revolution, whilst inevitable, occurred too early.  The Bolsheviks bid to force socialism in Russia through the October revolution was a grave mistake as it was premature.  Russia should have had time to develop the capitalist stage further before the revolution should have taken place (in line with classical Marxism).
Post-Glasnost
Russian writers since Glasnost have condemned the revolution as the enslavement of a country by a small, armed group.  They argue that there is little evidence of mass support for the Bolsheviks.
Libertarian School

This libertarian school argues that the February Revolution was a “heroic struggle for liberty” until the Bolsheviks betrayed the revolution by taking power for themselves in October 1917.  They claim that the Bolsheviks success was due to the forced collaboration of (otherwise) independent workers organisations, so whilst it may seem that October revolution was popular, in reality the Bolsheviks did not have the support.  However, the Libertarian school does not produce much evidence for this viewpoint.

Revisionist School

The revisionist school argue that structural changes in society caused the October revolution.  They see the Bolshevik seizure of power as a result of the Bolshevik foundation in the Soviet. Through actively articulating the demands of the people (gleaned from others in the Soviet during meetings etc…), the Bolsheviks were able to build up support and increase revolutionary feeling.  They also believe that the Bolsheviks succeeded because factors that could have decreased social differences and contain revolutionary feeling were not effective in doing so; instead, they helped to raise levels of discontent. Investigations also show that social issues (level of education, type of job etc…) affected levels of Bolshevik influence over industrial workers.  This suggests that whilst the Bolsheviks held support from some areas of the working class, it cannot be generalised that the Bolsheviks had total support of the workers.  This implies that there may have been a degree of the elite insurrection with the popular revolution in October.
My View

I believe that the October revolution was possible because of Lenin’s influence over the Bolsheviks upon his return.  This is because the Bolsheviks had settled into accommodationism and without the sudden change of direction; they would have not presented the same threat to the Provisional Government.  The Bolsheviks were also able to take power because of support from sections of society as a result of their articulation of the major issues. Lenin’s elite “committed revolutionary” stance also gave the Bolsheviks a significant advantage because they held disproportionate power in September onwards, allowing them to control the MRC, proving vital in co-ordinating the Bolshevik challenge.  Both involved the Soviet, an inherent weakness of the Provisional government, Lenin’s opportunism allowed the Bolsheviks to take advantage of this.

Overall, the Bolsheviks took power in October because Lenin was able to take the opportunities given to strengthen the Bolshevik position and eventually challenge the provisional government.
