KEY QUESTION-HOW AND WHY WERE THE BOLSHEVIKS ABLE TO SEIZE POWER IN RUSSIA IN OCTOBER 1917?

1.
The Bolsheviks and the February Revolution

When the revolution broke out most Bolshevik leaders were in exile (Europe or Siberia). In addition many leading Bolsheviks in St Petersburg etc. were arrested

Within the Bolsheviks there were divisions over how they should react

i.e. whereas some Bolsheviks wished to end the war, others thought it should continue but on a defensive basis only

In reality no revolutionary party controlled events during the first weeks after the Feb Rev-in Dec 1916 Lenin had been informed that revolutionary activity within Russia was very difficult due to the success of police infiltration.

Evidence does not indicate a Bolshevik inspired or led revolution-their support within army units and with industrial workers was less than the Mensheviks and SRs

During March 1917 Bolsheviks followed the same path as the other revolutionary parties-they rejected Lenin’s call to turn the war between nations into a civil war and instead called for a start to peace negotiations. Also considered the possibility of reuniting with the Mensheviks.

Minutes from the March 1917 meeting of the Petrograd Bolsheviks suggests that an anti-Leninst stance was adopted on many issues, especially the war and relations with the Provisional Government-for many Lenin’s written calls for opposition to the Provisional Government and arming of the workers seemed fantastical and out of touch with reality. Lenin’s attack on the PG in “letter from afar” was omitted when it was published in PRAVDA.

On their own the Bolsheviks in Russia had acted against Lenin’s wishes

2. A changed Russia? 

Following the events of February 1917 Russia experienced rapid change

· Tsarist regime overthrown and officials arrested

· Political prisoners freed 

· Promise of universal suffrage and secret ballot to elect a Constituent Assembly

· Laws passed guaranteeing civil freedoms-speech, press, religion, association

· Increasing importance/dominance of the Petrograd Soviet which was dominated by Mensheviks and SRs with few Bolsheviks

· Provisional Government generally supported-seen as preferable to tsarist regime and worth making concessions to.

In addition war had made an impact on Russia

· Resources sapped by three years of war

· Economic production dominated by war demands-little production of consumer goods

· Industry, agriculture and transport all nearing a state of collapse

· Much territory in the west lost to Germany with ever increasing threat of invasion

· Refugees from the west an ever increasing issue

By April 1917 honeymoon period for PG was over-its priorities were increasingly seen as being political and not social/economic and the delay in electing a Constituent Assembly robbed it of legitimacy. Limited labour legislation (right to strike, elect factory committees, legalisation of union activity) but issue of land reform deferred.

Main issue was division in power between Petrograd Soviet and PG

Soviet seen by workers and soldiers as a “proletarian parliament” and recognised its authority above that of the PG. Soviet Order Number One gave it control over the army and therefore the means of enforcement.

By April economic situation had further deteriorated and masses were demanding more radical change. PG had little means of quashing demonstrations etc.

This was the situation when Lenin returned to Russia.

