Edward Acton: the Bolsheviks, the masses and October

The Soviet View

· The Bolshevik triumph was based on winning the majority of the population which it did by espousing policies – peace, land redistribution, halting economic decline – that had a broad appeal to more than just the proletariat.

· But it also developed the right organisation – the elite party: democratic, centralised, hierarchical, ideologically coherent, and brilliantly led.

· 75 different newspapers in 8 languages and a print run of over 200,000 by October also helped publicise the Bolshevik cause.

· Party membership especially from the proletariat swelled from 24,000 to 350,000 by October. Recruitment from the army and the peasantry was harder but party activists eventually managed to infiltrate soldiers’ committees, villages, the urban petty bourgeoisie and national minorities.

· Mensheviks and SR’s alienated their traditional constituencies and Left factions drew closer to the Bolsheviks.

· Lenin’s leadership was vital: his scientific grasp of the idea of class struggle from Marx; his ability to apply it to the changing situation of revolutionary Russia; his preparation of the party for armed insurrection; his choice of the exact moment to strike; and his direction of the uprising itself.

The Liberal View

· The Bolshevik victory was anything but popular.

· The Bolsheviks were a conspiratorial minority of intellectuals who were brilliantly organised, ruthless, and able to take advantage of the chaos and anarchy around them.

· The only widespread popular following they achieved was in Petrograd for a short period late in 1917. Subterfuge, infiltration and intrigue explain the illusion of mass support they created.

· What support they did achieve was principally amongst the uneducated, naïve and innocent lumpenproletariat.

· Far from being a committed Marxist (after all, the Mensheviks were the real Marxists), Lenin was motivated much more by an insatiable lust for power.

· Cynical and opportunist, the Bolsheviks stole SR land policies, curried favour with the soldiers against their officers, and supported national minorities.

· Seizing power in the name of the Petrograd Soviet was the most deceptive and opportunist of all moves, masking their true intentions.

· Subsequent events would confirm the Bolsheviks’ essential authoritarianism and anti-democratic tendencies.

The Libertarian View

· All of 1917 was profoundly democratic, popular and spontaneous. 

· Workers, peasants and soldiers were motivated by the idea of true liberation from the oppressive forces at large in Tsarist Russia.

· Where the mass movement was weakest was in its organisation, and here they were tragically taken advantage of by the Bolsheviks with their superior discipline and structure. 

· In their elitism and authoritarianism they were profoundly distrustful of and antipathetic towards the masses. And no less oppressive than  Tsarism or capitalism. 

