Edward Acton on the February 1917 Revolution

The Liberal View

· Before 1914 Russia had been reforming. WW1 put an end to this and placed new burdens on the Tsar.

· The Tsar’s role in Russia’s military failures and refusal to work with the Progressive Bloc is highlighted.

· Mass disturbances were not the result of revolutionary agitation, but a result of war and economic dislocation.

· Revolutionaries were split and influence of the Bolsheviks in Petrograd very limited.

· Provisional Government was widely supported and the establishment of the Petrograd Soviet of Soldiers and Workers’ Deputies only served to weaken the government.

The Soviet View

· Emphasises continuity between developments pre- and post-1914, especially in the growth of the revolutionary movement.

· February Revolution was a conscious assault on Tsarism led by the proletariat which had benefited from its experience of the 1905 Revolution.

· During the war workers in Petrograd increased from 250,000 to 400,000, became involved in TU activity, social insurance councils, and strikes and established hegemony over the whole revolutionary movement.

· It was the cadre workers – skilled, literate, politically conscious who led the assault on the regime.

· The role of the Bolshevik party was critical with party membership reaching 24,000 by February and while they didn’t initiate the demo’s of February 23rd onwards, local party cells were quick to add their support.

· Lenin was in constant touch with events and his frequently quoted remark about his generation not living to see the revolution referred, not to Russia, but to Europe as a whole. 

· The Tsarist regime didn’t just collapse – the Tsar himself actively tried to crush disturbances, ordering troops to fire on the crowds.

· The liberals were hostile to the revolution and actively tried to prevent it. Only when the Petrograd Soviet was established did they move to form a Provisional Government.

· Mensheviks and SR’s were totally disorganised and, like the liberals, actively opposed the revolution.

· However, although the Provisional Government held office, real power remained with the Soviet because it had the allegiance of the masses.

The Revisionist View

Continuity of the Revolutionary Movement

· The Soviet view is accurate – many cadre workers involved in the February revolution were veterans of previous campaigns, and it is entirely plausible that they influenced less politically aware colleagues.

· The February revolution saw cadre workers and the great mass of workers come together.

· The revolution was not centrally organised but it was consciously willed.

The Role of the Bolsheviks

· The Soviet view of the role of the Bolsheviks is exaggerated – activists amounted to no more than 2% of the workforce. They may have claimed great things for themselves but evidence is lacking. 

· Other groups were equally radical  - some Mensheviks and radical SRs e.g. – and it is hard to disentangle them. 

· Since the mid-80’s and the era of glasnost (openness) when Soviet archives were opened, the traditional estimate of 24,000 for membership of the Bolshevik party has had to be revised to a figure nearer 10,000.

· The party was badly split at the beginning of the war; many leading members supported it; Bolshevik deputies were in a tiny minority within the Petrograd Soviet (40/600 at the beginning of March); and the leading members were in no position to provide leadership.

· Soviet historians can’t explain why the masses didn’t support the party which is supposed to have led them and led the revolution. 

Proletarian Hegemony

· While Petrograd workers might have launched the revolution, they certainly didn’t hold sway over all groups as Soviet historians claim.

· Soldiers and peasants each had their own grievances and reasons for revolution and didn’t need the proletariat’s leadership.

· And if the proletariat was so powerful, why did so many groups rally behind the Provisional Government?

The Tsarist Regime

· The liberal view of the revolution is shown to be lacking here – revisionists do not view Nicholas’s shortcomings as so crucial. In taking charge of the war and refusing to compromise with the Duma he was acting in character and his traditional supporters wouldn’t have expected anything else. 

· Revisionists don’t believe that the authorities could have saved the day for the old regime.

The Liberals

· While some liberals were hostile to the revolution (the Soviet view), others were much more radical and delighted with the Tsar’s fall. Many doctors, teachers and lawyers had become very radical; and the Progressive Bloc within the Duma eventually sided with socialists in their opposition to the Tsar.

Mensheviks and SRs 

· Revisionists see the Mensheviks and SRs more favourably than either liberal or Soviet historians. True, many supported the Provisional Government, but they also expected the proletariat to develop its role and influence and, at the same time, feared that were the Soviet to take immediate control, counter revolution would follow.  

