Interpretations of the Russian revolution
The Liberal School

The liberal school of thought can be split into 2 further subsections, the optimists and the pessimists.  A common feature of both groups is that they share the common view that the Bolsheviks needn’t have come to power

The Optimistic Liberals
The view of the optimistic liberals is that the Tsarist system could have survived.  They argue this as they believe that the Tsarist system was making progress between 1905 and 1914 and that it also held the key instrument of power: The tools of oppression (Army, Okhrana and the Police).  They also see progress in the work of Stolypin and the granting of a State Duma.  They explain the Tsar’s downfall using World War One, arguing that the war polarised parts of the population due to the suffering caused by the strains of war.  This build up of tension eventually culminated in the spontaneous and unorganised February Revolution

They also argue that instead of the October Revolution, Russia should have developed into a liberal state.  They view the October revolution as a side path that should not have been followed.
The Pessimistic Liberals

The pessimist liberals believed that the strains of economic change over the entire period meant that some form of change was inevitable.  This was because they see the Tsars attempts at implementing reforms as being half hearted and sham like.  However, they argue that there were many possible routes for the change and that Bolshevism was not inevitable.

Comments

The Liberal school was popular until the 1970’s.  The main sources of evidence for the liberal schools came from Russian émigrés.  This would naturally distort the integrity of the evidence as the émigrés were typically from the higher end of Russian society with vested interests in the international interpretation of the collapse of Tsarism.
The Soviet School

The Soviet school changes considerably after Glasnost, the opening of soviet archives allowed historians to access more sources.  This created a Soviet and worldwide revisionism towards the revolutions.
Pre-Glasnost

Before Glasnost, Soviet historians argued that the role of individuals in the downfall of Tsarism was unimportant (except those involved in the building of the dictatorship of the proletariat – expressed only in Marxist-Leninism).  They argue that the twilight years of the Tsarist regime were marked by a shift in power from the landed nobility to the growing bourgeoisie, thus, to these historians, the February (and October) revolution was a natural progression amongst the Marxist-Leninist route.  They argue this case based upon what they see as growing pressures of the “lower orders” with the Bolsheviks placed as the representative of the anger and will of the proletariat. To explain why the Bolsheviks did not take power in February 1917, they argue that it would have happened, if they had not been betrayed by the Mensheviks.

Post-Glasnost

Most Russian writers in the post-Glasnost period saw communism as a failure.  In their writings they tried to re-establish the reputation of Nicholas II as justification of their views.  Their key argument was that Nicholas II was a good person who was let down by the system that he inherited.  The inadequacies of the Tsarist system were what had caused the revolutions, not the Tsar himself.  However, this stance has been criticised due to its failure to recognise the integral nature of the Tsar to Tsarism.  The often touted devout father image could have no bearing upon the argument for his ineptness in ruling.

Revisionist

The revisionist school uses the evidence from soviet archives to argue that the revolution was part of History from below.  This view overlaps with the Pre-Glasnost Soviet view in that the changes in the lower orders” was the main reason for the revolutions.   It also overlaps on the role and relative unimportance of the individual, for this, it has been criticised by liberal historians.

Post Revisionist

In response to the criticisms of the liberals, a post revisionist school has developed. They argue that it was a mixture of internal and external forces polarised by World War One that bought about the revolution.  It takes something from almost every other school as it mixes different aspects of each to synthesise a more acceptable theory.

Overall Comments

By combining arguments of previous theories, the post-revisionist school has set itself up to become the most acceptable school and for now, seems the one that accommodates most of the existing evidence.  However, in this debate there can be no definitive view that is entirely justified.  The uncertainty surrounding the events of the collapse of Tsardom means that there is always the possibility of new or reinterpretations of evidence that can promote a long discarded theory or bring down the status quo (as the effects of Glasnost have shown).
