ORR Notes – Dr Chris Ward 
Lecture 3 1917 Lenin and the Bolshevik Seizure of Power

No time for anything not Petrocentric.

1) February 1917

a) Lenin before February

Living in Switzerland his views changed due to the impact of WW1. Expected an imperialist war but shocked by the failure of Western socialist parties to start worldwide revolution. German SDP v. powerful with 50 socialist newspapers. After failure called German SDP ‘a stinking corpse’. By February revolution saw socialism in Russia possible as part of wider movement of world revolution.

Revolution was inevitable. There can be no government when the monopoly on organised violence is lost. 

4th Duma forced NII to abdicate. The purpose was to try to stop revolution. 

Clearly unrepresentative as only 16% of the male population in Russia were represented by the Provisional Government. 

The Tauride Palace saw the formation of both the Provisional Government and the Petrograd Soviet. The Petrograd Soviet differed from the 1905 Petrograd Soviet as it was composed of workers and soldiers with the implicit idea of being armed. The 1905 Soviet was easy to crush as it possessed only one Browning revolver.

The Executive Committee of the Soviet was mainly SR leadership with Menshevik support. They shared Dual Authority with the PG. 

160,000 garrison of Petrograd had dubious loyalties. 

PG and PS clashed. They did have some common agreements like defending against tsarist counter-revolutionaries and promulgating a Constituent Assembly but there were more radical forces like the Kronstadt sailors in the Gulf of Finland who had set up a separate republic at the inception of the revolution. 
Two key issues between PG and PS:

1) War

2) Garrison

Led to publishing of Order no. 1. Why was this published? To keep the revolution alive in the capital by protecting the Soviet and also to make sure the soldiers could not be sent to the front line where they would be executed. 

PG had to keep Britain and France onside as they could otherwise support tsarist faction. Looked bad to the public. PS said that it would only protect Russia’s borders – called it ‘Revolutionary Defencism’. 

b) Bolsheviks in February

Seen to be unimportant. The only Bolshevik involvement in the February Days was the radical Vyborg District workers who brought out the strikers. The metalworking union leader Shliapnikov was a minor figure. The Bolsheviks had no role in the PG and no role in the Executive of the PS. 

In February Mensheviks, SRs and Bolsheviks were all together toeing the same party line of ‘revolutionary defencism’. Lenin however argued that a second revolution was needed. He used the Paris Commune as a model for Petrograd. 

2) From February to April.
The honeymoon period was now over. The PG was taken to the right. It was a heyday of vigorous debate. Lenin called it “the freest of all the belligerent countries in the world”. 

Trades Unions took over. They began to start carrying out government functions. Soviets held all the weapons and elected their own officers. The Soviet was in effect the government.

3) Lenin realized that the Soviet was the ‘locus of power’. Other leaders did not realise this. Lenin published the April Theses calling for the Bolsheviks to disavow the PG and create a communist utopia.

In his follow up pamphlet State and Revolution Lenin says that no coercive forces should be needed – thinking this by September 1917.

Chose to use slogans ‘Peace Bread and Land’ and ‘All Power to the Soviets’

4) From April to July

a) After February the Bolsheviks still didn’t listen to Lenin, getting even more fractious. The Bolsheviks were trying to be all things to all people. 

Lenin appealed to the party rank and file, the radical elements on the streets. He used this popular mandate to bludgeon party leaders into submission. The Bolsheviks had one major advantage over the other parties as uniquely they were not tainted by association with the failures of the Provisional Government.

b) The July Days
The economic crisis and Lenin’s rabble-rousing combined in a cock-up. This failure gave enormous hope to the Liberals. The defeat of the minor left wing threat from the Bolsheviks, who decided at the last moment not to support a second Revolution, was a major tonic. Arrest warrants were issued, the printing presses of the Bolsheviks were smashed and Lenin fled. He was only in Petrograd from April 4th to July 6th – then he did not return (except for some party meetings) until the eve of the revolution. 
At a meeting on October 10th at Sukhanov’s flat (his wife was the Communist – he made the tea!) the Bolsheviks decided that revolution was inevitable and then only called on the party to prepare! Kamenev and Zinoviev however who were against a second revolution published an article the following day in which they claimed the Bolsheviks had decided to go ahead. Kerensky read the article and panicked, sending troops around. Trotsky, a Bolshevik since summer and new Chairman of the Soviet, told the Executive: “Either we overthrow the PG or the revolution is lost”. 
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