ORR Notes - Russia

Popular revolution or coup d’etat? October 1917
Even though Bolsheviks were in the minority across the country as a whole, they gave the appearance of acting for the majority in the All Russia and Petrograd Soviet. In fact at no time during 1917 did the Bolsheviks have majority support within Russia. Their appeal was strongest within towns and the armed forces. In the Constituent Assembly elections of November 1917 the Bolsheviks achieved only 24% of the vote. 

There has been controversy over whether popular support was for the Bolsheviks or the Soviet. Leonard Schapiro in The Communist Party of the Soviet Union stated that: ‘the soviets rather than the party attracted mass allegiance, which the Bolsheviks exploited.’

Lenin once in power evinced no desire to work with others except the Left SRs from December 1917 to March 1918. He planned to rule alone, despite the fears of Kamenev, Zinoviev and Rykov that the only possible rule would be through terror. 

This view of Lenin as a ruthless would be dictator out for power is the view of Richard Pipes. However his history is political and fails to take into account the social and economic conditions of the time. Peasants were seizing land and individual nationalist groups were seizing the initiative and asserting their independence. Historians like John Keep in Russian Revolution: A Study in Mass Mobilisation (1976) and French historian Marc Ferro in October 1917: A Social History of the Russian Revolution (1980) agree that disillusionment with the war and economic collapse meant that Bolsheviks did indeed have widespread political support. 

As I have mentioned the Bolsheviks only polled 24% of the vote in the elections for the Constituent Assembly. But appearances can be misleading. The Bolsheviks achieved majority support among the urban working class and from over 10% of the peasantry. The SR vote is not differentiated between Left and Right SRs, the latter of which formed a significant minority and joined the Bolsheviks in government in December 1917.

So why did support for the Bolsheviks increase?


According to Christopher Read in his From Tsar to Soviets: Russian People and their Revolution, 1917-21 Bolshevik membership rose from 10,000 in February to over 200,000 in October. Similarly in his Rethinking the Revolution Edward Acton claims membership rose from 24,000 to 350,000. By September 1917 the Bolsheviks were publishing 75 different newspapers and journals in eight different languages, and the print run of the party newspaper Pravda (Truth) had increased from 90,000 in July to 200,000 in October.
What advantages did the Bolsheviks have over other political parties?

Advantages:

1) They had a recognised leader in Lenin who had made clear his opposition to the Provisional Government.

2) The Central Committee had a clear decision-making structure as well as a core of dedicated supporters.

3) The Mensheviks were divided – linked with the idea of revolutionary defencism (They opposed offensive operations in the war but were willing to fight off German attacks) taken up by their leader Irakli Tsareteli. This became increasingly unpopular after the failure of the June offensive. Tsereteli had been in the Provisional Government since May, and this compromised his position with left wing supporters, who looked to the founder of Menshevism, Yuli Martov, for alternative leadership.

Brief bio – Tsareteli (1881-1960)

Became a leading Menshevik after the 1903 split and was editor of the Menshevik paper Kvali (Track). Minister of the Interior in the Provisional Government. After the October Revolution Lenin ordered Tsareteli’s arrest so he remained in Georgia throughout the Civil War. When the Red Army captured the area he fled to France and later emigrated to the USA.

4) The SRs were compromised when their leader, Victor Chernov, also joined the Provisional Government in May. Growing opposition to the Provisional Government’s agricultural policy was shown at the SR Council, which took place between 6 and 10 August. Left SRs received about 40 % of the vote and were eventually to join Lenin’s government in Dec 1917.

5) With the creation of the Third Provisional Government under Kerensky on 25 September central authority within Russia had all but collapsed. Following the failure of the June Offensive, the Kornilov Affair and the economic collapse Russia lacked effective government. 
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