Lenin & the Bolsheviks: 1917

February Revolution: Lenin abroad.  Some Bolsheviks were in the newly reformed Petrograd Soviet.  Future leading Communists Molotov and Stalin arrived back in Petrograd soon after the Feb Rev.

Lenin distrusted any LW group who joined the PG.  Stalin and Kamenev, already in the capital, called for support for the PG providing the PG did a deal with them.  Stalin even supported the PG in carrying on the war.

Lenin’s arrival in mid-April was greeted by cheering crowds.  He addressed them from the top of an armoured car.  He then spoke at Bolshevik HQ for 2 hours.   Lenin wanted further revolution and the end to the war.  Mensheviks scoffed him and some Bolsheviks were not convinced.

Kerensky commented that with Lenin’s arrival the revolution was about to really start.

The people were enjoying their freedom but were aware that the same basic problems remained.  Lenin’s April Theses gave some idea of a solution.  

Lenin advocated the overthrow of the PG by the soviets.  Bolsheviks were now offered an alternative course of action to that of compromise advocated by Stalin and Kamenev.

Some Bolsheviks left the party, seeing Lenin as too extreme.  This helped him gain better control.  Lenin was able to portay the Bs as distinct from other parties working with the govt.  He became more popular when it became known that Milyukov, the PG foreign minister, had promised the allies Russia would carry on the war.

A PG re-organisation in May letting some Mensheviks and SRs into the cabinet again helped emphasise the Bs as different and untainted by failure in war and domestic policy.

Lenin reiterated his opposition of the PG with the phrase “all power to the soviets”.

The PGs new war offensive in June met with disaster and new protest in the capital.  Lenin was away in Finland resting.  The Bs decided to support the agitation but the PG was able to suppress it and then arrest/ attempt to arrest leading Bs for causing insurrection.  They also accused the Bs of being supported by German money – this was probably true.

Lenin and another leading B, Zinoviev, returned to the capital and the surrounding area but stayed in hiding.  Lenin escaped back to Finland in disguise when it seemed that he might be caught.

From Finland Lenin continued to try to convince the Central Committee of the party to adopt a policy of revolution.  Not easy as many in the CC disagreed with him and some other Bs would openly ignore the CC. 

Fleeing to Finland was Lenin’s low point.  Kerensky became PM and brought other LW parties i.e. Mensheviks into the PG.

The CC had new elections and more extreme LW members were elected, open to Lenin’s ideas.

Lenin had, at one time, toyed with idea of working with other LW groups to achieve total power through the soviets.  Their going into the PG convinced him it was best for the Bs to stand alone.

The Kornilov coup compromised Kerensky, marking a divide between the PG and a significant proportion of the army.  Kerensky had to rely on the Bs to help defend Petrograd.  Lenin wrote to the CC that fighting Kornilov did not mean an alliance with Kerensky.

With the coup averted and Bs back in a prominent position in Petrograd Trotsky came clearly onto Lenin’s side.  Lenin came to the capital disguised and at a CC meeting on 23 Oct a majority of 10 to 2 voted in favour of an uprising versus the PG.  Kamenev and Zinoviev voted against Lenin.

Bolsheviks were by now in the majority in the Petrograd and Moscow soviets.  Lenin told the CC that Russia now had a choice between a Kerensky dictatorship and a Bolshevik revolution.  He said that Bs were in the majority in the most radical soviets so they should act.

The CC told Lenin to stay in hiding.  Trotsky organised the October coup.  

The success of the coup led to Lenin addressing the 2nd congress of soviets and announcing the success of the revolution.

Lenin had advocated starting Revolution in Moscow but the Bs were weaker there and the SRs were stronger.  Trotsky had masterminded the seizure of power in the capital.

It is wrong to see the B party as homogenous (unified) in 1917.  It is wrong to see it as Lenin’s own.  Some Bs opposed Lenin.  Some SRs and Mensheviks joined the party after the Feb Rev and these individuals did not all immediately gel or support Lenin’s ideas.

At times Lenin was pragmatic in adopting new ideas but he always stuck to his principles of no compromise and revolution.

Zinoviev called Lenin’s policy a gamble.  It was.  Many peasants and a large number of the army opposed the Bs.  Many were not won over until the Bs began to establish themselves firmly in power.

Questions

1. Why was Lenin able to establish control of the B party?

2. How far was the success of the party due to Lenin?

