enin’s Bolshevik Party seized control of Russia
during the October Revolution of 1217, but it
faced an enormous task to retain power and
build on it. The previous revelutionary govern-
ment initially had mass support but only lasted a
few months. The Bolsheviks started from an even
wealer base. They were a minority party trving
to impose their will on Russia, They faced fierce
opposition both within the nation and from cutside
it. Lenin’s first year would be a crucial battle for
survival,
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What made it even harder was that the Bolsheviks
had not planned for this sitwation. They were revo-
lutionaries focused on the overthrow of the tsarist
and provisional governments, but the speed of events
overtook them and few Bolsheviks had spent much
time deciding how they would crganise things once
the revolution had been achieved. Marxists had
always believed that centralised government would
fade away after a proletariat revolution. Trotsky said
that ‘all we need to do is issue a few decrees, then
shut up shop and go home', If only it was that easy.

. Storming of the Winter
Palace, October 1917
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Lenin addressing the
crowd in Red Square,
Moscow, October 1917
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The greatest problem that Lenin faced in the battle
for Bolshevik survival was the threat of Germany,
with whom Russia was still at war. The Russian
military was exhausted, and could not continue the
fight. Most Russian soldiers looked for a quick end
to the war, and the Bolsheviks had been the only
party to promise that. Now the troops wanted the
Bolsheviks to keep their promise. They were happy
when, within weeks of coming into power, Lenin

“clothes agamsr the winter cofd? The workers inthe
~factories dre also. strongfy mdmed ta g wit e
; Bo!shewks because they know that anly the end of
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agreed an armistice with Germany and fighting
ceased. A few weeks later, the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk
formalised the end of the war.

The peace treaty was devastating. A third of
Russia’s European land was given to Germany or
its allies, and Russia was ordered to pay 3 billion
roubles in reparations, Not all Bolsheviks believed

that they should accept the harsh terms, but the
urgent need to stop the war was illustrated when
the German army continued its advance towards
Petrograd and shelled the city. Lenin and Trotsky
also believed that time was on their side and that
the socialist revolution would spread to Europe
within a few years, Therefore, they were willing to
sacrifice part of Russia in the short term, in the hope
of long-term gains.

At the end of the October Revolution, the Bolsheviks
controlled little more than Petrograd and Moscow,
Only 300,000 people were members of the party,
yet Lenin wanted 1o spread Bolshevik control right
across Russia. Many others were equally determined
to stop him.
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The soviets

To legitimise his leadership and give the Bolsheviks
awider powerbase, Lenin claimed that the October
Revolution had been spuited on by the soviets
rather than the Bolshevik Party. He persistently
declared that Sovnarkom (his revolutionary gov-
ernment) had been appointed to govern by the
Congress of Soviets, which was in turn elected by
local soviets.

The reality was very different. The Bolsheviks had
outmanoeuvred their opposition and seized power.
The Central Committee of the Bolshevik Party, led
by Lenin, provided all the ministess of Sovnarkom.
The Bolsheviks made up their own rules, and the
Congress of Soviets and local soviets did what they
were told. Instead of power and authority flowing
up from the soviets, as Lenin claimed, it flowed
down from the top. Right from the beginning, it
was the Bolsheviks who held power, not the soviets.

The Constituent Assembly

The October Revolution had come too late to stop
the elections to the Constituent Assembly. Lenin
had initially supported the elections as a means
of disrupting the old Provisional Government,
but now that he was in charge he had no inten-
tion of allowing his power to be diluted. Lenin's
attitude hardened when the results of the election
were announced. The Bolsheviks had only 175
of 717 seats in the new assembly and gained less
than a quarter of the total votes cast. The Social
Revolutionaries, on the other hand, had double the
number of seats and votes.

Lenin decided that he was not going to work with
the new body. Even though it approved many of his
early decrees and actions, the Constituent Assembly
was forcibly dissolved after 1 day by the Red Guards.
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Lenin justified his actions by saying that the reason
for setting up the Constituent Assembly — to create
a representative government — had already been
achieved. In reality, Lenin was determined that all
power would be reserved for the Bolsheviks and
himself.

Ban on other political parties

Lenin issued decrees that banned all bour-
geois parties and their newspapers. This ban was
then extended to all other political parties. The
Bolsheviks took control of many local soviets, either
by persuasion or force. By the middle of July 1918,
Russia was a one-party state and the Bolsheviks
were in total political control.

Even though they had control of the political insti-
tutions, the Bolsheviks still needed to retain the
backing of people. Lenin thought that the best way
10 do this was to resurrect the crippled economy.
This also matched the aims of Marxism, because
although the October Revolution was supposed to
mark the victory of the proletariat over the bous-
geoisie, there was much work left to do.

PABOTHMIIE . KPECTBIHKE

A difficult task lay ahead if the Bolsheviks were
to transform the Russian economy. Lenin had few
practical ideas of how he was going to overthrow
capitalism and had no coherent plan for its replace-
ment. In addition, the war against Germany had
brought the Russian economy close to collapse:

g industrial production had dropped to 60% of
1914 levels

e inflation had surged

& grain supplies were 13 million tons short of what
was required

Lenin argued that the change from capitalism
10 socialism could not take place overnight. He
called the transitional stage between capitalism
and socialism 'state capitalism’.

Decree on Land

Lenin introduced two new economic measures.
The Decree on Land stated that private ownership
of land was abolished and allowed peasants to
overthrow their landlords and occupy their land,
Large estates were confiscated from the church and
nobility to be redistributed by the soviets. Much of
this had already been going on since February 1917,
so the Decree on Land merely legitimised what
had already taken place. However, it also ensured
that the Bolsheviks retained support among the
peasants.

Decree on Workers' Control

Similarly, the Decree on Workers' Control legiti-
mised the previous actions of many urban workers
and won their support. It allowed them to take
control of factories and said that their former
owners should not receive compensation. The
decree also introduced new rules and regulations to
ensure that factories ran effectively and efficiently
to help the economy recover, something which had
often not been happening since the workers’ com-
mittees had taken charge.

Vesenkha

Lenin also set up Vesenkha, a council that took
control of key economic institutions like banks,
railways, shipping companies and some of the
more important factories. Vesenkha made it much
easier for the Bolsheviks to control the centralised
economy. It also cancelled foreign debts that Russia
owed to other countries, freeing up money for use
in Russia.

As well as economic reform, Lenin hoped to win
support by implementing new social policies. He
wanted to define a clear break beiween the old
system of government and the new Bolshevik
system. He did this symbolically by formally
renaming Russia as the Russian Sodialist Federal
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Soviet Republic, and the Bolshevik Party was
renamed the Communist Party. All titles were abol-
ished, and ‘comrade’ became the standard greeting.
The Russian calendar was also modernised and
brought in line with the rest of Europe.

In more practical social reforms that affected the
lives of the Russian people, the old legal system was
replaced by the new people’s courts and schools
were brought under state control rather than being
run by the church. Married women were given
equal rights with their husbands, and civil mar-
riage and divorce were made easier.

Of course, not all Russians happily accepted
Bolshevism, and many remained antagonistic to
Lenin. The creation of the Cheka (a secret police
force) gave Lenin the power that he needed to
deal with opposition, whether social, political or
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economic. The Cheka was given the task of destroy-
ing counter-revolution, and had a wide range of
powers that gave it almost complete freedom to do
whatever it required to prop up Bolshevik rule. The
bourgeoisie were hunted down and arrested, as were
many Social Revolutionaries, The Cheka also made
sure that criticism of the Bolsheviks was ruthlessly
crushed and suppressed.

Lenin’s strategy to consolidate the new Bolshevik
government was a pragmatic response to the reality
of the situation in which he found himself. He did
not stick rigidly to Marxist principles, and he cer-
tainly did more than ‘issue a few decrees, then shut
up shop and go home’. Within a year of taking
charge, the Bolsheviks had pushed through poiiti-
cal changes that made Russia a one-party state and
enacted economic and social changes both to win
support from ordinary Russians and to implement
Marxist ideas.

Of course, the Bolsheviks were not completely
secure yet. Britain and France wanted to topple the
Bolshevik regime, and the coming years would see
civil war in Russia and infighting in the Communist
Party. However, Lenin had achieved his primary
aim: the Bolsheviles had survived, created a secure
foundation, and begun to build on it. '
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