
The Journal of the Oxford University History Society • • Hilary Term 2021 Issue XIV

To what extent was the Bolshevik victory between 1917 and 1921 due to genuine
popular support?

David Saveliev

Introduction

To what extent (if any) was the Bolshevik victory between 1917 and 19231 due to genuine popular

support?

Throughout this essay, I argue that while extremely violent, the Bolsheviks were indeed relying on

popular support where it counted. I claim that genuine popular support was the critical element of the

Bolshevik victory in the October Revolution, and one of the main causes for their victory in the Civil War.

I go through the three main historiographical schools of thought on the matter, then proceed to an

approximate breakdown of the Russian society. Then I analyse how each main sector of said society was

engaging with the Bolsheviks during the period in question.

History Matters: Historiographical Schools of Thought

In this section, I explore main historiographical schools on the subject. I focus on Western scholarship

here, mainly because Russian scholarship is still too muddled in politics (according to Russian academics

themselves) and follows Western historiography's approximate shape.2 Soviet patterns of historiography

were fairly predictable in that they generally followed the party line.3

As Sheila Fitzpatrick summarises in her article “Revisionism in Soviet History,” at the inception of

scholarship of the USSR, the so-called totalitarian model of analysis reigned. The 1917 revolution was

viewed largely as a victory of a small violent group over an unwilling, victimised population. This

narrative fit well with the political mood in the West, especially as the Cold War began.4 The totalitarian

tradition is best exemplified by scholars like Richard Pipes.

4 Sheila Fitzpatrick, "Revisionism in Soviet History," History and Theory 46, no. 4 (2007): 77-91.
3 Ibid.

2 V. P. Buldakov, "Scholarly Passions around the Myth of “Great October”: Results of the Past Decade,"
Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 2, no. 2 (2001): 295-305.

1 Note that even though the question has it as 1917-1921, the Yakut Revolt went on until 1923, so that is
the time frame I will be using. See Alexander Petrushin, "Omsk, Ayan, Lubyanka. The Three lives of
General Pepelyaev," Homeland , no. 9 (1996).
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In the 1970s and 80s, a movement of then young historians like Walter LaFeber challenged the totalitarian

paradigm. According to Fitzpatrick, they were inspired by the New Left and by Annales school-style

social history. They nearly replaced the totalitarian paradigm in the academic world.5 Vis-a-vis the

Revolution and the Civil War, revisionists focused on the aspect of mass mobilisation, on history “from

below” arguing that genuine popular support was indeed present. Fitzpatrick herself is a good example of

a revisionist scholar.

Finally, after the fall of the USSR and opening of the Soviet archives, the revisionist school was itself

“revised” by post-revisionists, informed by cultural theory, postmodernist and feminist thought.6

Post-revisionists like Peter Holquist often synthesise both totalitarians and revisionists' arguments,

highlighting the dark ideological drivers within the USSR. They demystify the Soviets, drawing parallels

between the development of the USSR and Western liberal democracies. What is important in my

approach to the schools is that I try to apply their paradigms to individual sectors of Russian society,

instead of trying to fit the whole of Russia into the barrel of a one single school.

Popular Support from What Population?

To understand how the schools can be applied to each sector of the Russian society at the time, there

needs to be a brief description of Russia's social structure at the beginning of the XX century.

Russia had a complex, but relatively clearly defined social structure. While the 1917 revolutions upended

this ancient structure, it remained influential throughout the October Revolution and the Civil War and is

an excellent analytical framework. In the Imperial Legal Code, all of imperial subjects were divided into

three soslovies or estates: Natural Subjects (mainly ethnic Russians), inorodtsy (literally “foreign-born,”

non-Russians like Sakha or Jews) and Finnish Subjects. Natural subjects, the largest group, was

subdivided into four estates: dvorianstvo or nobility, clergy, city dwellers and peasants.7 Some scholars

also single out the Cossacks, exiles and the military as separate estates, but that is beyond this paper's

scope.8

8 Марина Савченко, "Организационно-правовые основы деятельности казачества юга России:
середина XVI - начало XX вв." 2007): 10-15.

7 Я. А. Канторович, Законы о состояниях: свод законов Т. IX, изд.1899 г., по Прод. 1906, 1908 и
1909 гг. (СПб: ГПИБ, 1911): 200-201.

6 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
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At the time, Russia was tremendously unequal, with some estates being granted privileges other Russians

could only dream of –for instance, the clergy and nobility were essentially not taxable. On the contrary,

the peasantry and most city dwellers had to pay a personal tax, were drafted in the military, and were

eligible for corporal punishment, not to mention the restrictions like the Pale of Settlement put on the

inororodtsy.9 The least privileged groups were also overwhelmingly largest. Nikolai Rubakin’s Russia in

Numbers, published in 1912, shows just how overwhelming the divide was. “Per 1000 souls” there were

771 peasants, 106 urbanites and 66 inorodtsy.10

Fig. 1: The Relative Number of Soslovies in Russia.

Source: Nikolay Rubakin, Russia in Numbers. The Country. People. Estates. Classes, Russian Ed. (Russian History

Books, 2015)

The largest soslovies were faced with poor living conditions and lack of social mobility. Peasants in the

agrarian Empire depended on the weather’s caprice for basic food, and cities struggled with inequality

10 Nikolay Rubakin, Russia in Numbers. The Country. People. Estates. Classes, Russian Ed. (Russian
History Books, 2015): 112.

9 Канторович, Законы о состояниях: свод законов Т. IX, изд.1899 г., по Прод. 1906, 1908 и 1909 гг.
”: 230-238.
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and food insecurity.11 Literacy rates were low as well, with only around 37.9% of men above seven and

only 12.5% of the women literate.12 Famines, that hit the poorest the hardest, were common. The Russian

famine of 1891–92 alone caused 375,000 to 500,000 deaths.13 Lastly, the rate of political inequality was

incredibly high. V-Dem (Figure 2) shows the level of an egalitarian democracy in Russia as one of the

lowest in Europe, on par with that of Iran and China. Note the spike in 1917-18 —the Bolsheviks did

bring a dose of equality, however flawed, with them.

Fig. 2: V-dem Data on Egalitarian Democracy in France, Germany, UK, Russia, 1900-1925. Source: created by the

author based on World Bank Data.

The Great War could only exacerbate the aforementioned problems. After Nicholas II abdicated, the

Provisional Government struggled to carry on in the unpopular and wasteful war. While initially WWI

roused patriotic jubilation, by 1917 entire platoons were deserting at once.14 The war drew enormous

14 William A. Pelz, "War Leads to Revolution: Russia (1917), Central Europe (1918–19)," in A People's
History of Modern Europe (Pluto Press, 2016), 115-126.

13 David Lilly, "The Russian Famine of 1891-92 ," Loyola University History Journal (2000): 11.
12 Kerry Foley, "Literacy and Education in the Early Soviet Union," Russia.by (2012): 41-50.

11 Scott J. Seregny, "Peasants, Nation, and Local Government in Wartime Russia," Slavic Review 59, no.
2 (2000): 336-342.
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resources. Total Russian casualties were at 3,311,000, higher than any other power’s.15 There were riots

caused by food shortages and conscription. Only in 1916, there were 288 food riots across the Empire.16

As Rex Wade puts it: “The war was central both to the coming of the revolution and to its outcome. What

is certain is that, even if a revolution was probable or inevitable, the war profoundly shaped the revolution

that did occur.”

Eating Pheasant and Pineapple: Dvorianstvo and Clergy

I begin the excursion into the Bolsheviks' impact on various soslovies with the most privileged of them.

The nobility and the clergy had little in common with the Bolsheviks. The Bolsheviks uniformly stood

against them, and these elite groups were not fond of the Bolsheviks either.17 The clergy was terrified of

the Bolsheviks’ militant atheism. The Bolsheviks believed that the Church was the most reactionary

structure in an already conservative society that needed to be destroyed in order to carry out the great

transformation Lenin envisioned.18 Similarly, the dvorianstvo and the Bolsheviks were clearly positioned

against each-other ideologically, due to the Bolsheviks’ violent egalitarian rhetoric.19 Of course, there

were a few exceptions like the “Red Duke'' Alexey Tolstoy. However, in general, it is safe to say that the

overwhelming majority of the clergy and dvorianstvo disliked the Bolsheviks and feared them.

After the October Revolution and deeper into the Civil War, the nobles and the clergy remained in firm

opposition to the Bolsheviks, being hunted down all over Russia. Many sought refuge abroad, lobbying

foreign governments against Red Russia, laying the foundation for a totalitarian school of thought.20 For

the two formerly privileged soslovies, the coming of the Bolsheviks was exactly what totalitarians claim:

a hostile takeover, destined to wipe them from the earth. As Fitzpatrick notes in her Russian Revolution:

“As far as the Bolsheviks were concerned, the old privileged classes were not just counter-revolutionary

by definition; the mere fact of their existence constituted a counter-revolutionary conspiracy.”21

21 Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2017): 310.
20 Fitzpatrick, "Revisionism in Soviet History": 77-91.
19 Wade, The Russian Revolution, 1917.
18 John McGuckin, The Eastern Orthodox Church: A New History, (Yale University Press, 2020): 100-108.

17 Rex A. Wade, The Russian Revolution, 1917, 3ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017):
56-76.

16 "Food and Nutrition (Russian Empire) | International Encyclopedia of the First World War (WW1),"
[cited 2021].  Available from
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/food_and_nutrition_russian_empire.

15 "War Losses (Russian Empire) | International Encyclopedia of the First World War (WW1)," [cited
2021],  Available from https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/war_losses_
russian_empire.
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The Cradle of the Proletariat: Urbanites

Urbanites had a very diverse relationship with the Bolsheviks. Journalists at the time noted ideologically

motivated hostility towards the Reds’ on the part of the upper and middle-class urbanites. In Ten Days

that Shook the World John Reed recounts his interview with a Russian businessman: “Revolution,’ he said

‘is a sickness. Sooner or later, the foreign powers must intervene here – as one would intervene to cure a

sick child.”22 Many in the upper and even middle classes preferred the Germans to the Bolsheviks, of

whom they were so horrified, bosses would sabotage their factories lest their workers form a soviet.23 For

many of the richer urbanites, just like for the nobles and the clergy, the totalitarian school’s approach

holds true – for them Bolsheviks were a hostile and alien power. After the revolution, many richer citizens

found themselves designated as the bourgeoisie, their property expropriated, themselves harassed, and

sometimes killed.24 However, even amongst the wealthiest urbanites there were Bolshevik sympathisers.

After all, even before 1905, Bolshevik-adjusted causes were extensively funded by millionaire Savva

Morozov.25 The Bolshevik party itself drew heavily from students and intelligentsia —many high ranked

Bolsheviks, including party leadership, didn’t have a proletarian background.26

The poorer layers of urban society were more susceptible to Bolshevik propaganda as they were their

primary targets. The Bolsheviks advocated for equality, the democratisation of workplaces and better

labour conditions: all under the political dictatorship of the proletariat.27 Of course, the workers were not

as universally enamoured by the Bolsheviks as Soviet historians would claim. Some supported the SRs,

the Mensheviks or even the Cadets. Quite a few were apolitical to begin with.28 However, the Bolsheviks

did enjoy a robust inflow of supporters from the urban proletariat. Robert Service is taking a rather

totalitarian approach to the Bolsheviks in his essay The Bolshevik Party, nevertheless, he admits that

about three-fifths of the party consisted of the proletariat and was attractive to working-class urbanites.29

29 Acton, Cherniaev, and Rosenberg, Critical companion to the Russian Revolution, 1914-1921, 42.
28 Carr and Davies, The Russian Revolution from Lenin to Stalin 1917-1929.
27 Lenin, Essential Works of Lenin: "What Is to Be Done?" and Other Writings, (Dover Publications, 2012).

26 Edward Acton, V. Chernyaev, and William G. Rosenberg, Critical Companion to the Russian Revolution,
1914-1921, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997): 42.

25 E. Carr and R. W. Davies, The Russian Revolution from Lenin to Stalin 1917-1929, 2ed. (Palgrave
Macmillan UK, 1979): 23.

24 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution.
23 Ibid.
22 John Reed, Ten Days that Shook the World: 100th Anniversary Edition (OR Books, 2017): 88.
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Figure 3. Contemporary artists already began imagining the Bolsheviks as larger-than-life figures.

Source: B. Kustodiev, The Bolshevik, Moscow, The Tretyakov Gallery, 1920.

The bolshevization of the soviets is a perfect case study. The soviets (literally “councils”) began emerging

during the 1905 revolution.30 They were indicative of the Russians’ politicisation running deep even

before the October Revolution. The Soviets were crushed by the Tsarist government but re-established

after the Emperor’s abdication.31 By 1917, there were over 900 soviets in Russia, and most were under

Bolshevik control by the time of the October Revolution.32 However, that was not always the case. While

historically left-leaning, the soviets were dominated by the SRs and the Mensheviks.33 It took painstaking

work on the Bolsheviks to infiltrate the soviets and win them on their side. The war was integral to this.

33 Ibid.
32 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
30 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution.
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When the SRs and the Mensheviks entered the government, the Soviets often felt that they were not

properly represented in their desire to stop engaging in WWI that was draining untold resources from

Russian people, but the Provisional Government felt like it needed to fulfil Russia’s international

obligations.34 The Bolshevik used their outsider status to seize upon this populist sentiment to win more

and more support, until they constituted an overwhelming majority in the soviets, fully controlling them.35

On the part of the urbanites, particularly working-class urbanites, it should be fair to say that while the

Bolsheviks might not have had the most support at their inception, by 1917 their stubborn work had paid

off, and they enjoyed significant support to the point that when the Winter Palace was stormed, city

sentries, consisting mostly of urbanite militiamen, joined the Bolsheviks.36 The Bolsheviks managed to

capture the support of the most militant urbanite groups —the kind of support that matters when one is

attempting an armed struggle for power.

After the October Revolution, the Bolshevik party grew in size and diversity. As Robert Service puts it

“Some saw the Bolsheviks as defenders from foreign aggression. Others saw them as architects of a

meritocratic society.”37 By 1921, only 44% of the party were from working class backgrounds. The

party’s support was expanding outside of just the working class, attracting people from all walks of life.

Of course, as Service notes, many of them could have been careerists, but the attraction of the Bolshevik

party was still evident.38

Immediately after the Revolution, many urbanites were granted rights they never enjoyed before. Women

got the right to vote, homosexuality was decriminalised, workplaces democratised...39 But not all was rosy

for the working-class urbanites. The Bolsheviks, who progressively found themselves in desperate need to

maintain a functioning state, resorted to brutal measures. By the 1920s they routinely arrested and killed

starving workers for striking for access to better food and pay, like in Tobolsk where the Red Army used

armoured trains to suppress the workers.40 The progression into authoritarianism was underway, as

Service points out in The Bolshevik Party.41 Especially after an attempted assassination attempt on Lenin

in August of 1918, the Bolsheviks realised that they need to take up the fearsome tools of terror. In

general, while popular support indeed remained, another important component was added to it —fear.

41 Acton, Cherniaev, and Rosenberg, Critical Companion to the Russian Revolution, 1914-1921.
40 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution.
39 Wade, The Russian Revolution, 1917.
38 Ibid.
37 Acton, Cherniaev, and Rosenberg, Critical companion to the Russian Revolution, 1914-1921, 45.
36 Reed, Ten Days that Shook the World: 100th Anniversary Edition, 77.
35 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution.
34 Wade, The Russian Revolution, 1917.
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Peoples of Russia, Unite: the Inorodtsy and Finland

For the inorodtsy and the Finns, the war meant a weakening of the state structures which allowed for

nationalism and separatism to flourish amongst many if not all groups. In fact, Finland used Nicolas II’s

abdication to open negotiations on seceding from the Empire.42 The Provisional Government quickly

established itself as a reactionary force against national liberation movements. Wade shows in Russian

Revolution, 1917 just how anxious the Provisional Government was about the potential of old imperial

holdings going their own ways: “Kerensky threatened military action against Finnish separatists and

spoke of Ukrainian demands for autonomy as Judas-like acts: “And who gave thee thirty pieces of

silver?”43

Wade points out the crucial detail: the Cadets, Mensheviks and SRs were a part of the Provisional

Government and therefore felt responsible for the preservation of the state.44 The Bolsheviks didn’t need

to concern themselves with such matters. The Bolsheviks were willing to work with the regional

nationalists, luring them with prospects of equality and federalism.45 Revisionist and post-revisionist

historians might rightfully concentrate on how the previously unheard voices of national minorities, who

were usually shunned from participation in Russian political life, found their place in Bolshevik

polyphony. Totalitarian school, on the other hand, could argue that the Bolsheviks never truly cared for

the inorodtsy, as Leninist ideology mostly disregarded the concept of national identities as reactionary and

irrelevant.46

However, it does not matter whether the Bolsheviks were sincere in their attempts to sway the inorodtsy

to their side —what matters is whether or not they succeeded. And for the most part they did. The

Bolsheviks’ federative rhetoric was often well taken, especially contrasted with the Provisional

Government’s reactionary imperialism.47 Unlike the government, the Bolsheviks were willing to affirm

the right to secede, and worked with local nationalist parties, steadily gaining popular support.48 It would

be safe to argue that for many ethnic minorities by the time of the revolution, the Bolsheviks were the

48 Ibid., 601.
47 Wade, The Russian Revolution, 1917, 606.
46 Service, Lenin: A Biography.
45 Ibid.
44 Wade, The Russian Revolution, 1917, 597-600.
43 Wade, The Russian Revolution, 1917, 657.
42 Wade, The Russian Revolution, 1917, 653.
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preferred actor in comparison with alternatives, and therefore the popular opinion was benevolent towards

them.

After the October Revolution, the mood was soured. Initially optimistic towards the Bolsheviks, many

national minorities found themselves fighting the Red Army or its proxies. Poland, the Baltic states, the

Caucasus, Central Asia, Ukraine —in most of the non-Russian regions, the idea of national liberation got

out of Bolshevik control.49 Many of the inorodtsy communities were strictly conservative, often deeply

religious.50 The Bolshevik policies of gender equality and atheism didn’t bode well with orthodox Islam.

Insurgencies in Soviet borderlands went on for years. Take the Basmachi insurgency in Turkestan that

lasted until 1934.51

51 Ibid.
50 Galina M. Yemelianova, Muslims of Central Asia: An Introduction, (Edinburgh University Press, 2019).
49 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution,
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Figure 4. Exemplary artefact of Bolshevik propaganda: “Comrades Muslims, under the green banner of the Prophet

you marched to conquer your steppe and villages. The enemies of the people took away your indigenous fields. Now,

under the red banner of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolution...”

Source: D. Moor, Товарищи Мусульмане! Mardjani Foundation, 1919.

All in all, the Civil War made the non-Russians face the apparent imperial nature of the emerging USSR.

As Fitzpatrick puts it: “The Bolsheviks' dilemma [...] was that policies of proletarian internationalism in

practice had a disconcerting similarity to the policies of old-style Russian imperialism.”52

The Fight for Bread: Peasants

The peasants constituted roughly two-thirds of Russian population, so their inclusion was pivotal for the

Bolsheviks. The discussion of peasant support is critical in the schools’ debate. The totalitarian school

points out that the peasants were conservative and apathetic, certainly not too keen on the Bolsheviks.

Revisionist and post-revisionist schools, however, bring up the fact that the poor peasants were

expropriating the nobles’ and rich peasants' property and burning their dachas, even without Bolshevik

propaganda.53 Sheila Fitzpatrick notes in The Russian Revolution, that since the February Revolution,

peasants kept demanding one thing: their land. The peasants believed “that they should get the land which

they had tilled as serfs for the nobles, and which had been retained by the noble landowners in the

Emancipation settlement.”54 Indeed, when unauthorised seizures of land began in summer of 1917, they

were done on behalf of entire peasant communities, rather than individual families.55

Bolsheviks took the village soviets by storm and competed with the SRs for influence.56 Important to note

here is that while the Bolsheviks often fetishised workers, they were critical of the peasants. Lenin

believed peasants to be reactionary and useless, unlike the proletariat.57 However, just like with the

inorodtsy, the Bolsheviks realised that they needed the peasants to win. By the time of the revolution

many politically involved peasants were persuaded by Lenin’s fiery pamphlets.58 Now, the SRs still were

tremendously popular amongst the peasants —and they did beat the Bolsheviks in the Constituent

58 Ibid.

57 Orlando Figes, Peasant Russia, Civil War: the Volga Countryside in Revolution (1917-1921) (London:
Phoenix Press, 2001).

56 Ibid.
55 Ibid.
54 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 194.
53 Ibid.
52 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 241.

11



The Journal of the Oxford University History Society • • Hilary Term 2021 Issue XIV

Assembly election —but the Bolsheviks enjoyed a great degree of support nevertheless.59 When the

October Revolution happened, the Bolsheviks and the peasants were looking eye to eye on the issue most

important to peasants: land.

But when the Civil War began, everything changed. While some peasants must have been enamoured by

the Bolsheviks at first, this romance didn’t last long after 1917. The peasants and their food were one of

the main resources that the warring armies struggled for. The Bolsheviks needed food for soldiers and

horses and men for their armies all of which they pitilessly expropriated from the peasants.60

The Red Army did not have the highest discipline and morals —rape, theft, and violence were all but

uncommon. Many peasants even formed armed units to protect their villages.61 The fate of the peasants

during the Civil War is most aligned with the totalitarian school’s approach: the Bolsheviks imposed

backbreaking and alien ways upon the peasants. In general, as Scott Seregny puts it in Peasants, Nation,

and Local Government in Wartime Russia —“above all, the peasants wanted to be left alone.”62

Figure 5. For many peasants, this was the experience of their interaction with the Red Army.

Source: I. Repin, “Bolsheviks Stealing Bread,”1918.

62 Ibid.
61 Ibid.
60 Seregny, "Peasants, Nation, and Local Government in Wartime Russia": 336-342.
59 Ibid.
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The wrangling of the peasantry was perhaps the biggest blow to the popular support of the Bolsheviks.

Almost two thirds of the population were, to various degrees, uprooted, subjugated, and used for a cause

they had little say in. And this mistreatment served only as a precursor to the dramatic series of

catastrophes —collectivisation, famines, dekulakization… The list goes on.

The Red Army is the Strongest: Soldiers and sailors.

It might seem that I ran through all major estates, however, World War I has transformed the Russian

society and created, what was, for all intents and purposes, a new class of people with its own distinct

culture and organisation —soldiers and sailors. Soldiers and sailors were the necessary building blocks for

the Bolshevik victory. While the Bolsheviks might not have had the most overwhelming popular support,

they won through popular support of the most necessary for their goals members of society. They did not

need the support of an average clergyman or a noble. They needed the support of people who could hold a

rifle, and shoot said rifle at the class enemies.

Soldiers and sailors were exactly what they needed. And the Bolsheviks were just the right party for the

men of war.  Lenin claimed that for a vanguard party to succeed it has to be organised along the lines of

an army. In 1915, Lenin wrote: “Take the army of today. It is a good example of organisation. [...]

Tomorrow your ballot paper is taken from you and you are given a rifle […] Prepare to create new

organisations and use these useful weapons of death and destruction against your own government and

your own bourgeoisie.“63 Sheila Fitzpatrick notes: “The Bolsheviks were a fighting party --even a

street-fighting party --in 1917: that was one of the main reasons for their popularity with workers,

soldiers, and sailors.”64 The violence of the Bolsheviks showed the soldiers and the sailors that they meant

business and were worthy of support. Further into the war as the Bolsheviks’ violence and

authoritarianism increased, some military men rose up against them. Asides from those joining the White

Army, there were even left wing anti-Bolsheviks amongst the fighting men. Take the ill-fated Kronstadt

uprising, the last major rebellion of the Civil War. These revolts, however, were relatively short-lived, the

Red army remaining loyal.65

Important to note is that the Red Army was extremely successful at propaganda and narrative control. The

Red Army paid painstaking attention to creating a propaganda infrastructure amongst the soldiers. The

65 Ibid.
64 Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Civil War as a Formative Experience (1981): 208.
63 Lenin, The collapse of the Second International (Tirana: "8 Nëntori" Pub. House, 1980).
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Army therefore became a massive propaganda machine, turning soldiers who were often recruited from

nearby villages into loyal Bolsheviks.66 Asides from raw recruits, the Red Army even sucked former

imperial officers into itself, for the sake of their professionalism.67

Overall, the Red Army became a bane of Soviet society, setting the stage for the massive Stalinist

military-industrial complex, gradually growing more important with every year of the war.68 While

anti-Bolshevik sentiment certainly existed, the budding Red Army provided the exact kind of popular

support the Bolsheviks needed in the Civil War —the violent kind.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I present a synthesis of the three main historiographical schools, arguing that while the

Bolsheviks did have a great deal of popular support throughout their march to victory, it was only one of a

few important factors.

The October Revolution was rooted in a great deal of popular support. It might not have been

overwhelming, yet it was sizable enough. There were several junctures —such as when the Petrograd

sentries joined the Bolsheviks —where the Bolsheviks would have failed without popular support from

their key base, the soldiers, workers and sailors. Closer to the end of the Civil War the Bolsheviks were

faced with a series of existential crises and by the 1920s came to rely more on violence and organisation

than on genuine popularity, albeit the latter was present nevertheless. The fluctuations and sources of

popular support were different in every layer of Russian society. But all in all, I would argue that the story

of the Bolsheviks’ ascent to power is the story of their descent from relying on a popular will to the more

effective tools of violence and repression, as they realised that they would often need brute force to

achieve their objectives. It is the story of the intelligentsia at the head of the idealist party realising the old

platitude: “for a ruler, it is better to be feared than loved.”

68 Carr and Davies, The Russian Revolution from Lenin to Stalin 1917-1929,
67 Ibid.

66 Robert Service, Spies and Commissars: The Early Years of the Russian Revolution (New York: Public
Affairs, 2013).
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