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Essay 

Leon Trotsky’s role in the Bolshevik seizure of power and Civil War was, to a large extent, 

vital in their success. North’s comment on Trotsky, that alongside Lenin, he had the most 

important role in the Soviet regime during these key times of the Revolution,1 is accurate to a 

large extent. While he played a minor, yet notable, role in the ‘July Days’, his leadership of the 

Petrograd Soviet and organisation of the insurrection was integral to the Revolution’s smooth 

operation. In regards to the Civil War, Trotsky made the most of his position to form the Red 

Army which was the lead fighting force for the Bolsheviks during the War. Also, Trotsky’s 

War Train and suppression of uprisings took advantage of his orating skills and ruthless nature 

to ensure a unified fighting front, which the Bolshevik victory is greatly owed to. 

While Trotsky played no major role in the organisation of the ‘July Days’, his involvement 

during this time contributed to the opportunities given to him later in the uprising. Trotsky and 

the Bolsheviks had intended to organise demonstrations under the slogan ‘All power to the 

Soviets’2; however, impatience grew among the workers and soldiers and as a result, protests 

began in Petrograd.3 In an attempt to subdue the activists and to keep the situation within the 

boundaries of a ‘peaceful demonstration’, Lenin sent the Bolsheviks to calm the crowd.4 

Trotsky assisted with this, taking advantage of his skills as an orator and popularity among the 

workers.5 Trotsky’s defusal of a riot involving the seizure of Viktor Chernov, the Minister of 

Agriculture is a testament to his contribution during the ‘July Days’. Sukhanov’s account 

depicts Trotsky as arriving quickly onto the scene and breaking into revolutionary speech 

which urged for unity during the Revolution.6 As a result of the government-named ‘uprising’, 

Bolshevik leaders were called for arrest; however, Trotsky was not named as at that time he 

was not officially a Bolshevik. Despite, this, he volunteered his own arrest to display his 

solidarity toward the Bolshevik Party.7 Although Trotsky did not play a key role in the ‘July 

Days’ specifically, his dedication to the Bolsheviks during this time was key in allowing him 
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to take a more central position in subsequent events leading up to the Revolution, hence making 

North’s comment of Trotsky’s importance in the uprising more viable. 

As leader of the Petrograd Soviet, Trotsky contributed largely to the Revolution, due to his 

coordination of the Bolshevik Party and the Soviets to prepare for the seizure of power. When 

Trotsky was released from prison, the Bolsheviks took advantage of their majority within the 

Soviet to elect Trotsky as the first Bolshevik President of the Petrograd Soviet.8 On the 23rd 

October, in a meeting of the Central Committee, ten of the twelve members voted for 

immediate revolution.9 This served as an incentive for Trotsky to use his power as President to 

make preparations for the inevitable uprising. For instance, the formation of the Military 

Revolutionary Committee (MRC) proved vital in the October insurrection.10 The creation of 

the MRC caused conflict between it and the regular military command; however, Trotsky used 

his orating skills to claim that the MRC was not overtaking the established military11 and as a 

result, the Petrograd regiments voted to take orders only from Trotsky as a representative of 

the MRC.12 Here, Trotsky was in a unique position of power, which made him integral to the 

success of the Bolshevik Revolution, as the October insurrection relied heavily on military 

cooperation. During this time, Trotsky also rallied public support through his speeches. 

According to Robert Service, Trotsky was “by all accounts the finest orator of the Russian 

Revolution”.13 A clear example of this was a meeting he addressed at the ‘People’s House’, 

where the crowd repeated an oath which Trotsky stated represented their support of the Soviet 

and their plans for Revolution.14 Through Trotsky’s influence on the public, there was 

investment in the outcome of the uprising, which would contribute to the success of the plans. 

Considering the outcome of the February Revolution for the workers and peasants was almost 

unchanged from the regime of the Tsar, Trotsky foresaw the need to gain their support for the 

next Revolution.15 Through his already established popularity among the workers and the 

military, Trotsky effectively used his position and power as President of the Petrograd Soviet 

to prepare for the Bolshevik seizure of power. 
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More than any other position, Trotsky was integral to the organisation of the October 

Revolution. With Lenin in hiding for fear of arrest and his power within the Bolshevik Party, 

influence over the military and popularity among the workers, Trotsky adopted a leading role 

in the planning of the upcoming insurrection.16 To ensure an effective operation, Trotsky 

divided roles between members of the Central Committee, which, coupled with his control of 

the military forces, ensured that Trotsky received minutely updates on information throughout 

Petrograd both before and during the uprising.17 Trotsky also edited Lazimir’s (a young Left 

Social Revolutionary) practical plans of the troops, which also involved the MRC, staff of 

railroads, factories and trade unions.18 The plan was to seize bridges, railway stations, post 

offices, the national bank and power stations when the insurrection was to occur, which would 

prevent all remaining control the current government would have after the insurrection.19 The 

Revolution began on the 23rd October when Kerensky ordered for the Bolshevik-run newspaper 

Pravda to be closed. By waiting for the Provisional Government to provoke the Bolsheviks, 

Trotsky made the uprising appear as a defensive mechanism,20 sustaining the popularity and 

involvement of the public. The plan to capture public buildings was performed, and as most of 

the ministers of the Provisional Government escaped to the Winter Palace, that area was easily 

and effectively targeted.21 In fact, according to Van Tol, when Lenin returned to the city on the 

24th October, he was surprised to find the Revolution was virtually complete,22 suggesting that 

Trotsky’s action during the insurrection may be more influential than Lenin’s during this 

crucial time in the Revolution. The Revolution’s success, as stated by Stalin in 1918, was owed 

to the organisation and immediate action of Trotsky,23 which was pivotal to the success of the 

October Revolution, and more broadly the Bolshevik seizure of power as a whole. 

The Red Army was the main fighting force within the Russian Civil War, and its formation is 

due to the skill and strategy of Trotsky. According to Wright, alongside Lenin, Trotsky’s name 

will always be associated with the formation of the Red Army.24 Having used Russia’s 

withdrawal from World War One (WWI) as a means of propaganda to overthrow the 

Provisional Government in the 1917 Revolution, the Bolsheviks were now burdened with 
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convincing the war-weary soldiers and peasants that fighting in the Civil War was necessary 

to consolidate their power within Russia.25 Also, the old army had essentially fallen apart after 

WWI as a result of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, so Trotsky decided to build the army essentially 

from scratch. He used his power as head of the MRC and Commissar for Military and Naval 

Affairs to organise the Red Army.26 In a letter to Lenin in 1918, Trotsky wrote that in order for 

the Army to remain unified, the workers must be invested in the stakes of the war.27 He 

achieved this through his oratory skills, both to the workers and the Army’s military specialists, 

which unified the Red Army. In a speech to the Central Executive Committee concerning the 

formation of the Red Army, Trotsky connected all of Russia’s economic and resource issues 

with the lack of an effective military, which meant that if anyone were to oppose the Army, the 

implication was that they were opposing Russia’s advancement.28 Although Trotsky had no 

military education, he was a talented leader of the Red Army because of his understanding of 

strategy. This is particularly evident in his strategy of the Southern Front during the summer 

and autumn of 1919. Where the Commander-in-Chief Kamenev planned a major offensive 

against the Whites in one central area, Trotsky proposed to divide the army over two sectors, 

the Cossack and Kursk-Voronezh, with ultimately better results.29 This made his contribution 

in the Civil War essential, as even the academically trained military specialists at the time 

misunderstood the social implications of the War.30 The formation of the Red Army, as 

orchestrated by Trotsky, was critical in the success of the Civil War as it was the lead fighting 

force for the Bolsheviks against the White forces. 

The War Train, run by Trotsky during the Civil War, was arguably the most significant factor 

in the success of the Bolsheviks. As a result of the 1917 Revolution, the Bolsheviks had control 

of the rail network,31 which Trotsky used effectively over the course of the Civil War to direct 

not just the organisation of the Army, but the operation of the war. 32 Logistically, the train was 

integral to the Red Army’s military operation, as it connected separate battle fronts over large 

areas of land with the base which, according to Trotsky, “solved issues, educated, appealed, 

supplied, rewarded and punished”.33 It also served as a valuable means of producing 
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propaganda which was vital in gaining the support of the locals at the battle fronts and gaining 

conscriptions into the Red Army.34 As it was the Eastern Front where the Bolsheviks lacked 

support, Trotsky’s ease of transportation assisted in targeting these areas, which gave a clear 

advantage over the struggling White Army. Also, Trotsky’s integration of what Cliff deems 

the “sword and the pen”35 made Trotsky’s contribution to the Bolshevik side of the Civil War 

both unique and imperative. Along with his running of military agendas, the train allowed 

Trotsky to construct articles and speeches and present them to many fighting fronts,36 providing 

psychological reassurance and a heightened the work ethic from the soldiers.37 His instructions 

to defend the revolution with their lives became reassuring for the troops, as they understood 

that Trotsky was also risking his life for the purposes of the revolution.38 Trotsky’s organisation 

of the Red Army and propaganda from the War Train was vital in the Bolshevik victory in the 

Civil War as it unified the army. 

Trotsky’s ability to suppress uprisings was another significant factor for the Bolshevik success 

in the Civil War, as his decisions were pivotal in efficiently eliminating any internal rebellion. 

The Kronstadt Uprising was possibly the most significant of the rebellions during this time, as 

many of the sailors involved had a rapport with Trotsky and the Bolshevik Party, with their 

support during the 1917 Revolution critical to its success.39 The revolt came as a result of 

material deprivations and the contractionary regime being built by the Bolsheviks after the 

1917 Revolution.40 The Manifesto, as issued by the Kronstadt naval base, demanded, among 

other things, freedom of speech, equal rations and an end to forced labour.41 As Commissar for 

Military and Naval Affairs, the responsibility fell on Trotsky to make a decision on how to 

react to this incident. Trotsky’s choice to quash the sailors as quickly and efficiently as possible, 

while ruthless, allowed the Red Army to quickly return to fighting the White forces rather than 

continuing to deal with internal conflict. Shortly after the release of the demands, Trotsky 

released an ultimatum which demanded they surrender.42 When the soldiers refused, on 

Trotsky’s orders, fifty thousand Red Army soldiers confronted fourteen thousand rebels in a 
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battle at the Bay of Finland.43 The revolt was successfully repressed as the Kronstadt sailors 

surrendered, with one thousand sailors killed and two thousand five hundred taken prisoner.44 

The success of the suppression at Kronstadt was ultimately due to Trotsky’s swift action, and 

without it, the Bolshevik’s fighting force might not have been the unified entity needed to win 

the war. 

Overall, Trotsky’s involvement in both the Bolshevik seizure of power and the Civil War was 

crucial, which therefore deems North’s statement accurate to a large extent. Next to Lenin, 

Trotsky’s involvement in the seizure of power, in particular, the ‘July Days’, the leadership of 

the Petrograd Soviet and organisation of the insurrection made him arguably the most important 

figure in its efficient operation. As founder and Commander of the Red Army, his use of the 

railways to conduct his War Train and suppression of uprisings contributed greatly to the 

victory in the Civil War. Although North’s comment fails to acknowledge the violence enacted 

by Trotsky to achieve his goals, the results are undeniable, hence making him one of the key 

faces of both the 1917 Revolution and the Civil War. 
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Speech 
 

Leon Trotsky’s role in the seizure of power and Civil War was critical to the success of the 

Bolsheviks. David North’s comment on Trotsky, that he had the most significant position in 

the Soviet regime alongside Lenin, has been verified through conducted research. His 

involvement in the lead up to the 1917 Revolution, for example the ‘July Days’, leadership in 

the Petrograd Soviet and the organisation of the insurrection confirms North’s remark that 

Trotsky had perhaps the most important role in the Bolshevik seizure of power. Furthermore, 

his activities as Commissar for War, particularly through his founding of the Red Army, 

leadership from the War Train and suppression of uprisings made him crucial to the Bolshevik 

victory in the Civil War. 

Reflecting on Trotsky’s influence in these key events, and comparing them to the presence of 

Josef Stalin during these crucial moments of Soviet history, it becomes apparent that Trotsky 

deserved to win the power struggle over Stalin. Trotsky’s actions in the seizure of power, 

through his dedication to the cause of the Bolsheviks, proved his capabilities as a leader, 

gaining experience when Lenin was in hiding for fear of arrest. As a result, Trotsky was 

approached to be leader of the Petrograd Soviet and he used this power to ensure a smooth 

operation of the insurrection. Where Trotsky’s role in the uprising was to organise and delegate 

roles, Stalin’s was comparatively minor, being editor of the Bolshevik-run newspaper 

“Pravda”. In fact, when Trotsky suggested that each member of the Central Committee should 

be assigned a specific role, Stalin was absent. The insurrection was seamlessly executed, which, 

according to Stalin himself in 1918, “…is indebted primarily and principally to Comrade 

Trotsky…”. This skill for leadership was also not unnoticed by Lenin, who in his Testament 

stated that Trotsky was perhaps the most capable person in the Central Committee to replace 

him. When considering Trotsky’s role within the revolution compared to Stalin, it is clear that 

he was the more deserving of the two in the power struggle. 

How both Stalin and Trotsky responded to being in a position of authority in the Russian Civil 

War gives a clear indication that Trotsky would be a more capable leader if he were to have 

won the power struggle. During the Civil War, Trotsky was founder and commander of the 

Red Army. This meant his leadership, while violent, was integral to the Bolshevik success, as 

it was his army which fought against the White forces. Through this role, Trotsky travelled in 

his War Train and visited separate battle fronts to, as Trotsky himself puts it, “solve issues, 
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educate, appeal, supply, reward and punish.” Like Trotsky, Stalin moved around crisis areas 

during the war to provide military command; however, it is difficult to reliably determine his 

skill of this duty. Official Soviet history describes him as a talented commander, but the 

reliability of such sources is very low due to Stalin’s own influence and manipulation. 

However, according to Robert Service, there are records of him refusing to follow orders and 

making many tactical errors, particularly in a city in southern Russia, known as Tsaritsyn. This 

issue of unreliable sources as a result of Stalin’s eventual win in the power struggle also affects 

records of Trotsky, as the true breadth of his influence in the War Train will never fully been 

known due to Stalin’s hiding of photographs, books and proclamations which commemorated 

Trotsky’s part in the War. While both Stalin and Trotsky played significant roles in the Civil 

War, it was Trotsky who was better able to handle his given authority, hence making him, in 

many respects, more deserving to win the power struggle. 

Overall, the consideration of North’s comment on Trotsky’s role in the seizure of power and 

the Civil War, as well as independent research into these events, has greatly informed the 

judgement of his deservedness in the power struggle of Stalin. From this time, Trotsky was 

given and maintain more authority in the Party over Stalin. This is evident through his 

participation in the 1917 Revolution, from the ‘July Days’ to the insurrection, and the Civil 

War, due to the formation of the Red Army and his leadership of them in his War Train. While 

it is debatable as to whether or not Trotsky would be a better leader than Stalin if he had won 

the power struggle, his past actions, while ruthless, indicate that he was a worthier candidate 

for the position after Lenin’s passing. 


