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1

Introduction

Leibnitz, the great German philosopher and scientist, at the beginning of
the eighteenth century, once expressed his envy of Russia. He argued that
because Russia had neither civilization nor history, the reforming tsar, Peter,
could start with a tabula rasa. His line of reasoning was based on the as-
sumption that people and institutions are infinitely malleable. Of course
Leibnitz lived in an age more innocent than ours, and no one today would
make such a naive statement. We know that history never starts completely
anew and that the past not only matters, but sometimes weighs heavily on
the present.

Obviously both change and continuity are real. Modern Russia is not
what it was a hundred or two hundred years ago, and to believe that Rus-
sians are condemned to repeat the past forever is a crude error. But at the
same time, there are trends and mental attitudes which continue for a long,
long time. Church historians, for example, have shown that some unique
tenets of the Orthodox faith and ideas held by such major authors as Tol-
stoi and Dostoevskii reflect features of Russian paganism, even though the
people had converted to Christianity over one thousand years ago. Stalin
consciously modeled himself on the sixteenth-century Tsar Ivan the Terri-
ble, and Soviet propagandists at the time of the Second World War remind-
ed Russians how Teutonic (i.e., German) warriors had behaved in the thir-
teenth century. Such examples could easily be multiplied.

We often hear the opinion that democracy in today’s Russia is doomed
because the nation has no democratic traditions. The implication is that
since Russia has always been autocratic, it is bound to remain so forever;
the people want strong rulers and willingly accept tyrants. By contrast,
some nineteenth-century historians argued that the Russians are basically
anarchistic people. They pointed out that Russians did not even form their
own state, but needed the services of foreigners, the Vikings. Sometime in
the ninth century these nomadic traders and warriors came from Scandi-
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navia on their own or, according to the Russian chronicle – that beautiful
but not always reliable source – were invited by the Slav tribes living in the
territory of modern Ukraine. Before that time the Slavs in this territory had
lived under the rule of nomad empires and paid tribute to them. These em-
pires disappeared one after another, and it is an irony of history that a fun-
damentally agricultural people, knowing only the loosest form of political
organization, managed to prevail while others, much better organized, pos-
sessing far more powerful armies, disappeared, often hardly leaving a trace
behind.

The Vikings who came to the modern-day Ukraine using the extensive
north-south river system for trade, could not have been very numerous, and
they soon were absorbed into the Slav population. The kind of state that
they created hardly deserves the name “state,” for it was a loose federation
of cities, headed by the prince in Kiev, the most important of the towns. The
city-states collaborated with one another in order to protect the valuable
trade routes from Scandinavia to Byzantium, the richest and culturally most
advanced country outside the Orient in the early Middle Ages. Although the
city-states were headed by princes from the same family, they spent as much
time fighting one another as they did fighting foreigners. Both Ukrainians
and Russians proudly claim the heritage of that Kievan state, and they re-
gard this period of their history as a golden age. Indeed, during that period
Russia, which became Christianized in 988, came to be accepted into the
European family of nations, and by no definition could it be described as
“backward.” This fact is demonstrated by the degree of intermarriage be-
tween the Kievan princely family and other European ruling families. Sever-
al centuries passed before the Russian ruling family would once again be ac-
cepted as equal by European royalty.

In the Kievan political system, the city assembly, the veche, in which all
heads of families participated, greatly limited the power of the prince. This
was a participatory democracy that could best be compared to the Greek
city-states of antiquity. It is therefore not quite correct to say that Russians
have no democratic heritage. (To what extent it matters that a thousand
years ago a rudimentary form of democracy existed in Kievan Russia is an-
other issue.)

Given the nature of the Kievan state, it is not surprising that it was short-
lived. As a result of internal dissension, the changing of trade routes which
made the maintenance of the state less important, and the constant attacks
from nomadic tribes from the Southeast, the Kievan state fell apart even be-
fore the coming of the Mongols in the middle of the thirteenth century. The
Mongol conquest was an event of epochal significance in the history of
Eurasia. What emerged after the 250-year-long Mongol occupation of Rus-
sia was something profoundly different from what had existed before. First
of all, the country broke apart, never to be completely reunified. Instead of
Kiev, three new centers emerged: the Southeast, which came to be dominat-
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ed by pagan Lithuanians and was ultimately absorbed by powerful Poland;
the Northwest, in which the Novgorod city and commercial state was able
to maintain longest the Kievan political heritage (until that city was subju-
gated by Moscow at the end of the fifteenth century); and, ultimately most
important, Moscow in the Northeast.

Moscow, which started out as an insignificant principality within the
Kievan realm, grew quickly during the period of Mongol rule. It did not be-
come a copy of the Kievan state, but its dialectical opposite. In the new po-
litical system the veche had no place. People came to settle on lands that
were already the prince’s property, and consequently he could set the terms;
there was no power to challenge his authority. The Moscovite prince ruled
over an ever-larger area as if it were his own property. It is not important to
decide whether the Russian princes learned autocratic habits from the Mon-
gols, or autocracy was the consequence of domestic developments. It is,
however, clear that the political system of Moscovite Russia was profound-
ly different from that of the pre-Mongol era.

A country’s political system is inseparable from its social structure. Au-
tocracy came into being because there was no social force capable of re-
straining the arbitrary power of the prince. Our terms for describing social
classes and groups come from Western European experience, and we apply
these concepts to Russian history because we have no better ones. At the
same time historians are aware that these terms only imperfectly fit the Rus-
sian situation. Russia had no feudalism, narrowly understood – that is, re-
lationships in which more or less independent local lords owed service to
the central ruler in exchange for protection. The Russian nobility was not as
strong as its European equivalent; it never even attempted to act in unison
to defend its class interests. There is no equivalent in Russian history of the
Magna Charta, or of the Golden Bull that the Hungarian nobility managed
to impose on their king in 1222. Status in Russia meant no more than close-
ness to the tsar, and nobility was largely acquired in service.

The Russian rulers time and again succeeded in defeating the aristocracy.
The princes – or tsars, as they came to be called in the sixteenth century –
went to great lengths to prevent the development of an independent aristoc-
racy by confiscating their holdings, and by moving them from one part of
the country to another to prevent the development of strong local ties. The
Russian privileged classes had no unity: some were rich in landed wealth,
while others had very little; some came from ancient Kievan princely fami-
lies, and others had Mongol backgrounds; some achieved power and influ-
ence by serving a tsar, others attempted to stay aloof from the court. In
modern times the country was not ruled by the nobility, which gradually
lost influence in the army and in the administration, but by a socially het-
erogeneous bureaucracy. Although the top levels of this bureaucracy were
constituted by people from noble families, the bureaucrats nonetheless con-
sidered themselves separate from the nobility, and they by no means acted
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always in defense of class interests. The state was poor and therefore could
not pay those who worked for it decently; the concept of public service was
largely absent. Under the circumstances it was not surprising that corrup-
tion was widespread.

The single most important fact in Russia’s social history was serfdom, an
institution that existed until 1861. At the time of the revolution of 1917,
there were still people alive who had been born serfs, and a large majority
had parents who had not been full-fledged citizens of their country. The
memory of serfdom made a considerable impact on Soviet history.

Serfdom developed late. Russia was moving in an opposite direction from
the rest of the continent. This institution became part of the social structure
in Russia only in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, at the time when
in Western Europe the obligations imposed on serfs were becoming less and
less onerous. Although the institution of slavery did exist in Kievan Russia,
the vast majority of the population consisted of free peasants – free in the
sense that even when they cultivated land that belonged to others, they re-
tained the right to make contracts and most importantly, the right to move.

Peasants came to be tied to their landlords as a consequence of two inter-
related factors: the development of the centralized state and the duration of
hard economic times. Kievan Russia was situated in an area favorable for
agriculture, but the new Russia dominated by Moscow was not so blessed:
in the Northeast the climate was severe and the growing season short, while
the Southeast did not get enough rain. Russia was an agricultural country in
a region that was not well suited to agriculture. In the best of circumstances
the peasant lived a marginal existence. The sixteenth century, the time of
Ivan the Terrible, was an age of constant and devastating wars; and wars
and famines often went hand in hand. Peasants were compelled to borrow
from their landlords to survive, even knowing that they would not be able
to repay their loans, and thereby would lose their freedom.

The economic downturn endangered the livelihood of the lesser noble
landlords – let us call them “gentry.” The land was plentiful, but the coun-
try was thinly populated and labor scarce. In bad times people escaped from
the center of the country to the thinly inhabited south, which after the dis-
integration of the Mongol Empire was a kind of no man’s land. The large
landlords – let us call them “aristocrats” – could protect themselves because
they could attract peasants from the land of the smaller landlords (the gen-
try) by offering them better terms. The gentry faced ruin. This was a threat
to the state, for it was precisely this element that made up the bulk of the ar-
mies of the tsar. In this subsistence economy, the state could pay its soldiers
only by giving them land. However, the land was worthless if there was no
one to cultivate it while the lord was away fighting in the armies of the tsar.
The economic ruin of the poor nobility threatened the military strength of
the state. Gradual limitations by the state on the ability of the peasants to
leave their masters were introduced for the mutual advantage of the gentry
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and the central power. This alliance between the gentry and the tsar against
the aristocracy and the peasantry was an enduring one. Russian autocracy
and serfdom, the two most significant institutions of the premodern Rus-
sian state, were its consequences: the nobility gave up interest in politics,
and the state guaranteed them unlimited rights over the serfs.

Moscovite Russia differed from Europe not only in its social and political
institutions, but also in its religion. Kievan Russia was a state of free peas-
antry, democratic institutions, and a flourishing culture. By accepting Chris-
tianity from Byzantium, Kiev came under the influence of the most civilized
country in Europe. Greek missionaries had already translated religious ma-
terial for their proselytizing efforts among the Slavs of the Balkans and in
Moravia; they therefore possessed an alphabet suitable for a Slavic lan-
guage, and religious works comprehensible to the Russians. Having imme-
diate access to a significant body of written material allowed a quick flour-
ishing of culture – as is shown, for example, by the Primary Chronicle – but
there was a price to pay. In the West, where priests and monks had to learn
Latin and Greek, some learned men became acquainted with the great cul-
ture of the ancient world. This knowledge was a precondition of the Re-
naissance. The Russians were excluded, and their intellectual world re-
mained limited for a long time to the material that happened to be
translated for them. Although the Russians accepted the Greek form of or-
thodoxy and the superior authority of the patriarch in Constantinople, nev-
ertheless, perhaps unconsciously, they transformed Christianity to suit their
own spiritual needs. The Russian image of Christ was a more human and
suffering figure than the original Greek, which was severe and remote. The
Russians particularly admired humility, and the idea of suffering for Christ.

During the Mongol period the church in effect freed itself from Byzantine
tutelage, and when Constantinople itself fell to the Turks in 1453, it became
fully independent. In Byzantine history there was no competition between
worldly and religious authorities; the emperor was the head of the church.
The Russian church inherited this ideology of cesaropapism, that is, it was
content to act as ideological supporter of Moscovite autocracy. It was this
tradition which allowed Peter the Great at the beginning of the eighteenth
century to reduce the Orthodox Church simply to one department of the
government. Separation of church and state would not happen in Russia
until 1917.

Up to the seventeenth century Russian culture was essentially religious.
From that time on, however, there were ever-increasing contacts with the
West; and in the eighteenth century, at the time of Peter and Catherine,
these contacts made an ever more powerful impact. At first the court, and
later a growing number of nobles, became acquainted with Western ideas,
customs, and art and acquired a taste for foreign possessions and a Euro-
pean lifestyle. The consequences were profound. An increasing but still
small group of people came to live in a different world from the vast major-
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ity of the Russian people, and the unity of culture was broken. In the nine-
teenth century, great intellectual sophistication in the realm of art and sci-
ence came to coexist with a rich but static traditional Russian peasant cul-
ture and illiteracy.

A vague awareness on the part of at least some Russians that their coun-
try was not as rich and powerful as some others (i.e., that it was backward)
resulted from the encounter with Western military strength and wealth.
Since that time, there have always been two points of view: Some argued
that Russia must and would follow the Western path and had much to learn
from the advanced countries, while others saw in Western influences pri-
marily a danger that would undermine Russia’s distinctiveness and spiritual
values. The two groups at different times had different names, but the fun-
damental difference in Russian intellectual life remained. In the first half of
the nineteenth century “Slavophiles” and Westerners confronted one anoth-
er with distinct visions of Russia’s past and future.

In a grand effort of social engineering, serfdom was abolished by the state
in 1861. Since the military, judicial, and educational institutions were all
based on that outdated institution, all had to be reconsidered and reformed.
In the following two decades, within a remarkably short time, the statesmen
serving Alexander II, the reforming tsar, created the rudiments of a modern
military and judiciary. They also established institutions of local govern-
ment, the zemstvo, and thereby brought government closer to the citizens.
But of course, the most significant of the reforms was giving personal free-
dom to the peasants, freeing them from feudal obligations to their land-
lords. The great spurt in industrialization which took place at the end of the
century could not have happened without these reforms. At the same time,
it is clear that bringing about economic growth was not uppermost in the
minds of the reformers. The peasants assumed a heavy financial obligation
to the state for the land they received, which robbed them of resources.

The emancipation manifesto preserved that peculiar Russian institution,
the peasant commune. Whether the peasant commune was an ancient insti-
tution, as Slavophile thinkers thought, or relatively modern in its nineteenth-
century form, does not much matter. It is clear, however, that this institution
played a crucial role in the life of the nineteenth-century Russian peasantry.
In most instances these institutions of peasant self-government periodically
redistributed land among their members to accommodate ever-changing
family sizes and available land. The government supported the communes by
assigning collective responsibility for taxes and redemption payments, and
thereby, in fact, tied the peasants to the land. Even after serf liberation, the
peasants could leave their villages only with the permission of the commune.
The reformers were moved only partly by Slavophile sentiment – that is, by
the belief that this institution best corresponded to the “naturally collectivist
mentality of the Russian people.” The government tied the peasants to the
land because it believed that the communes would prevent formation of a
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landless proletariat and thereby would assure stability. There was a price to
pay, however. At a time of great agricultural overpopulation, the communes
delayed economic growth.

Delayed, but not prevented. In the 1890s, under the able and pragmatic
leadership of finance minister Sergei Witte, the Russian economy enjoyed
extremely high growth rates. Witte, a conservative man, succeeded in per-
suading the reactionary Tsar Alexander III that without modern industry
the country would be at the mercy of stronger powers. Industrialization was
a precondition of military strength, and those who did not modernize
would fall victim to those who did. In the industrialization that took place
at this time, the state played a major role: it heavily taxed the peasantry, re-
duced imports and encouraged exports, and thereby achieved a favorable
trade balance. This made possible the adoption of the gold standard in
1897, which made Russia attractive to foreign investors. The state subsi-
dized the building of railroads and provided protective tariffs. Tsarist in-
dustrialization was similar to what would take place decades later under
Stalinist auspices: heavy industry benefited most, and the production of
consumer goods was neglected. The industrialization drive favored large
factories and major projects, rather than small entrepreneurs.

The establishment of new factories, of course, created an urban proletari-
at. Most of the new workers retained their ties to the village: they remained
members of the commune and often left their wives and children behind,
sending them money periodically. Living and working conditions were
abominable. This proletariat would play a major role in the revolutions of
1905 and 1917.

The tensions increasingly visible in Russian society at the turn of the cen-
tury were the consequence not of stagnation, but of dynamic change. The
tsarist government attempted to preserve autocracy undiminished at a time
of profound economic and social transformation. The country needed edu-
cated people to run the new industry; it needed engineers, lawyers, and doc-
tors; but the tsarist ministers so feared the subversive power of education
that they refused to support general education. The contrast with the other
important modernizing country, Japan, could not have been greater. The rev-
olutionary movement was gaining strength. Assassinations of tsarist func-
tionaries and members of the imperial court created an atmosphere of crisis.

As a major power, Russia was neither willing nor able to stay out of the
significant international conflicts of the time. It had imperialist ambitions: it
was deeply involved in the confused affairs of the Balkans, and the newly
completed Trans-Siberian Railroad allowed it to project its strength to the
Far East, where it quickly came into conflict with Japan. The Russian gov-
ernment stumbled into a war with Japan, which it undertook lighthearted-
ly, grossly underestimating the enemy’s strength, technological sophistica-
tion, and determination. The Russian military, especially the navy,
performed poorly in this war, lowering the prestige of the empire.
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The social developments in a fast-changing society, combined with the
impending defeat in a misconceived and poorly led war, resulted in the rev-
olution of 1905. It was a messy affair. No leadership was able to take con-
trol of the revolutionary movement. The waves of revolutionary activities
among workers, soldiers, and peasants remained uncoordinated, and there-
fore could not reenforce one another. Although at times it seemed that the
autocracy might be toppled, the government – by a combination of repres-
sion and timely concessions, as expressed in the Manifesto of October
1905 – managed to divide the opposition and thereby put off the demise of
the tsarist system.

The revolution failed, in the sense that Nicholas II managed to retain his
throne, but it was nevertheless an event with far-reaching consequences. On
the one hand, it gave much-needed training to the revolutionaries. The
workers at the height of the upheaval in October 1905 spontaneously creat-
ed soviets (a word meaning council). These organizations were one of Rus-
sia’s most important contributions to twentieth-century revolutionary poli-
tics. None of the theorists of the revolution, neither Marx nor the much
more practical-minded Lenin, foresaw these workers’ councils. Created by
striking workers in order to coordinate activities, they turned out to be ad-
mirably suited to the requirements of a revolutionary situation. They were
capable of quickly mobilizing proletarian forces and thereby channeling
revolutionary energies. At least for a moment, in the fall of 1905, the Saint
Petersburg Soviet seemed almost as powerful as the government.

Although at the outset in 1905 the soviets, including the most important
one in Saint Petersburg, were genuine working-class organizations, gradual-
ly radical socialist intellectuals came to play an important role in them.
Leon Trotsky proved his oratorical and organizational talents with the
Saint Petersburg soviet. It was this experience that allowed the workers and
soldiers in 1917 instantaneously to return to this form of organization.

The revolution changed the character of the Russian state. The tsar, in or-
der to consolidate the situation, was compelled to give concessions. Prelim-
inary censorship was abolished, which meant that opposition papers could
be printed. The Bolshevik paper Pravda, for example, although periodically
repressed, could be legally published. The workers could organize trade
unions, though these were on occasion harassed by the police.

The constitutional system introduced after the revolution would no
longer be considered democratic at the end of the twentieth century. How-
ever, one must avoid being anachronistic: to expect Russia to introduce uni-
versal suffrage and a government responsible to a parliament was hardly re-
alistic (no European country at the time had full universal suffrage). The
problem was not that the constitutional system was insufficiently democrat-
ic, but that the Tsar and his government accepted it under duress, in bad
faith, with no intention of observing it. The government was no more re-
spectful of the rule of the law than was the revolutionary opposition.



Introduction 9

As soon as the revolutionary wave subsided, the government reduced the
concessions it had given just a few months before. In April 1906, it intro-
duced a constitutional system, which with some changes remained in exis-
tence until the revolution of 1917. Russia acquired a two-chamber legisla-
ture. The lower house, the Duma, was elected on the basis of estate
suffrage, meaning that a handful of landowners elected 31 percent of the
delegates, while the vast majority of the citizens, the peasants, elected 42
percent. The system treated the working classes especially poorly because
the government regarded them as most dangerous. The urban poor (i.e., the
workers) elected only 2 percent of the delegates. The upper house came as a
surprise to the electorate, for it had not been mentioned in the October
Manifesto at all. Half of its delegates were named by the tsar, the other half
elected by institutions such as the church, the Academy of Sciences, and the
zemstvo. The legislature could neither remove the government nor override
the tsar’s veto.

Even this Duma elected on the basis of restricted suffrage was far too rad-
ical for the government. Premier Peter Stolypin, in a virtual coup d’etat in
June 1907, dissolved the Duma and for the new elections readjusted the
percentages assigned to different estates. After 1907 landowners elected
more than half of the members of the Duma, and the representation of the
peasantry was reduced to 22 percent.

Despite the limited franchise and the limitations on the powers of the As-
sembly, the Duma was not an insignificant institution: important matters
were discussed openly in a public forum. The duma, for example, took an
intelligent interest in military and educational reforms. Perhaps most im-
portantly, elections to the Duma implied the legalization of political parties.
For the first time in Russian history, politicians were allowed to develop and
to present to the electorate political platforms.

The political spectrum ran from the extreme right to the socialist left. The
Union of Russian People, a reactionary organization, intended to disrupt
the Duma from the inside. Its electoral base was small but significant, for it
enjoyed the not-very-covert support of the tsarist court. Arguably, this or-
ganization was proto-fascist: it romanticized violence and used the crudest
demagogy to gain support from the urban lower classes. The Union of the
Russian People was involved in anti-Jewish pogroms and competed with
the revolutionaries in bloody terror, organizing assassinations of leftist
politicians.

The liberals, with their political base of professional people, the bour-
geoisie, and a segment of the nobility, were well represented in the Duma. In
the first and second Dumas the strongest party was the Kadets (Constitu-
tional Democrats). This was a party of the Westernizing gentry: the party
stood for land reform with compensation, concessions to the nationalities,
civil liberties, and further constitutional reform. Its left wing was republi-
can, while the right wing was satisfied with constitutional monarchy. The
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other major party of liberals was the Octobrist Party, which gained its name
from the October Manifesto of 1905. These were people who preferred
constitutional monarchy and, as their name implied, wanted to base the po-
litical life of the country on the concessions already given by the tsar. The
Octobrists were much more willing than the Kadets to cooperate with the
government, were dubious about the wisdom of breaking up large estates,
and tended to look at matters from the point of view of great Russian na-
tional interests.

The left was made up of two types of Russian socialists: the Socialist Rev-
olutionaries (SRs) and the Social Democrats. The Socialist Revolutionaries
were heirs to the rich tradition of Russian populism. They intended to base
themselves on the peasantry and attempted to defend the interests of this
class. In a genuinely free election they would undoubtedly have received the
largest number of votes. The Socialist Revolutionaries, while respectful of
Marx and Marxism, saw a different path for Russia than for the West. They
made much of Russian institutions, primarily the peasant commune, which
they regarded as a germ of Russian socialism and an example of the com-
munitarian mentality of the Russian peasant. A large and heterogeneous
party, the Socialist Revolutionaries also included people responsible for
some of the worst acts of terror.

Socialist Revolutionaries and Social Democrats both believed in the ne-
cessity of revolution, but the Social Democrats, as Marxists, saw industrial-
ization as something inevitable and already changing the face of Russia.
They assumed that the workers would be the moving force in the coming
revolution. From the very outset the Social Democrats were split between
Mensheviks and Bolsheviks. The difference between the two trends in Rus-
sian social democracy was not yet clear to the Russian electorate.

The Bolshevik Party was the left wing of Russian social democracy. The
party to an extraordinary extent was the creation of V. I. Lenin, who from
the very outset tolerated only those who deferred to him. He not only creat-
ed the party by causing a split with the Mensheviks at the 1903 “founding”
party congress, but he also laid the theoretical basis that distinguished Bol-
shevism from other Marxist currents. Lenin’s starting point was that the
workers left to their own devices could see no further than their immediate
economic interests. Therefore, in order to bring about the transformation of
society, the proletariat needed a disciplined organization, the party, which
could channel the energies of the workers to bring about the revolution.
Revolutionaries educated in Marxist theory had the task of bringing class-
consciousness to the workers. The stress on organization and discipline
helped the Bolsheviks when they were struggling underground, and would
help them again during the years of upheaval, 1917–21. The Mensheviks,
who considered themselves just as revolutionary as the Bolsheviks, differed
little in theory from their Marxist colleagues, but they lacked a leader who
dominated their organization the way Lenin dominated the Bolsheviks.
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The First and Second Dumas were dominated by opponents of the gov-
ernment, the Kadets. The government responded by dissolving them and
unconstitutionally changing the electoral system in order to produce a more
docile assembly. Only the Third Duma lived out its five-year tenure, from
1907 to 1912. The Fourth Duma, elected in 1912, was dissolved at the time
of the 1917 revolution.

Changes in the economic life of the nation during the last decade of the
monarchy were just as profound as the political reforms. After the econom-
ic slump caused by war and revolution, the economy once again grew im-
pressively. The state played a somewhat smaller role in directing industrial-
ization than before; its place was taken by banks. The country still seemed
an eminently safe place for foreign investors, promising large returns on
investment.

Witte concentrated on industrial development and neglected temporarily
the problems of agriculture. His able successor, P. Stolypin – who acquired
his reputation by firm repression of peasant uprisings in his province and
acted as premier from 1906 to 1911, when he was assassinated – paid pri-
mary attention to agriculture. It turned out that the government had been
wrong to regard the peasant commune as a bulwark of stability in the vil-
lages. During the revolution the communes provided the peasantry with the
organizational base necessary for the occupation of land and other attacks
on the outposts of authority in the countryside.

Stolypin regarded the commune as a hindrance in the modernization of
agriculture: the peasants had no incentive to improve land they might lose
at the next repartition, and the land came to be divided into inefficiently
small strips. He understood that the dissolution of the communes would
lead to increased stratification in the village, since some peasants might lose
their land while others, presumably more efficient, could acquire more.
From his point of view the development of a stratum of rich peasants – the
kulaks, as they were called – was an advantage, since the government was
likely to find support among those who had a vested economic interest in
the existing regime and in the maintenance of order. Stolypin simply abol-
ished those communes that had not redistributed land, and made it possible
for peasants to claim their share of land from the repartitional type. There-
by he made land individual rather than communal property.

Whether within a reasonably short time Stolypin’s reforms would have
done away with the communes and thereby substantially improved Russian
agriculture is impossible to know, because the process was interrupted by
the outbreak of World War I. That war ended an epoch. The period of al-
most universal optimism about the future, about the improvability of hu-
man nature, was over. After the mindless slaughter of millions it was diffi-
cult to believe in reason, in rationally organized societies. When the
weapons fell silent, it seemed impossible to return to the old order.

Ever since, historians have disagreed over which nation was most at fault.
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It is fair to say that Russian responsibility was neither less nor more than
that of the other major European countries. The war into which the states-
men of Europe had foolishly entered was not the kind of war that they had
anticipated. They did not know and could not have known the conse-
quences. They assumed that this war would be like other wars in the previ-
ous century: fought for limited goals and calling for limited sacrifices. It
cannot be said that the Russian military was eager for a fight. In fact the
high command, more aware than civilians of the weaknesses of the army,
advised restraint. It was only after the outbreak of the war that the military
men could not bear the idea of ending the fight without victory. The war
was a disaster for all its European participants, but especially for Russia.

Almost immediately the army suffered a shortage of equipment and mu-
nitions and, because of the thoughtless sacrifice of thousands of young offi-
cers in the early campaigns, of competent leadership as well. Yet one should
not exaggerate the weaknesses of the Russian military. Soldiers fought
valiantly and usually successfully against the Turkish and Austrian enemies.
The German army, on the other hand, was unquestionably superior in mat-
ters of organization, discipline and leadership. It was the government and
administration that failed abysmally. Governmental institutions have never
worked well in Russia on any level. The state was authoritarian, but it
lacked organization – the intervening institutions between the individual
and the central authorities. The bureaucracy was too small for satisfying the
needs of a modern state, and it was incompetent. Under the stress of a mod-
ern war requiring mass mobilization, the system broke down: the govern-
ment was incapable of providing for the needs of the army and of the pop-
ulation. Ad hoc organizations were compelled to take on governmental
tasks. Although the overall output of Russian agriculture did not signifi-
cantly decline, the collapse of the transportation system made it difficult to
feed the cities. Liberals in the Duma, who had always criticized the admin-
istration, saw the danger for the country of such lack of leadership in war-
time, and even more bitterly denounced the government. They had good
reason to do so, for the moral and intellectual level of the last Russian
tsarist government was much below that of other countries. The tsar ap-
pointed shady and incompetent men to responsible posts.

The problem was not just incompetence, but an entire worldview. In Jan-
uary 1917, the British ambassador, Sir George Buchanan, had his last audi-
ence with the tsar. He said: 

“Your majesty, if I may be permitted to say so, has but one safe course open to
you – namely, to break down the barrier that separates you from your people
and to regain their confidence.” Drawing himself up and looking hard at me,
the Emperor asked: “Do you mean that I am to regain the confidence of my
people, or that they are to regain my confidence?”1

This brief exchange shows the obtuseness of the tsar. It also shows that
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the tsarist regime was based on hopelessly anachronistic principles. The de-
fenders of the monarchy did not consider it their task to convince people;
they naively believed that it was the responsibility of the people to obey and
follow. The monarchists did not possess an ideology with which to mobi-
lize; nor were they aware of the need to have one.

Historians have often posed these interrelated questions: Was Russia suc-
cessfully modernizing its economic and political systems before 1914? Had
the war not intervened, would the country have joined the more advanced
nations of Europe? Or, on the contrary, were revolutionary tensions so high,
and the tsarist regime so inflexible, that a revolutionary outbreak was
bound to occur sooner or later? Indeed, some historians have argued that
the war actually postponed the great explosion.

These questions, of course, cannot be answered with certainty, since the
war did occur and we know that the tsarist regime failed to cope with the
ensuing crisis. The political consequences of these questions are consider-
able. If we believe that the revolution was only a historical accident, then
we are likely to regard the child of that revolution, the Soviet regime, as an
unfortunate and tragic detour. But if we conclude that the tsarist regime was
incapable of reforming itself, then we are more likely to regard the revolu-
tion as inevitable and attribute somewhat greater legitimacy to the Soviet
regime.

Soviet historians, as long as that regime lasted, took it for granted that
the revolution was inevitable and, indeed, historically foreordained.
Among Western scholars answers to these questions have evolved over
time. In the 1960s some historians challenged the then-prevailing opinion
that the collapse of the old regime was primarily the consequence of defeat
in the war. Most historians today would agree that the old regime failed
not because of the unforeseeable emergency created by the war, but as a re-
sult of deep-seated cleavages in Russian society and the inability of the
tsarist regime to adjust to changing circumstances.



2

The revolution, 1917-1921

No event since the French Revolution has occasioned such an outpouring
of historical scholarship and such passionate debate as the Russian Revo-
lution. The interest and the engagement are understandable, for the issues
are complex and the stakes are high. The revolution was not only a most
significant event in Russian history, transforming an antiquated society and
changing the way of life of millions, it was also a catalyst in the devel-
opment of our world. For better or worse, the interpretation of the revolu-
tion was not confined to historians; people from all segments of the polit-
ical spectrum have always been aware of the political significance of
historiography.

All aspects of the revolution have been well covered by historians, but
none has received as much attention as the history of the revolutionary
movement. This is understandable: revolutionaries fighting against the re-
pressive tsarist regime were often willing to sacrifice their lives for a cause
they deeply believed in. Many of them were extraordinary men and women,
and their stories are fascinating. However, it may be an error to look for an
explanation of the revolution in the work of underground subversives; for
neither the tsarist government nor the provisional government were
brought down by revolutionaries, or even primarily by discontented work-
ers and peasants. 

It may be more fruitful to think of the events of 1917 as the collapse of
two different systems of government, first the autocratic and than the liber-
al. The decisive questions were not why the workers were dissatisfied and
what exactly they wanted, but how and why different forms of government
disintegrated. According to this view the revolutionary events were the
manifestation of a crisis in authority. The fundamental question was a po-
litical one: how could Russia be governed? It follows from this understand-
ing of the revolution that the Bolshevik success in October was not the cul-

14
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mination or end of the revolution, but the nadir of the crisis. The question
of what form of government was necessary for Russia under exceptionally
difficult circumstances was truly resolved only by the civil war. 

the february revolution

The events that came to be called the February revolution can be briefly
summarized. On February 23, 1917 – International Women’s Day – work-
ers of the textile factories, mostly women, went on strike and demonstrated
for bread. They knew that the city had a flour supply lasting only for ten
days. The first demonstrators were soon joined by workers from the metal
factories, most important among them the vast Putilov works, the largest
armament factory in Petrograd. There was nothing particularly new or un-
usual about the strikes and demonstrations, which had been taking place
with increasing frequency; and at first the authorities were not overly con-
cerned. They believed the disturbances were caused only by worry about
the food situation and that they could suppress any possible uprising. The
demonstrations, however, not only continued, but the number of protesters
grew and their slogans acquired an increasingly political character.

On February 24, according to police records, there were between
150,000 and 200,000 demonstrators, the largest such action in the city
since the war had begun. The next day there were even more people in the
streets, and observers noted an increasing reluctance among the Cossacks,
the traditional defenders of the autocracy, to disperse the crowds. Now the
authorities became alarmed. The tsar, from the Headquarters of his army in
Mogilev, telegraphed the hapless military commander of the city, General
Sergei Khabalov, ordering him “to stop the disorders as of tomorrow.”

February 26, a Sunday, was the turning point: the soldiers, who had
freely mingled with the crowds for days, now were ordered to shoot to kill.
Although dozens of labor leaders were arrested, and at least for a brief mo-
ment the city was calmer, a fatal break occurred in the willingness of the
soldiers to defend the tsarist order. In the course of the next few days Petro-
grad was engulfed by anarchy. An ever larger number of soldiers joined the
revolutionaries, and within a couple of days almost nothing remained of the
city garrison. The absence of authority led to lootings and senseless killings.

On February 27 the last Tsarist government under Prince Nikolai Golit-
syn resigned. The following day tsar dismissed General Khabalov, who had
lost his nerve and failed to pacify the city, and named an aged general,
Nikolai Ivanov, military dictator of the capital. It was obviously, however,
too late: Ivanov had no loyal forces left at his disposal, and the fate of the
tsarist order was sealed. Learning that he could expect no support from the
army, Nicholas on March 2 abdicated in favor of his brother, Michael, who,
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fearing for his life, did not accept. On March 3 the three-hundred-year rule
of the Romanov dynasty ended.

Disaffection culminating in strikes and demonstrations was not unex-
pected. After all, Russia had already experienced a revolutionary wave in
1905–1907, and other belligerent countries also suffered the effects of civil
strife, as the cost of the war became more and more evident. Nevertheless,
the timing and the ease with which the imperial system collapsed was sur-
prising. Leon Trotsky, a brilliant chronicler of the revolution, posed the
question, “Who led the revolution?” He concluded that a handful of Bol-
sheviks had given it the necessary guiding spirit. In his version of the story,
the nameless workers who had taken to the streets were acting in the name
of the Bolsheviks. Even a cursory examination shows this view to be unten-
able, for it is absurd to assume that the workers needed the Bolsheviks to
tell them that they were hungry and tired of the war. There is no evidence
whatever to demonstrate that class-conscious revolutionaries played an im-
portant role during those chaotic days. But even if we conceded this point
to Trotsky, it would make little difference. The important event in February
was not the workers’ demonstration; it was the soldiers’ refusal to obey.
Once the chain of command and the bonds of authority were broken, the
imperial order collapsed with amazing speed.

The soldiers defied their officers because of personal hatred, a sense of
oppression, and disgust with the conduct of the war. In their eyes the offi-
cers, the army, and indeed the entire tsarist system had lost prestige as a
consequence of the dreadful mismanagement of the war. The most demoral-
ized regiments had been stationed in the capital, and these soldiers felt the
greatest hostility toward their officers. These regiments, the weak link in the
army, were understandably the first to defect. 

It is easier to understand the behavior of the soldiers than that of the offi-
cers. It is striking how easily they, too, abandoned their monarch. General
Mikhail Alekseev, the tsar’s chief of staff and the de facto commander of the
Russian armies, helped to persuade his sovereign to abdicate; and the most
powerful generals, the commanders of the five “fronts,” all expressed sup-
port for Alekseev’s arguments. Out of the tens of thousands of officers, only
two corps commanders offered their services to the tsar, and only a couple
of men resigned rather than swear loyalty to the provisional government.
Such behavior needs an explanation. Surely the majority of the officers, if
they held political views at all, were monarchists. In the spring of 1917,
however, it seemed to them that to come to the aid of the tsar would lead to
civil war, and that such a development would gravely compromise the na-
tional effort to resist the foreign foe. The war seemed crucially important to
the officers. After all, in three years of fighting they had sacrificed millions
of their countrymen – they had to believe in the importance of that war in
order to preserve their sanity.
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dual power

The Russians greeted the demise of tsarism with enthusiasm. Although the
revolution did not resolve the controversial problems facing the nation, at
least for a short time it created an appearance of unity. Different groups
could interpret events in their own way, and for a moment contradictory
goals and expectations could peacefully coexist: some expected that the rev-
olution would bring the end of the war nearer, others hoped a “democratic”
army would fight better.

The tsar’s government had had two enemies: the workers and soldiers –
peasants in uniform – revolting against oppression, and the liberals who
had lost confidence in the ability of the government to defend the nation’s
interests. Those who wanted a social revolution and those whose goals were
limited to political reform had briefly cooperated in an uneasy alliance.
Now that tsarism was gone, these two social forces, socialists and liberals,
established their separate institutions.

The Duma, the Russian Parliament, had been last elected in 1912 on the
basis of a restrictive suffrage. In spite of the fact that members of the Duma
represented privileged Russia almost exclusively, it nevertheless became the
best forum for criticizing the policies of the tsar and his government.
Prominent politicians time and again had demanded a government respon-
sible to the legislature and a general (though limited) democratization of the
political system. Before resigning, the last tsarist government had prorogued
the Duma, and the deputies had not defied the authorities. An unofficial
meeting of deputies took place on February 27 in which representatives of
the right refused to participate. This meeting elected a provisional commit-
tee that was to be the parent body of the future provisional government. A
paradoxical situation was thus created: the liberal bourgeoisie, whose point
of view was represented in the new government, not only did not make the
revolution, but in fact feared it. Most liberal politicians hoped that the
monarchy could be saved one way or another. Respectable citizens as they
were, they had no stomach for social revolution, which was now an ever
more obvious threat.

Contrary to the desire of most liberals, the tsar abdicated on March 2,
and the provisional committee formed itself into a government in order to
prevent anarchy. The liberals regarded themselves as natural successors to
the defunct government, and expected to stay in power until a constituent
assembly could be called. Since the meeting that elected the provisional
committee had been unofficial, and the ministers had more or less named
themselves, the legitimacy of the provisional government was open to ques-
tion. For liberal politicians, believing in the rule of law, this was a signifi-
cant handicap.

Russia’s new government was dominated by people who had made their
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reputations in the Duma during and before the war, demanding liberal re-
forms. Politicians from the two main liberal parties, the Kadets and the Oc-
tobrists, who stood somewhat to the right, got the most important portfo-
lios. Prince Georgii Lvov, a somewhat colorless nonparty politician and
ex-president of the Union of Zemstva, became premier; an Octobrist, Alek-
sandr Guchkov, the foremost spokesmen in the Duma on defense matters,
became minister of defense; and Pavel Miliukov, a prominent historian and
a leader of the Kadets, took the foreign portfolio.

The other center of power that would dominate the political landscape
during the coming months was the Petrograd Soviet of Workers Deputies.
The soviet was established almost at the same moment as the provisional
committee of the Duma. Although at the outset in 1905 the soviets, includ-
ing the most important one in Saint Petersburg, were genuine working-class
organizations, radical socialist intellectuals had gradually come to play a
dominant role in them. The same phenomenon occurred in 1917. At first,
Socialist Revolutionary and Menshevik leaders were the most influential.
The importance of the Petrograd Soviet was out of proportion to the num-
ber of soldiers and workers it represented, because it was in a position to
put pressure on the government. It was a loose organization, which at one
time had included more than 3,000 representatives. Procedures were hap-
hazard. Given the large number of deputies and disorganized procedures,
the executive committee acquired dominant influence. But soon even this
committee grew to an unwieldy size of over fifty people. It was through the
executive committee that socialist politicians exercised their influence over
the genuine worker and soldier delegates.

Aleksandr Kerensky, a moderate Socialist Revolutionary politician and
Duma deputy, was elected as one of the two vice chairmen of the Petrograd
Soviet. Without explicit permission from the Soviet, he also accepted the
portfolio of justice in the government, and thereby became the only person
with a foot in both camps, a fact that propelled him to prominence and
power during the following months. Kerensky, an able and charismatic
speaker, quickly acquired a following in the revolutionary circumstances. 

On March 1 the Petrograd Soviet issued its famous Order Number One,
according to Trotsky the single worthwhile document of the February revo-
lution. Although the order was addressed only to the Petrograd garrison, its
impact was soon felt by the entire army. It called on the soldiers to form so-
viets in every military unit down to the size of companies; it asked the sol-
diers to obey orders of the Military Commission of the State Duma (the
provisional government had not yet been formed) only if they did not con-
tradict orders from the Petrograd Soviet; it abolished old forms of address
of officers; and it conferred on soldiers all rights of citizenship, including
full participation in politics, when off duty. 

Although undoubtedly this order was conceived in a spirit hostile to offi-
cers, its significance should not be exaggerated. It expressed the hostility
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that soldiers felt, rather than created it. In February 1917, the officers lost
control over their soldiers, and they could never reestablish their authority.
The majority of the officers believed that it was Order Number One that
was most responsible for destroying the fighting capacity of the army. In-
stead of evaluating their situation realistically, they preferred to blame the
socialists for their frustrations.

Thus out of the February revolution a novel constitutional situation
arose. The country now had a government that was quickly and enthusias-
tically recognized by all foreign allied powers. This government took charge
of the old administrative machinery of the tsarist state without difficulty
and had, at least for the time being, the support of the high command of the
army. The government, however, had less actual power than the Petrograd
Soviet of Workers and Soldiers’ Deputies. Although the socialist politicians
who led the soviet by no means directed the revolution, nonetheless the
masses of workers and soldiers in Petrograd, and soon after in the entire
country, recognized this institution as their own. The soviet in Petrograd,
unlike the provisional government, could call on workers and soldiers to
demonstrate and to carry out revolutionary actions. The ministers well un-
derstood that they held their offices at the tolerance of the socialists in the
soviet.

The question arises: Why did the moderate socialists not take all power
into their own hands when their opponents were not in a good position to
resist? Lenin was unquestionably right when a short time later he blamed
them for timidity. The socialists, many of them freshly out of jail, had trou-
ble thinking of themselves as ministers; to them it seemed natural that the
liberals should be entrusted with power. They lacked that will to power that
Lenin so obviously possessed. Further, the Mensheviks at least were influ-
enced by their deeply held Marxist beliefs, according to which Russia was
ready to get rid of the remnants of feudalism and embark on the road of
capitalist development, but not yet ready for a socialist revolution. 

Discord was bound to arise between those who had authority but no
power, and those who could command the workers and soldiers but had no
formal responsibility.

problems facing the 
provisional government

The liberals found themselves in an ironic situation: the forces that brought
them to power ultimately destroyed them. The tsarist government failed be-
cause Russia could not be governed during a modern war on the basis of
principles in which the tsarist elite believed. It was, however, also impossi-
ble in 1917 to build governing institutions on the basis of liberal principles.
The problems the country faced were too great, and there was no consensus
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on how to approach them; therefore the liberal experiment was bound to
fail. Although the members of the provisional government can be blamed
for making errors and needlessly alienating various important constituen-
cies, it is impossible to see, even in hindsight, what policies, consistent with
their deeply held beliefs, would have enabled them to retain power. The
provisional government collapsed because it was unable to resolve the
burning issues of the day: war, land reform, and autonomy for the national
minorities.

Of these issues, the question of participation in the war was the most im-
mediate and difficult. Russia’s educated and privileged classes and the great
masses of the people had different concepts of patriotism. The peasant sol-
diers were tired of fighting in a war that was dragging on for the third year,
with no end in sight. The concept of national interest, dear to the hearts of
the liberals, made little sense to them. They did not much care about mak-
ing Constantinople Russian, or about the sanctity of international treaties.
By contrast, members of the provisional government, who represented the
privileged classes, firmly believed that Russia had to remain faithful to her
allies. The officers in the army and the politicians failed to understand the
depth of dissatisfaction among peasant soldiers, just as the tsarist govern-
ment had earlier failed to recognize the mood of the people. 

In the course of 1917 one political crisis followed another, and in each
the underlying issue was the nation’s war effort. The members of the first
provisional government were just as intent as the tsarist government had
been on vigorously pursuing the war to a victorious conclusion. Between
the position of the war-weary soldiers and workers and that of the provi-
sional government stood the Petrograd Soviet. The leading figures in the so-
viet recognized that the war could not be stopped simply by Russian sol-
diers’ leaving the battlefields. They took a “defensist” position: they
favored the continuation of the war as long as Russian territory was occu-
pied, but opposed a policy of annexing foreign territories and demanding
indemnities from the defeated.

The provisional government and the soviet leaders have been blamed by
historians for not stopping the war. It is true that all liberal and many so-
cialist politicians believed in the importance of the war and did nothing to-
ward disengagement. On the other hand, had they wanted to, it is most un-
likely that they could have succeeded. As the experience of the Bolsheviks in
1918 demonstrated, the Russians could not have obtained peace terms from
the Germans acceptable to the politically powerful. The Germans regarded
themselves as victors and they were in no mood to compromise.

The first political crisis came in April. Foreign Minister Miliukov wrote
to the allied governments informing them that Russia would observe all ob-
ligations to her allies and would fight until “decisive victory.” The publica-
tion of this note in the newspapers caused a storm of indignation. The gov-
ernment’s policy obviously contradicted the announced principles of the
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leaders of the soviet, who regarded the publication of the note as a chal-
lenge. Demonstrators in the streets along with the Petrograd Soviet, forced
Miliukov to resign, and Defense Minister Guchkov soon followed him. A
new coalition government had to be formed, and it had a different makeup:
it included six socialist members, among them Kerensky, who now took the
crucial defense portfolio. The April events proved that the provisional gov-
ernment could not act without the explicit support of the Petrograd Soviet.

The next crisis came in June, when Kerensky initiated a major and ill-
considered offensive. He had two motives: first, the Russian High Com-
mand before the February revolution had promised the allies that it would
undertake active military operations to facilitate a long-expected break-
through on the Western front. Second, he recalled the experience of the
French Revolution, when the troops of democratic France fought success-
fully against the coalition of autocratic states; he believed that a successful
offensive would help to rekindle the fighting spirit in the army. The offen-
sive turned into a disaster. After some initial and local Russian successes,
the Germans, who had been forewarned, pushed back the attackers with
ease, inflicting heavy casualties. Clearly, the demoralized Russian troops
were not in a position to carry out successful offensive operations. Keren-
sky, who had hoped to reap political benefit from military success, in fact
had to pay a heavy price for failure.

At the beginning of July serious disturbances took place in Petrograd. For
the first time the soldiers and workers of the city showed themselves to be
more radical than the socialist leadership of the Soviet. The troubles started
when a regiment, fearing it would be sent to the front, mutinied. Soon the
soldiers were joined by workers, and for a while the survival of the entire
dual system of government was in doubt. The government, supported by
the soviet leadership, succeeded in bringing fresh troops to Petrograd and
reestablished order. In the aftermath of this affair, Prince Lvov resigned and
Kerensky finally became premier.

A few weeks later it was the turn of the right to attempt to change Rus-
sia’s existing political order by force. In July Kerensky appointed Lavr Kor-
nilov as commander in chief of the Russian armies, largely because the gen-
eral promised to restore order among the demoralized troops. The military
men were increasingly unhappy with the course of events. They blamed the
government for not taking energetic steps against the “troublemakers” and
suspected treason among the leaders of the soviets. The newly appointed
commander in chief decided to take matters into his own hands. He sent
troops to Petrograd in order to disperse the soviet. When the prime minister
ordered him to relinquish command, he refused. General Kornilov’s fault
was not only that he mutinied – even worse, he mismanaged his mutiny. He
overestimated his forces; he did not personally lead his troops; and he did
not properly prepare by assuring support from conservative groups. The
failure of his undertaking was rapid and complete: soldiers did not carry
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out orders, and railroad workers stopped trains taking his troops to the
capital. Kornilov and his fellow mutineers were arrested.

The combined effects of the July disturbances in Petrograd and the Kor-
nilov affair were disastrous for the provisional government. The liberals
and the moderate socialists alienated first the left and then the right. At a
time when danger obviously threatened from both political extremes, the
government’s attempt to balance between increasingly hostile forces was
doomed. The right believed the existing government could not successfully
pursue the war, and the left saw that it could not or would not stop the
fighting.

While the politicians’ inability to deal with the question of land reform
did not lead to such spectacular crises as did the question of participation in
the war, it just as surely undermined the government’s ability to govern. It is
a great deal more difficult to describe the peasant disturbances of 1917 than
the movement of the revolutionary workers and soldiers, because the peas-
ants possessed no national leadership that articulated goals and coordinat-
ed revolutionary acts. Nevertheless, the role of the peasants in preventing
the consolidation of liberal rule was every bit as important as that of the
workers.

The peasants had long been preoccupied with a desire for land. When the
serfs were liberated in 1861, they received approximately half of the land
they had cultivated before; but this was an arrangement that most consid-
ered unfair – they wanted all of it. As the population grew in the decades
preceding World War I, demand for land increased. In 1917, when the cen-
tral authority collapsed, the peasants wanted to make their own revolution,
which to them meant above all a redistribution of land. Few understood
that even taking all the lands of the nobility was not a long-term solution:
given methods of cultivation in Russia, there was simply not enough land
for everyone who wanted to cultivate it. Members of the government, of
course, were well aware of the significance of the issue of land reform, and
did not in principle oppose the idea. In practice, however, they did nothing.
In the first place, carrying out land reform at a time of war, when millions of
peasants were in the army, would have ended the effectiveness of the troops.
Peasant soldiers would have left their regiments to go back to their villages
to claim their allotments. Second, the government did not possess the ma-
chinery to carry out an inevitably complex process. Third, the liberal minis-
ters took it for granted that landlords had to be compensated for their prop-
erty. In 1917, the government obviously lacked the means necessary to
compensate those who were about to be dispossessed. Given these difficul-
ties, the government procrastinated by arguing that the resolution of the
land question had to await the convocation of the constituent assembly.

Because of this inaction the peasants ever more decisively turned against
the provisional government. The government’s foothold in the villages was
never strong, even at the outset. In tsarist times the main agents of govern-
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mental power were the land captains – appointed officials who supervised
judicial and police agencies. The land captains had been unpopular, and the
provisional government had abolished the office. According to the reform
plan, the functions of the land captains were to be taken over by elected dis-
trict committees. These committees, and the age-old village commune, be-
came the real rulers of the village. Now the peasants possessed a degree of
self-government they had never had before. Unfortunately for the govern-
ment, peasant self-rule did not become a bulwark of stability. On the con-
trary, peasant institutions became the instruments through which the peas-
ants attacked private property. 

This was something of an irony. The tsarist government for decades had
supported the peasant communes in the expectation that they would en-
courage stability. At the time of the revolution, however, it was precisely the
peasant communes that organized forcible land seizures. These communes
were the equivalents of the soviets in the cities; without them the peasant
revolution could not have succeeded. Before the revolution, socialist and
liberal intellectuals believed that the commune was a disappearing remnant
of the past. But now that the peasants had acquired some power over their
own lives, these institutions received a new lease on life. Confiscation of
landlord land was not done by individuals, but by the peasant communes,
which then divided the land among their members. Unauthorized land
seizures and attacks on landlord property began in May and grew ever
more threatening during the summer. The government could neither satisfy
the peasants nor suppress their revolutionary actions. It could gain neither
the allegiance of the peasants nor their respect.

The third source of conflict during the days of the provisional govern-
ment was the increasing desire of the national minorities for autonomy.
Russia has been a multi-ethnic state from its inception. The minorities,
which made up half of the population of the empire, greatly differed from
one another in economic and cultural development and in degree of nation-
al consciousness. As long as the empire was strong, minority nationalism
could not threaten the stability of the state. With the exception of the Poles
and perhaps the Finns, nationalist aspirations were limited to small circles
of people primarily interested in cultural autonomy. In 1917 the nationality
issue still did not have the same burning significance as the questions of
peace and land; however, it foreshadowed a major source of instability dur-
ing the civil war. The provisional government could not satisfy the ever-
growing nationalist aspirations of a large number of people, nor could it
suppress them. Imperial Russia was a multinational empire; Russians made
up only approximately half the population. As long as the state was power-
ful, the minorities’ desire for autonomy was rarely heard. Only the Poles,
who had had a long history of national independence, remained thorns in
the side of the russifying government of the imperial regime. As the state
was disintegrating following the February revolution, the growth of nation-



A History of the Soviet Union24

al self-awareness came quickly. Most of Poland was under German occupa-
tion in the summer of 1917, so the Poles did not present the Government
with an immediate difficulty. In 1917, the most troublesome challenge came
from the Ukrainians.

Ukrainians set up their own parliament, the Rada. The socialist members
of the provisional government were willing to concede de facto autonomy
to Ukraine, but the Kadets within the coalition resisted, believing that con-
ceding to the Ukrainians would be the first step toward unraveling the em-
pire. It was this difference that led to the demise of Lvov’s government just
before the July days, and to Kerensky’s assumption of the premiership. The
issue of the position of Ukraine within the future democratic Russian state
was far from resolved when the provisional government ceased to exist.

the bolsheviks and the workers

In February 1917 there were fewer than 25,000 Bolsheviks in the entire
country; only about 3,000 operated in the capital. The well-known leaders
were in exile. The Bolsheviks, following Lenin, had opposed Russia’s par-
ticipation in World War I and denounced it as imperialist. They called for
transforming the international conflict into a civil war, urging the exploited
everywhere to turn their weapons on the exploiters. Under the circum-
stances it is understandable that the tsarist government persecuted them
more resolutely than other socialists. 

At the time of the February revolution, Lenin was in exile in Switzerland.
Iosif Stalin and Lev Kamenev were the first senior leaders to return to Pet-
rograd from their Siberian exile and take charge of Party policy. Theirs was
a moderate course. Recognizing the weakness of their position, they saw no
alternative to working with Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionaries in the
Petrograd Soviet and thereby tacitly accepting cooperation with the provi-
sional government.

Such a policy was anathema to Lenin. Not for a moment was he seduced
by the idea of socialist unity. He accepted a German offer to aid his return
to his country through German territory, although he well understood that
such apparent cooperation with the enemy during wartime entailed political
risks. The Germans allowed him to return home, believing that his presence
in Russia would contribute to the disintegration of the government. Lenin’s
party later received financial aid from Germany. Anti-Bolsheviks at the time
and ever since have attributed great significance to this fact, even describing
the revolution as the product of foreign subversion. Such charges are un-
warranted. The fact that the interests of the Bolsheviks and the Germans
temporarily coincided did not make one into the puppet of the other. First
of all, the amount of money the Leninists received could not make a great
deal of difference. As far as financial resources were concerned, the Bolshe-
viks were much worse off then their enemies. In any case, the revolutionar-
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ies believed that the German empire would soon collapse as a result of the
victory of the world revolution. The Leninists did not worry about the
morality of taking money from the enemies of their country.  They believed
that the interests of social revolution outweighed nationalist concerns, and
that under the circumstances it did not matter which imperialist camp de-
rived short-term benefits from Bolshevik actions. Ironically, many of the
people who most vociferously denounced Lenin as a traitor did not hesitate
to accept aid from the Germans after the Bolshevik revolution, and thereby
proved the point: the interests of class struggle under some circumstances
supersede the interests of national struggle.

In Lenin’s extraordinary career one of the most extraordinary moments
was his return to Petrograd after years of exile. He did not allow himself to
be moved by the general enthusiasm generated by the victory over tsarism.
He was unwilling to pause, but eager to move on to face the next task. Im-
mediately at the railroad station he announced his famous April theses.
Their essence was that Bolsheviks should not support the existing political
order, but must immediately start to work for the overthrow of the govern-
ment, which Lenin regarded as a mouthpiece for the bourgeoisie. His con-
crete demands – all power to the soviets, nationalization of land, workers’
control in industry, an immediate end to the war – were all based on the as-
sumption that, contrary to Marxist analysis, the country did not require a
lengthy period of capitalist development but was ready to proceed immedi-
ately to socialist revolution.

In April 1917 such a program was breathtaking in its radicalism. The so-
viets, to which Lenin wanted to give power, belonged to his political ene-
mies: the Bolsheviks made up only small minorities in the important soviets
of the country. As far as the war was concerned, while the idea of continued
fighting was increasingly unpopular, it is unlikely that a majority would
have been willing to accept peace at any price. Hostility toward the Ger-
mans was still profound. Nevertheless, within a few weeks Lenin succeeded
in winning over his party. The central committee at the end of April passed
resolutions in the spirit of his new radicalism. Then Lenin won the support
of important socialist leaders not hitherto identified with the Bolsheviks.
Among these, the most important was Leon Trotsky, who had also just re-
turned from exile. By the end of May the Leninist policy also had important
working-class support.

Did the Bolsheviks express the views and feelings of the revolutionary
workers and peasants and act in their interest or, to the contrary, manipu-
late them for their own political advantage? Of all aspects of the history of
the revolution, the role of the Bolsheviks, the character of their party and
their relationship to the workers, is the most controversial. During the ear-
ly days of the cold war most Western scholars depicted the Bolsheviks as a
tightly knit, well organized group that succeeded during the turmoil of the
revolution in imposing its will on the workers. According to this interpreta-
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tion, Lenin’s party was essentially a manipulative one that carried out a
coup d’etat in October, supported neither by the majority of the Russian
people nor by the workers. Post-Soviet Russian historians are also inclined
to this view.1

More recent scholars, many of them inspired by Marxist theory, have
taken a different approach. They stress the indigenous radicalism of the
working classes. According to their view, in the course of the revolutionary
struggle the workers acquired class consciousness and came to support the
Bolshevik Party because that party represented their well understood inter-
ests. The October events, therefore, should be regarded as a genuine prole-
tarian revolution.2

It is evident that in the course of 1917 the working classes came to be
radicalized. This radicalization occurred largely as a result of the deteriorat-
ing economy. The workers understood ever more clearly that the provision-
al government could not help them and could not solve the country’s prob-
lems. Believing that the existing government would not protect their
interests, they started to look to their own organizations and to the Bolshe-
viks for leadership. The Bolsheviks had consistently represented the most
radical point of view. The most important working-class organizations were
the factory committees established shortly after the February revolution.
The committees were more popular and powerful than the trade unions be-
cause they represented a kind of direct democracy that suited the chaotic
circumstances. They could quickly change policies as circumstances de-
manded. When Lenin talked about the need for workers’ control in indus-
try, he had in mind the factory committee as the instrument of such control.
Indeed, the committees had began interfering with every aspect of manage-
ment well before the October revolution. Already in the era of the provi-
sional government the Bolsheviks had taken over the leadership of these
committees.

Soviet historians saw the key to Lenin’s success in his “consistent class
analysis.” But it may be that Lenin was simply lucky. He had opposed the
war for reasons of principle. He craved revolution and insisted on radical
politics largely as a matter of temperament. Now the Russian people, pri-
marily the workers and the soldiers in the rear echelons, came to ideologi-
cal positions that Lenin had already advocated. It makes little sense to be-
lieve that the workers were won over to Bolshevik policies by clever
Bolshevik propaganda. In fact, the nonsocialist parties had far greater re-
sources than did the socialists, and the Bolsheviks were disadvantaged even
within the socialist camp. To be sure, the Bolsheviks did not shrink from
demagoguery, but neither did their opponents. The anti-Bolsheviks also
used all available means. For example, they rather successfully kept Bol-
shevik newspapers out of military units. Obviously, the Bolshevik appeal
succeeded because there was an eager audience for radical positions. There
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is no reason to think that in matters of technique the Bolsheviks were su-
perior propagandists.

Support for Bolshevik positions grew steadily during 1917, except during
a short period following the July days when the radicals suffered a setback.
While many rank-and-file Bolsheviks certainly were involved in organizing
demonstrations and creating disorder, the top leadership of the party, in-
cluding Lenin, clearly did not believe that a Bolshevik take-over could be
successful at this point. On the other hand, once the disorders started and
numerous people were killed, the Bolsheviks could not abandon the demon-
strators without suffering great political damage. When the government
succeeded in reestablishing order, it arrested some of the Bolshevik leaders.
Lenin and his close comrade Grigorii Zinoviev were forced to go into hid-
ing, and a band of soldiers wrecked the offices of the party newspaper Prav-
da. It seemed that Lenin had suffered a serious defeat.

The Bolsheviks were further embarrassed by the publication of docu-
ments designed to show that Lenin and his comrades were German agents.
Although the documents were forgeries, the basic allegation that the Lenin-
ists had received aid from Germany was true. Soldiers and workers may
have been fed up with the war, but such an accusation still carried consider-
able political force, and without doubt undermined Bolshevik support in
the factories and regiments. The setback, however, was only temporary. An-
archy – which after all was the main source of Bolshevik strength – contin-
ued to spread. The single event that helped the Bolsheviks most was the ill-
fated Kornilov mutiny. The mutiny seemingly demonstrated that it was the
political right that threatened the revolution, as the Bolsheviks had always
maintained, and that Leninists were the only ones uncompromised by coop-
eration with the bourgeoisie. They had called upon workers and soldiers to
take power, and during the Kornilov mutiny, the workers and soldiers
showed that they did possess considerable force. Support for the Bolsheviks
jumped. For the first time they achieved majorities both in the Petrograd
and Moscow soviets. These victories had decisive significance for the future
of the provisional government. The Bolsheviks and the radical workers had
taunted the Petrograd Soviet for not daring to take power. Now that the
Bolsheviks controlled the soviets, the decision when to attack was in their
hands.

the october revolution

Historians have asked whether the Bolshevik seizure of power in October
1917 was a coup d’etat, carried out by the impetuous Bolsheviks, or a true
revolution, the work of the radical workers and soldiers of Petrograd. But
perhaps the most striking aspect of the events was neither the Bolsheviks’
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daring, nor the behavior of the workers, but the complete disintegration of
governmental authority. 

Lenin determinedly urged his followers to act, arguing that waiting might
prove fatal. He finally succeeded in winning over the central committee of
his party, with the exception of two important dissenters, Zinoviev and
Kamenev. Lenin’s old comrades were so opposed to what seemed to them a
rash decision that they decided to publish the date of the planned uprising
in a noncommunist journal. They chose Novyi Mir, a journal edited by
Maxim Gorky, the famous radical writer. By this time the provisional gov-
ernment had lost all power and authority: every politically aware person in
Petrograd knew that the Bolsheviks were about to act, but the government
could not defend itself. Under the circumstances one could hardly speak of
a coup d’etat, much less a conspiracy. The Bolsheviks seized power because
the country was in the throes of anarchy.

The Bolshevik revolution is such a significant moment in world history
that the observer looking back is often surprised and even disappointed to
learn that the actual events of October 24–25, 1917, were not particularly
dramatic. Restaurants and theaters were open that night. From the point of
view of weary contemporaries, the country simply experienced another cri-
sis. The Bolsheviks, now in control of the Petrograd Soviet, used its military
revolutionary committee to organize and carry out a revolutionary move.
They took over key public buildings and the offices of the major newspa-
pers and railroad stations. The last holdout was the Winter Palace, in which
the provisional government was meeting – without Kerensky, who had suc-
ceeded earlier in escaping from the city. The storming of the Winter Palace,
so well known to posterity from Eisenstein’s film October, did not take
place as depicted by the great director. The besiegers were disorganized and
few, but that did not matter, since the Government in the last minutes of its
existence could count on practically no armed support. The Bolsheviks
timed their action to coincide with the Second Congress of Soviets. By
maintaining that they were acting in the name of the soviets, they hoped to
achieve a measure of legitimacy. In fact they presented the congress with a
fait accompli. Although moderate socialist leaders left the meeting in
protest, the Bolshevik majority passed a resolution approving the revolu-
tionary moves.

It was the issues of land and peace which had brought down the provi-
sional government, and Lenin was resolved to deal with these issues as deci-
sively and expeditiously as possible. On the day after his victory he present-
ed his decree on peace and land to the Congress of Soviets. The first one of
these decrees was an appeal to all belligerent countries to commence nego-
tiations for a just and democratic peace without indemnities or annexa-
tions. The second declared the land to be national property, but allowed
peasants to cultivate it as their own. In practice this meant that the Bolshe-
viks officially recognized the peasants’ land confiscations. Creating a class
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of landed peasants tended to conflict with the Bolsheviks’ Marxist image of
the future. As Marxists, they believed that the possession of property by the
large majority of the Russian people would make the establishment of a so-
cialist society more difficult. Lenin, however, realized that it was essential to
allow the peasants to carry out their revolution in order to win them over,
or at least to render them neutral. After October the main task of Bolshevik
agitators in the villages was to spread the land decree: it was the chief argu-
ment of the agitators in their attempt to persuade the peasants that the Bol-
sheviks were on their side.

The new government, called the Council of Commissars and headed by
Lenin, was an exclusively Bolshevik body. The list of commissars was a dis-
appointment to the majority of the radical soldiers and workers who had
helped the Bolsheviks to power, because they had expected a coalition gov-
ernment of socialists. A sizable portion of the top leadership of the party
also would have preferred a coalition. Some leaders felt so strongly about
this that they resigned rather than participate in a one-party government,
but Lenin and Trotsky were adamant. Their conception of the new regime
did not allow concessions to those who had opposed taking power. A
month later the Bolsheviks did admit a few left socialist revolutionaries into
their government. The new commissars took their portfolios on Bolshevik
terms, however, and since they had no organized power base they could not
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effectively oppose Bolshevik policies. In any case, the left socialist revolu-
tionaries remained in the coalition for only a short time. They left the gov-
ernment in protest over Lenin’s decision to conclude peace with the Ger-
mans in March 1918.

In view of the bitterness of the civil war that was to begin within a 
few months, the question arises, what were those future passionate anti-
Bolsheviks doing in the crucial hours? Why did they allow their adversaries
to take power so easily? As we have already seen, the Bolsheviks did not
surprise them: every politically aware person in Russia knew about the
well-advertised intentions of the revolutionaries. 

The paralysis had several causes. The military men, followers of Kornilov
who would soon make up the leadership of the anti-Bolshevik White move-
ment, had recently been defeated and were disappointed in the Russian peo-
ple. On the one hand, they hated Kerensky’s liberal regime with such pas-
sion that they would not come to its defense under any circumstances. On
the other hand, they underestimated the Bolsheviks. They did not imagine
that a band of radicals with outlandish ideas could succeed where tsarist
ministers and educated and experienced statesmen had failed: to wit, in
governing the country. Moreover, they were so preoccupied with the need to
fight the foreign foe that they refused to abandon their positions at the
front. They came into open opposition only when it became impossible for
them to continue to fight the Germans.

The Mensheviks and the Socialist Revolutionaries failed to act because
they underestimated the differences between themselves and the new gov-
ernment. In their eyes the Bolsheviks were fellow socialists. The country
was preparing for elections to the Constituent Assembly, and the moderate
socialists were afraid of compromising their position in the eyes of the vot-
ers. The fact that the Bolsheviks managed to retain a semblance of legitima-
cy by obtaining majority support at the Second Congress of Soviets also
helped them significantly. In some sense the anti-Bolsheviks were right: the
conquest of power was a relatively minor matter. The truly difficult task,
providing the country with a functioning government and overcoming an-
archy, still lay ahead.

The Bolsheviks took power with an extraordinarily ambitious program
aimed not only at reorganizing society and politics, but also at remaking
humanity. Their program was based on abstract principles derived from
their reading of Marx. Perhaps not surprisingly, the precepts of theory and
the concrete needs of the moment almost immediately clashed, and the Bol-
sheviks were forced to improvise. In that process of improvisation they be-
came the great innovators of twentieth-century politics. They developed in-
stitutions, methods of mobilization, and even a vocabulary that would be
not so much imitated as rediscovered again and again. The interplay be-
tween the demands posed by unexpected and harsh reality and an ideology
to which the revolutionaries were deeply committed is a complex and fasci-
nating topic.
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It would be a mistake to imagine that all the unattractive aspects of Bol-
shevik policies were the consequence of the cruel and unexpected demands
of the time. The Bolsheviks were not democrats and liberals converted to a
different mode of politics by their desire to survive. They obviously brought
with them the mental attitudes that enabled them to transform themselves
quickly from revolutionaries to administrators, from freedom-fighters to
oppressors.

They came to power in circumstances completely unforeseen by their ide-
ology. Instead of taking over a fully mature industrial society, their inheri-
tance was illiteracy, anarchy, industrial ruin, and hunger. Instead of partici-
pating in a world revolution, after which they could have benefited from the
help of more advanced nations, they had to face further attacks from the
mighty German army. That army seemed unstoppable because the Russian
army had lost its capacity to resist – at least partially as a result of previous
Bolshevik antiwar propaganda.

Internationalism was deeply ingrained in the mental framework of the
Bolsheviks: they regarded themselves as an advance regiment in the interna-
tional proletarian army. It was disturbing to them that contrary to Marxist
theory, the revolution did not first occur in the economically most advanced
countries. They explained this anomaly to their own satisfaction by arguing
that the Russian proletariat was in a position to break the chain of world
capitalism at its weakest link. According to this reasoning, the primary pur-
pose of the Russian revolution was to break that chain and thereby initiate
a world revolution. As they saw it, their revolution could be successful in
the long run only if it was aided by sympathetic, more advanced, and above
all socialist nations. The expectation of a socialist revolution following the
mad devastation of World War I was by no means nonsensical. Today we
know that the revolution did not occur, that the old order reasserted itself.
At the time, however, everyone, friend and foe alike, hoped for or feared
just such a cataclysmic transformation.

This expectation of world revolution was not a theoretical issue to the
Leninists, but a matter that affected their everyday behavior. The victorious
Bolsheviks faced a phalanx of hostile governments. Such hostility was ex-
pected and even necessary for the Bolsheviks. Those who believed in the in-
ternationalism of the working classes also had to believe in the internation-
alism of capital. The Bolsheviks half-expected that the capitalist powers,
understanding that their deadliest enemies were not one another but the so-
cialists, would forget about the war and unite against the revolutionaries.
Such a development, in the Bolshevik view, was most likely to lead to a re-
volt of all exploited peoples, and was thus perhaps desirable.

The immediate problem, however, was not a hostile coalition but the
German army. The Bolsheviks entered peace negotiations with the enemy
and ultimately accepted severe German terms. On March 3 they signed the
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. The dispute over terms of that treaty came to be the
first bitter debate in Soviet history, a debate that almost tore the party apart.
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Negotiating with an imperialist foe could be regarded as the starting
point of Soviet foreign policy. When the Bolsheviks took power they be-
lieved that their regime had no need for a foreign policy. The governments
of the world would be implacably hostile, and the world proletariat sup-
portive; foreign relations could be reduced to revolutionary appeals. The
Bolsheviks saw the solution to their difficulties in immediate world revolu-
tion. That this revolution never came was their greatest disappointment.

A large and influential segment of the leadership of the party continued to
believe that it was a mistake to conclude any treaty, or even to maintain dip-
lomatic discourse with the capitalist powers. These people, led by Nikolai
Bukharin and dubbed the left communists, wanted to continue the war not
so much to defend Russia’s national interests, but because they believed that
the German soldiers would refuse to fight against their Russian comrades
and that this refusal would spark a long-awaited German revolution. If in
the process the new soviet regime were eliminated, that, in the view of the
left communists, was a worthwhile price for advancing the international
cause. Such an argument was compelling to those who were certain that the
new revolutionary regime could not long survive in any case without the
help of the world proletariat.

Lenin, the great realist, did not allow himself to be seduced by revolu-
tionary dreams. With remarkable energy, determination, and clear vision he
forced his views on his recalcitrant colleagues. By signing the Brest-Litovsk
Treaty he assured the immediate survival of his regime; after all, the Ger-
mans could easily have overthrown the Bolsheviks, who possessed no seri-
ous military force. The Germans stopped their advance because they real-
ized that any regime imposed on the defeated Russians would require a
considerable investment of German troops; they preferred to use their sol-
diers on the Western front.

The second great disappointment for the Bolsheviks was the behavior of
the Russian people. According to their understanding the party directed the
revolution of the working classes. That revolution was carried out in order
to benefit the great majority of the Russian people, the workers and the
peasants. In the course of 1917 there was a great deal of talk about the con-
vocation of the Constituent Assembly that was to resolve the major nation-
al questions. Elections to the Assembly had been scheduled for November,
before the October revolution took place, and the Bolsheviks decided to go
through with the elections. It is not entirely clear what the Bolsheviks ex-
pected, for the results were not surprising. The Socialist Revolutionaries,
who had support in the countryside, succeeded in electing the majority of
the deputies, while the Bolsheviks could count on about a quarter of the
delegates.

The Assembly duly met in January 1918, expressed anti-Bolshevik senti-
ments, and then was dispersed by the Bolsheviks. It was a dramatic move,
because by disregarding the clearly expressed will of the electorate the Bol-
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sheviks repudiated once and for all any pretense of acting on the basis of the
principles of “bourgeois” democracy. Their legitimacy was not to be based
on popular sovereignty, but on the conviction that they understood the
movement of history. They stood for a better, socialist future for all
mankind. It is hard to see, however, how the Bolsheviks could have acted
otherwise for to accept the authority of the Constituent Assembly would
have meant to undo the October revolution. Unlike the Brest-Litovsk nego-
tiations, which had caused a major crisis within the Party, this time there
were no differences of opinion among the leaders. Everything in their expe-
rience and theoretical outlook prepared the Leninists to take precisely these
steps.

While repudiating electoral democracy did not cause them much soul-
searching, suspension of freedom of expression did lead to a passionate de-
bate among the Bolsheviks. On November 4 in the central executive com-
mittee of the soviets, a number of prominent Bolshevik leaders argued
eloquently for freedom of the press. They confidently – albeit no doubt
wrongly – believed that if the Russian people were presented with a number
of conflicting views, they would be able to see the correctness of the Bolshe-
vik position. Lenin passionately opposed this position and spoke contemp-
tuously of the principle of the freedom of the press. Once again, he pre-
vailed. The new rulers could not immediately eliminate all non-Bolshevik
publications. However, within the first eight months of their rule they suc-
ceeded in doing so. As the civil war began and the revolutionaries found it
necessary to use harsher and harsher methods, all non-Bolshevik newspa-
pers disappeared from territories under their control.

Suspension of freedom of the press went hand in hand with suspension of
freedom of association: in areas under their control the Bolsheviks sup-
pressed first the nonsocialist parties and later all parties. In order to carry
out such policies, the new rulers needed a coercive force. Those who had
suffered at the hands of the Tsarist political police, the Okhrana, soon after
their victory established their own political police, the All-Russian Extraor-
dinary Commission for Struggle against Counterrevolution, Sabotage, and
Speculation, known simply as the Cheka (the Russian abbreviation for ex-
traordinary commission).

the course of the civil war

The old order had ceased to function and the country faced extraordinary
difficulties. Both the socialist and the nonsocialist camps were deeply divid-
ed over how to deal with the problems. Within a short time, however, out of
the dozens of competing points of view, only two – the Bolsheviks and the
military counterrevolutionaries – remained serious contenders. The Social-
ist Revolutionaries, who undoubtedly possessed the support of the majority
of the Russian people, never had a chance. The moderate socialist politi-



A History of the Soviet Union34

cians had no way of turning electoral support into regiments. They did not
possess an ideology, or a mentality, that would enable them to take the nec-
essarily harsh steps to resolve the national crisis.

The civil war, therefore, was soon reduced to a contest between the
Whites and the Reds. On one side were revolutionary intellectuals and
semi-intellectuals, who had suffered repression during the tsarist regime and
were committed to change on the basis of their deeply held Marxist beliefs.
They were politicians of a new type, who clearly understood the need for
mass mobilization and propaganda. On the other side, the leadership was
made up exclusively of army officers, men who had been at home in tsarist
Russia, who were contemptuous of politics, and who envisaged military so-
lutions to most problems. They had no vision of a future Russia but felt it
necessary to combat the Bolsheviks, for they believed that communist rule
would bring only evil to the fatherland. However different the two groups
were, they faced the same problems: how to provide the country with a
functioning administration, provide food for the starving, make the rail-
roads run; in short, how to overcome anarchy.

The anti-Bolsheviks were slow to organize. The ex-leaders of the Korni-
lov mutiny, who had subsequently been imprisoned, used the confusion cre-
ated by the Bolshevik rising to escape from their confinement and flee to the
Cossack district of the Don. They were soon joined by the tsar’s ex-chief of
staff, General Alekseev. This small group of officers included many, but by
no means all, of the most prominent leaders of the Russian forces during the
war. They came to the Cossack district of the Don because there was no
other region in Russia where they could find security. The Cossacks, de-
scendants of freebooters, by the early twentieth century had become rich
peasants; they were receiving taxation and landholding privileges from the
tsarist government in return for heavier military obligation. Unlike other
Russian peasants, they enjoyed a tradition of self-government. Now they
felt their privileges threatened by the less fortunate fellow inhabitants of
their districts, the Russian peasants. These Russian peasants were much
poorer, owned much less land, and often had to rent from Cossacks. They
resented their Cossack exploiters, and were willing listeners to Bolshevik
appeals. The Don and the Kuban districts were embarking upon their own
civil war, a contest for power that partially overlapped the larger national
struggle. The Cossacks came to play a decisively important role in the
White movement, largely because the White generals did not have another
force to count on; they never succeeded in winning over the majority of the
Russian people, the peasants.

During the first few months of 1918 the generals attracted only a pitiful-
ly small following. After several months of organizing, the incipient White
movement’s military force, the volunteer army, had only about 3,000 fight-
ers, mostly officers. It reflects the weakness of the new Bolshevik govern-
ment that it did not have the strength even to disperse such a minuscule
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army; a civil war is always a struggle between the weak and the weaker.
Later during the spring it was the Germans, ironically, who enabled the
Whites to survive. German policy was to encourage anti-Bolsheviks in the
peripheries of the country, while tolerating Bolsheviks at the center. A coun-
try torn by civil war best served German interests. One consequence of this
policy was their support for a conservative Cossack government on the
Don. Thus the White generals, who had not so long ago denounced the Bol-
sheviks as German agents and sworn loyalty to the allies, now became the
main beneficiaries of the policies of the enemies of their fatherland.

A turning point in the history of the civil war was the rebellion of the
Czech troops, surely one of its most curious episodes. The Habsburg
monarchy, Russia’s enemy in the First World War, was like imperial Russia,
a multinational empire. The large Slav minority within it felt oppressed, and
at the time of the war showed little loyalty to the Habsburgs. A large num-
ber of Czech soldiers, for example, easily allowed themselves to be captured
by the Russians. The tsarist government hesitated to play the nationality
card. They refused to form an army from these prisoners of war and allow
them to fight on their side. That situation changed in 1917: Kerensky had
no scruples on this score and encouraged the Czechs to form an indepen-
dent corps and fight the Germans. The Czechs were enthusiastic soldiers,
for they rightly believed that only the defeat of the central powers, Germany
and the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, would allow them to form an inde-
pendent state. When the Russian army fell apart, this tiny force alone want-
ed to continue fighting, but the Brest-Litovsk treaty made it impossible for
them to continue their struggle. After long negotiations with the Soviet gov-
ernment, it was decided to allow them to travel to the Western front
through Siberia, the Pacific, and the United States. The Czechs, however,
never reached their destination, because while traveling through Siberia
they started to fight the Bolsheviks. In May 1918 Bolshevik rule in Siberia
was still so weak that fifty thousand Czechs could overthrow it. This total-
ly unexpected development allowed the anti-Bolsheviks to establish them-
selves and organize. After a great deal of quibbling the Whites established a
liberal regime in which the Socialist Revolutionaries played a major role.
However, this government lasted only for a short time. In November 1918
the military overthrew the socialist government and named Admiral Alek-
sandr Kolchak, the ex-chief of the Black Sea fleet, as supreme ruler.

The end of the war in Europe had far-reaching consequences for the
course of the civil war in Russia. As long as the allies and the central pow-
ers were fighting one another, they looked at their involvement in Russia as
far less important. Although the allied governments regarded the Bolsheviks
and everything they stood for with fear and loathing, had the Bolsheviks
continued the war against the Germans, they could have received allied sup-
port. The allies first assisted the Whites with the illusory hope that the anti-
German front might be reconstructed. The British and the Americans, who
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in early 1918 sent small detachments to the Far North in Murmansk and
Archangel and to the Far East in Vladivostok, justified their intervention in
Russian affairs in terms of their need to fight the Germans.

Once World War I ended, any rationale for the intervention fell away
while the opportunities for practical aid to the anti-Bolsheviks vastly im-
proved. Immediately after the defeat of the Germans, French troops landed
in Odessa, and shortly after in the Crimea. The British sent small detach-
ments to the Caucasus and to Central Asia, and soon began the delivery of
valuable military hardware to Kolchak and to Anton Denikin, the comman-
der of the volunteer army.

The Bolsheviks, of course, then and ever since, had a great incentive to
believe, or at least to pretend to believe, that they were fighting not against
domestic enemies but against the combined forces of world imperialism. It
became an article of faith in Soviet historiography that the young Soviet
state struggled against the combined forces of world imperialism. In fact the
contribution of foreigners to the outcome of the civil war was slight. For-
eign governments had only the vaguest understanding of Russian affairs;
they based their policies and dispensed their advice on the basis of false
premises. But however much the allies would have liked to overthrow the
Bolsheviks, given the politics of postwar Europe they were not in a position
to do so. French troops were the only ones who actually did a bit of fight-
ing, and their performance was dismal. They did more harm than good to
the White cause. British military aid, and to a lesser extent American, was
undoubtedly helpful to Denikin and Kolchak; but such aid could only pro-
long the war.  

German withdrawal increased the scope of the fighting. Bolsheviks and
anti-Bolsheviks rushed into the vacuum, hoping to take advantage of the
opportunity. The greatest threat to Bolshevik rule in the first months of
1919 came from the East. As Kolchak marched West, it seemed that he
might be able to link up with Denikin in the South. The Red army managed
to turn the tide on the Eastern front in June 1919, but the Bolsheviks could
not yet relax. That summer Denikin occupied Ukraine, and in October he
reached Orel, about 250 miles from Moscow. At the same time Lenin’s re-
gime faced a new danger. General Nikolai Iudenich had organized yet an-
other anti-Bolshevik army in Estonia that now threatened Petrograd. Octo-
ber 1919 was a decisive moment in the civil war. The Reds at this crucial
time managed to mobilize new forces and to stop both Iudenich and
Denikin. Denikin’s lines had become overextended and were mercilessly ha-
rassed by Ukrainian anarchist partisans, most significantly Nestor Makhno.

By 1920 it was fairly certain that the Reds would ultimately win. In the
spring of 1920, Denikin once again was restricted to the Kuban. He suc-
ceeded in getting his troops to the Crimea, but then went into exile. Petr
Wrangel, the last commander, an able and charismatic figure, could pin his
hopes only on outside circumstances. Poland, which became an indepen-
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dent country at the end of the war, had great territorial ambitions at Rus-
sia’s expense. The Polish leader, Joseph Pilsudski, believing he could get a
better deal from the Bolsheviks than from the victorious Whites, waited un-
til the defeat of the main White forces and then started his campaign. The
Russo-Polish war, which inspired nationalist passions on both sides, saw
changing military fortunes; at one point the victorious Red army threatened
the Polish capital. The war ultimately ended in the compromise peace of
Riga in March 1921. Following the decisive phase of the Polish campaign,
the Red army defeated Wrangel and forced him and the remnants of his
army into exile. By the end of 1920 the Bolsheviks had defeated all their en-
emies with the exception of a few scattered peasant bands.

the causes of bolshevik victory

Although the Bolsheviks ultimately won the civil war, their victory at the
outset was by no means assured, nor did it seem so to weary contempo-
raries. Several times the survival of the revolutionary government hung in
the balance. In the spring of 1918, for example, the regime was almost over-
come by sheer anarchy; the next spring, Kolchak seemed unstoppable; and
in the fall of 1919, the combined forces of Denikin and Iudenich presented
such a military threat that many expected Lenin’s regime to soon collapse.

The Whites enjoyed many significant advantages. They had the support
of the church. Their armies were almost always better led, and they did not
have to fear treason among their officers. In the prevailing conditions,
where the front line moved quickly, the Cossack cavalry was an extremely
valuable force. The Whites occupied better agricultural lands, and had to
feed the populations of fewer large cities. These factors, combined with al-
lied aid, made living conditions better in White-held territories. When the
Whites occupied a city, the price of bread almost always fell. Naturally, at a
time of starvation, lower food prices had a great appeal and far-reaching
political significance.

Still, the Bolsheviks won at least in part because of the weakness of their
enemies. The Whites did not have an attractive ideology or the right frame
of mind to accomplish their most important task: imposing order on an un-
willing population. Since they saw their task as primarily a military one,
they made no serious attempt to win over the population with an attractive
vision of the future. Indeed, they themselves lacked such a vision. The gen-
erals had been comfortable in imperial Russia, and although the more en-
lightened among them realized that some reforms might be necessary, they
all fervently wished that the revolutions of 1917 had never happened. 

When they were forced to articulate their goals, the Whites had to fall
back on a newly developed and exaggerated sense of nationalism. They pro-
claimed that they were fighting for “Russia.” The trouble with such an ide-
ology was that it had little appeal to those who were politically the most im-
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portant, the peasants. Perhaps even more significantly, it fatally alienated
the national minorities, who might have become useful allies in an anti-
Bolshevik crusade. Since the Whites of necessity were fighting in areas large-
ly inhabited by non-Russians, hostility from the minorities had fateful con-
sequences.

The disintegration of the once-powerful empire, and the obvious weak-
ness of the central authorities, resulted in an extraordinarily rapid growth
of national self-consciousness among the minorities. Politicians who had
professed to be internationalists and socialists now came into power in
newly independent states and came to embrace the nationalist cause with
passion. The Bolsheviks and the anti-Bolsheviks adopted different policies
toward the newly established states on the peripheries. The Bolshevik atti-
tude was a great deal more expedient: as long as they had no power to pre-
vent the establishment of these states, they did not openly oppose them.
They seemed to have accepted the principle of national self-determination,
although adding that it applied as long as it served the interest of the prole-
tariat. The Whites would make no comparable concession.

The Russian peasants were not moved by a nationalist ideology; they
were interested in getting the lands of the landlords. White politicians la-
bored for many months to come up with a land reform plan. They were
slow to produce one, for they did not fully appreciate the political signifi-
cance of winning over the land-hungry peasants. By the time they published
a land reform project, in the summer of 1920, it was far too late. Even this
plan offered very little. After all, the Whites drew their social support from
the right and could not alienate their supporters. The peasants saw that in
the wake of the White armies, the landlords and ex-tsarist officials reap-
peared to reclaim their wealth and power. No matter what White politicians
said in their manifestos, the peasants correctly understood that the Whites
stood for restoration.

But the Bolsheviks won the civil war not only because of the weaknesses
and errors of their opponents. Their understanding of the needs of the mo-
ment and the principles of revolutionary politics helped them as well. The
political program with which they came to power could not be realized, and
therefore the revolutionaries constantly had to improvise. But fortunately
for them, their background and their ideology allowed them to improvise
successfully.

The Bolsheviks, as Marxist-Leninists, instinctively understood the signifi-
cance of organization and mass mobilization. They worked tirelessly and
ceaselessly both to bring their program to the workers and peasants and to
create organizational forms that could restore order. A major share of the
credit for winning the civil war belonged to the party. Originally an organi-
zation of revolutionaries, it was quickly transformed into an instrument of
rule. In the circumstances it would be wrong to think of it as a tightly knit,
disciplined, and hierarchical organization. Top leaders frequently quarreled,
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and the center often had only nominal control over the distant cities. Nev-
ertheless, as an organizational base it conferred on the Bolsheviks an ines-
timable advantage. The party was involved in every aspect of national life:
it was responsible for developing a strategy for winning the struggle; it was
a recruitment agency that brought forward able and ambitious cadres; it
was the chief indoctrination agency; in enemy-controlled territories, it orga-
nized an underground; and perhaps most importantly, it attempted to su-
pervise the work of other governmental and social institutions. 

Bolshevik organizational skills and principles were best shown in the cre-
ation and building of the Red army, which was Trotsky’s great achievement.
Both Trotsky and Lenin quickly realized that contrary to utopian notions
they themselves had entertained, the services of experts were essential for
running a modern state. In the case of the military, this meant that the
young Soviet state needed the expertise of the officers of the ex-imperial
army. These men had to be forced or cajoled into the service of an ideology
that they in almost all instances found distasteful. Furthermore, the policy
entailed risks: it created indignation among some old communists, and the
officers were by no means fully reliable. Treason was a constant danger. Yet
Trotsky was correct: only a disciplined force, led by professional men, could
defeat the enemy.

By the end of the civil war the Bolsheviks, using extensive propaganda in
addition to conscription, had built an army of five million – incomparably
larger than the combined forces of their enemies. Only a small percentage of
this army ever served in battles; the rest provided support and administra-
tive services. At a time of anarchy, the new state needed all the support it
could get.

The Cheka also made a contribution to the Bolshevik victory. Terror was
equally bloody on both sides; Reds and Whites alike committed acts of ex-
traordinary brutality. However, political repression by the two sides had a
different character. The Whites, whose views were more appropriate to the
nineteenth than to the twentieth century, had little appreciation of the role
of ideas in politics and tolerated far greater diversity of political opinions.
The Cheka, by contrast, allowed only one political organization, and one
political point of view, that of the Leninists.

The Bolsheviks successfully tailored their social and economic policies to
the needs of winning the war. Lenin presented his famous decree on land on
the day following his victory. As a concession to the peasants, the decree le-
galized previous land seizures and allowed the peasants to cultivate previ-
ous landlord lands as their own private property. Lenin, the great realist,
clearly saw the political benefits. Yet, despite the fact that the Reds gave
them land and the Whites gave them nothing, the Bolsheviks could win only
a few active supporters among the peasants. The great weakness of the Bol-
shevik position was that they needed to feed their cities but had nothing to
give the peasants in exchange for grain. In such circumstances the principles
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of a free market obviously could not operate, and the Bolsheviks requisi-
tioned grain by force. This policy was bound to alienate the peasants, but it
is hard to see what else the revolutionaries could have done.

The economic policies introduced by the Bolsheviks in the middle of
1918, chief among them the suspension of a market mechanism for grain,
were called war communism. This system mobilized the economy for the
purpose of winning the war by means of coercion. The Bolsheviks national-
ized trade and industry. Although such developments were clearly the result
of improvisation, at the time theorists professed to see in the disappearance
of private enterprise and even money a step toward the coming of commu-
nist society. The system caused great misery and hardship for the popula-
tion and in the long run led to the devastation of the national economy.
Nevertheless, in the short run it was effective: factories did produce enough
arms to fight the enemy, and people in the cities were fed, however poorly.

The Bolshevik revolution, like all great revolutions, was fought for social
equality. The revolutionaries did a great deal to recruit a new political elite.
Young and ambitious peasants and workers, through a mixture of convic-
tion and careerism, threw in their lot with the Bolsheviks. They were able to
approach their fellow workers and peasants far more successfully than any
White propagandist. By mobilizing this hitherto untapped source of talent,
the Bolsheviks gained a great deal. Conscious Bolshevik policies, as well as
the misery imposed by war and war communism, did in fact greatly reduce
inequality. 



3

New Economic Policies, 1921–1929

As long as the Soviet Union existed, Soviet historians depicted the history of
their country as an unbroken unit. Paradoxically, the most determined op-
ponents of that failed regime agreed on that point. Although of course they
had different attitudes toward the revolution and the Soviet regime, both
groups saw the outlines of Soviet history already inherent in Lenin’s revolu-
tion. Liberal Western historians, and some Marxist dissidents in the Soviet
Union, disagreed: they saw profound discontinuities and maintained that
the direction of history was not predetermined at its critical turning points.
By stressing the contingent nature of Soviet history, they were able to iden-
tify themselves with the emancipatory goals of the socialist revolution with-
out accepting Stalinism or the undeniably unattractive aspects of the era of
Brezhnev as a natural outcome of the revolution.

In this important though often only implicit debate, the interpretation of
the 1920s had a crucial place. This period stands out in Soviet history.
Many saw it as a golden age: the victorious revolutionaries had destroyed
the old order and eliminated, or at least narrowed, the appalling cleavage
between the poor and the rich that had characterized imperial Russia. The
new regime gave opportunities to the talented and ambitious to rise in the
social hierarchy and filled millions with hope. At the same time, the Bolshe-
vik government still allowed a considerable degree of cultural pluralism.
Artists, imagining themselves the equivalents of the Bolsheviks in their re-
spective spheres, embarked on experimental ventures without suffering ha-
rassment. It was a period during which intelligent and articulate Bolsheviks,
profoundly conscious of being pathbreakers in the history of mankind, dis-
cussed alternate strategies for economic and social development. No one
could then even imagine the dreadful bloodletting that was to follow.

In 1921 the Bolsheviks gave concessions to the peasant, allowing free
trade in grain and opening the way for free enterprise within a rather nar-
row framework. Historians with more or less favorable attitudes toward
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the Soviet experiment have argued that the New Economic Policies (NEP)
were the natural strategy of the victorious revolutionaries, and that war
communism was an aberration imposed on the Leninists by cruel circum-
stances.1 Other historians, on the contrary, have maintained that the Lenin-
ists’ preferred policy was the social and economic radicalism of war com-
munism. They abandoned such policies only because they had to, only
temporarily as a tactical retreat. These historians point to the great reluc-
tance of the majority of party members to accept the policies of the NEP
and to the numerous statements of Lenin and his closest comrades accord-
ing to which the NEP was merely a temporary phase.

It is possible to establish an intermediate position between the two ex-
tremes. It is indisputable that the Bolsheviks regarded the NEP as a tempo-
rary phase; after all, those who had worked for a communist society could
not be satisfied with the half-way solutions of the NEP. However, different
leaders had different understandings, and indeed the same leaders at differ-
ent times had different views on how long a “temporary” period the NEP
ought to occupy. The Leninists, flexible politicians that they were, adopted
both the policies of war communism and the NEP under duress. As the
leaders came to believe in the policies that they were carrying out, they
tended to forget the circumstances of their introduction and came to see
positive good in them. Nikolai Bukharin, a most articulate ideologue of the
party, waxed eloquent in 1919 on the disappearance of money as a sign of
the coming communist society; yet he came to be a passionate defender of
the social system of the NEP. Bukharin was perhaps an extreme case; never-
theless, other communists also managed to believe both in the policies of
war communism and in the NEP. As we shall see, the NEP was genuinely
and significantly different from the era of Stalin; but at the same time it con-
tained the seeds of the coming totalitarianism.

the consequences of the revolution

In November 1920, the Reds defeated the army of General Wrangel, the last
major counterrevolutionary force. Although the war against Poland
dragged on for several months, it was clear that the revolutionary system of
government had survived the test of the civil war. If, at that historical mo-
ment, the Bolshevik leaders had been inclined to look around them and ask
how much they had accomplished, how much had Russia changed, the an-
swers to these questions could not have been fully pleasing. Their chief goal,
to spark a world revolution, still eluded them. The bourgeois world order
had consolidated itself, and Soviet Russia remained a backward and isolat-
ed country within a hostile world system.

The changes that had occurred were far-reaching. The world had never
seen a comparably profound change in the relationship of classes in such a
brief period. As important as conscious policies were, the unforeseen and
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unforeseeable consequences of the enormous destruction, the years of anar-
chy and extraordinary misery that the people of the new revolutionary state
had to suffer, were even more profound. Numbers cannot express the hu-
man misery that the destruction of war, revolution, and civil war caused,
but they are suggestive. In 1921 Soviet agriculture produced less than two-
thirds of what the Russian empire had produced in 1913.2 The decline of
large-scale industry was truly catastrophic: industrial output was only one-
fifth of what it had been during the last year of peace. As long as the Bol-
sheviks insisted on the policies of war communism and did not allow free
trade, the peasants had no incentive to produce, and certainly no incentive
to part with the fruits of their labor. As traditional authority broke down, a
multiplicity of armies fought one another. In areas devastated by civil war,
people did not know who might come tomorrow to take food from them, to
draft them into their armies, to subject them to blind and senseless terror.
Bands of orphans roamed the streets of cities and the countryside trying to
survive at the expense of others. The social fabric had disintegrated. It is not
surprising that in these circumstances the relationship between classes, and
indeed all social institutions, greatly changed.

Perhaps the most obvious change was the destruction of the traditional
ruling class. A few individuals from the upper classes managed to adjust to
the changed circumstances and make careers in the new world. However,
two million people emigrated, and those who stayed behind lost their
wealth, the basis of their power. Two worlds had uneasily coexisted in im-
perial Russia: the culture of the unprivileged, the workers and peasants, and
the culture of the intelligentsia and the privileged. The customs, ways of life,
and even the languages of the two groups had been far apart. The revolu-
tion abolished this cleavage – perhaps its greatest achievement.

Ironically, it was not the proletariat but the peasantry who gained most
tangibly from the revolution. As the landlords’ property was distributed,
three million previously landless peasants received some land. By 1919, for
practical purposes all agricultural land was in their hands. The revolution-
ary events, most significantly land seizures, reversed the process of econom-
ic differentiation that had begun before World War One. For ideological
and strategic reasons the Bolsheviks wanted to encourage class struggle in
the villages: to win the support of the poor, to gain the benevolent neutrali-
ty of those neither poor nor well-to-do (middle peasant, in Bolshevik termi-
nology), and to struggle against the rich, the kulak. Such a strategy, howev-
er, could achieve only limited success at a time when the peasant class was
becoming more than ever economically undifferentiated.

The peasants benefited from the extreme weakening of state authority.
Their heavy debts were canceled, and the state was not in a position to in-
terfere in their lives. Peasant self-government in the form of the commune,
an institution that had been diminishing in importance before the war, ac-
quired a new lease on life. The peasantry turned inward, showing hostility
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Famine victims, 1920

toward all outsiders. They bitterly resented Bolshevik policies, in particular
the prohibition of grain sales in the free market and requisitioning. Needless
to say, the peasants also suffered. They too were victims of the general eco-
nomic collapse and of marauding armies, conscription, and forced requisi-
tioning. However, in the prevailing conditions of subsistence economy and
poor communications, those farthest from the scenes of conflict could pro-
tect themselves best.

It was the workers, in whose name the revolution had been carried out,
and who provided the backbone of support to the revolutionaries, who suf-
fered the most during the years of the civil war. The proletariat, never very
large in backward Russia – perhaps three million strong before the war –
was almost disappearing. Workers were the first to volunteer for the Red
army and later were drafted in disproportionate numbers. They suffered ex-
tremely heavy losses. The new rulers needed an administrative machinery
and naturally, given their ideology, removed workers from the factory
bench and gave them responsible posts. But the most significant cause of the
reduction of the size of the working class was the economic collapse. Facto-
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ries closed down, and workers could not earn a living. As the normal mar-
ket economy broke down the cities were inadequately supplied with food,
and the collapse of the transportation system made matters worse. Under
such circumstances it was understandable that the workers, and to a lesser
extent all other city dwellers, left the cities in droves. Since the Russian
working class was new, and since most of the workers had retained ties with
the villages from which they had come, it was all the easier for them to re-
turn. Moscow lost half of its population, and Petrograd two-thirds. In
smaller cities the exodus was not as extraordinary, but nonetheless all cities
suffered.

the introduction of the new 
economic policies

The need for survival at a time of a bitter civil war necessitated the policies
of war communism. At the end of the war, the Bolsheviks probably would
have introduced changes into their economic and political system in any
case. However, their hand was forced by a wave of disturbances around the
country. During the civil war the majority of the peasants opposed the
Whites with greater fervor than they opposed the Bolsheviks, though it can-
not be said that the peasants actually supported the government in Moscow.
Peasant interests and peasant mentality were best represented by various
anarchist (or so-called Green) bands, who fought against both the Whites
and the Reds. Among these, the most important and best led was the army
of the anarchist, Nestor Makhno, who fought in Ukraine. Makhno first
dealt severe blows to Denikin’s armies, making thereby a significant contri-
bution to Red victory; but after the civil war he took on the Reds and was
finally defeated by them. Even more threatening to Lenin’s government than
Makhno was the uprising of the Tambov peasants, led by Aleksandr
Antonov. Although Makhno, Antonov, and the other lesser leaders were
formidable enemies, they could not possibly defeat the Bolsheviks in the
sense of overthrowing the government in Moscow. These uprisings, which
stemmed from the peasants’ great misery and bitterness against the policies
of their new rulers, raised the specter of anarchy.

The workers were just as desperate as the peasants. Aside from the dread-
ful hardships they had to endure, it seemed to them that the new govern-
ment was not carrying out the promises of the revolution. The workers ac-
tually ran neither the economy nor the state, because the government could
not dispense with the services of experts. Many workers were dismayed that
the hated class enemy was not altogether dislodged, but continued to have
influence and power. The Bolshevik Party, losing even the support of the
working class, came to operate in a vacuum. At the beginning of 1921 there
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was a series of threatening strikes in Petrograd, and the Bolsheviks feared
that the defeated Socialist Revolutionaries and Mensheviks might make po-
litical capital out of their difficulties.

Since legal political organizations could not operate in Bolshevik-held
territories during the civil war, disputes took place within the party itself.
Members of the “democratic opposition” deplored the increased bureau-
cratization and the disappearance of democracy within the party. In 1920
the leaders passionately debated the role of trade unions in the new society.
The most significant faction within the leadership, however, was the “work-
ers’ opposition,” led by Aleksandr Shliapnikov and Aleksandra Kollontai.
The group advocated eliminating bureaucracy and giving greater power to
the workers in running the factories. This group, unlike most other intra-
party factions, could count on support from the workers themselves, and
this fact made it extraordinarily dangerous.

But the greatest blow to the Leninist leadership at this time was the up-
rising of sailors at the naval base of Kronstadt. Militarily, the uprising was
no more dangerous than the chronic peasant disturbances around the coun-
try. However, the Bolsheviks could rather easily rationalize peasant hostili-
ty. The peasants, they believed, were infected by bourgeois private property
consciousness, and therefore their hostility could be anticipated. The
sailors, by contrast, were the “pride of the revolution” who had performed
time and again the most valuable services for the Bolsheviks. In March
1921 these sailors, expressing the disaffection of their peasant and worker
brothers, called for what amounted to a new revolution.

The program of the Kronstadt sailors demanded new and secret elections,
soviets without Bolsheviks, and the extension of democratic freedoms to the
workers and peasants – but only to them. The sailors were never democrats
or liberals. Bolshevik politicians at the time, and Soviet historians as long as
the Soviet regime lasted, maintained that the sailors had been in touch with
and were led by foreign and domestic “counterrevolutionaries.” In fact,
there were no such contacts; the uprising of the sailors was a great blow to
Bolshevik politicians precisely because the sailors represented the bulk of
the Russian workers and peasants. These people did not need to be told that
their revolution had not turned out as they had expected.

There is no evidence that any of the leading Bolsheviks hesitated even for
a moment about what to do: the uprising had to be suppressed and sup-
pressed quickly before it could spread to nearby Petrograd. Between March
16 and 18 the approximately 10,000 sailors were defeated by loyal troops,
and the captured rebels mercilessly punished. The symbolic and emotional
significance of Kronstadt was far-reaching. By defeating the sailors, the par-
ty in effect repudiated some of the utopian, but nonetheless emotionally
powerful, goals of the revolution.

The uprising took place while the Tenth Party Congress was in session, a
congress that was perhaps the single most important one in the history of
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Red Army troops fighting against the Kronstadt rebels

the party, its decisions affecting every aspect of the life of the country. Under
the impact of the Kronstadt rising, the delegates to the congress accepted a
resolution that outlawed factions within the Party. That decision, originally
aimed at the workers’ opposition, had far-reaching consequences for the life
of the party in the following decade.

Politics and economics were closely intertwined. The crisis in self-
confidence produced by the rising at Kronstadt no doubt contributed to the
relatively easy acceptance by the congress of significant economic conces-
sions. The heart of the change was the abolition of requisitioning and the
substitution of a tax in kind. This tax remained in effect until 1924, when as
a result of the stabilization of currency it was superseded by a tax in money.
The measure seems simple enough, but its consequences were important. It
meant that the peasants were free to dispose of their surplus products, and
implied the legalization of trade and traders, a social group for which the
Bolsheviks felt great hostility. Lenin, in particular, feared the corrosive influ-
ence of the small trader even more than that of the capitalist. No wonder
then that the Bolsheviks accepted the reforms with great misgivings and fear.
The severity of the crisis, however, was such that they had no choice.

The substitution of a tax for requisitioning was followed by other re-
forms that dismantled the economic system of war communism and intro-
duced a new order. In May 1921, the government revoked the law that had
nationalized all branches of industry. The economic system that succeeded
war communism can be described as a mixed economy. Private individuals
were allowed to form small enterprises or to lease them from the state. The
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government, however continued to control what was called at the time the
“commanding heights,” meaning large-scale enterprises, mining, banking,
and foreign trade.

In the long run, NEP made reconstruction possible. However, the relax-
ation could not immediately end the crisis. In 1920 and 1921 some of the
most fertile areas of the country were hit by drought. Natural disaster and
manmade confusion led to widespread famine, especially in the Volga re-
gion. Millions starved to death and millions more were threatened. Weak-
ened by starvation, people fell victim to epidemics. More people died in
these terrible years than perished in World War One, the revolution, and the
civil war. Without large-scale famine relief organized by the Americans,
many more millions would have died.

The Bolsheviks struggled against chronic shortages of food and fuel. Re-
turning to more or less orthodox principles of economics was difficult, and
the recovery was painfully slow. In order to save money the government
was compelled to abandon a number of projects it had favored for ideolog-
ical reasons. Under war communism the factories had operated regardless
of cost, but now government enterprises had to make a profit. In an effort
to stabilize the currency, cost accounting was introduced, which among oth-
er things meant firing workers.

the political system

In the heady days of October 1917, the Bolsheviks believed that they were
at the threshold of a new era, that their revolution was a first step toward
ending the world capitalist order. They came to power against great odds. It
seemed to them that the rules of politics were suspended –  now everything
seemed possible. But the revolutionaries were soon disappointed, for the
capitalist world turned out to be far more sturdy than they had imagined,
and holding onto power in a backward, beleaguered country was very diffi-
cult. But in one sense the Bolsheviks were correct in stressing the uniqueness
of their revolution: their accomplishment was not a simple transfer of pow-
er from one group of politicians to another. They instituted a new political
order, and their regime was like nothing that had ever existed before.

The Bolsheviks created a new political system not by following some sort
of blueprint, but by responding to unforeseen and unforeseeable problems.
Because the Leninists faced problems they had not anticipated, one is
tempted to say that ideology was irrelevant, that Bolshevism was simply the
outgrowth of the exigencies of the civil war. Such underestimation of the
role of ideology would be a great error. The revolutionaries’ background
and ideology predisposed them to make certain decisions and to avoid oth-
ers. All important Bolshevik leaders of the 1920s had acquired their reputa-
tions as revolutionaries. Their school for statesmanship was underground
work against the antiquated and inefficiently repressive tsarist state.
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The Bolsheviks’ ideology was a form of Marxism, presupposing the per-
fectibility of man and the possibility of building a just and rational society.
As Marxists, believing in progress and that societies progress through pre-
dictable stages, they saw their own country as backward compared to Eu-
rope. The Bolsheviks were the most extreme Westernizer wing of the Rus-
sian intelligentsia. It is one of the paradoxes of history that politicians who
wanted above all to make Russians more like Europeans, ultimately cut off
their country from the West.

The extraordinary character of Bolshevik policy followed above all from
the breathtaking ambitions of the new rulers. They had no interest in ad-
ministering society; they wanted to transform it. It was clear from their pro-
gram, background, and ideology that democratic means would not suit the
victorious revolutionaries. After all, the Bolsheviks did not believe that all
views were in some sense equally valuable. They had no romantic respect
for folk tradition and wisdom. Nor did their experiences in the revolution-
ary movement encourage a tolerance for opposing points of view.

In the 1920s, however, Soviet Russia was not a totalitarian society. First
of all, the Bolsheviks still defined the boundaries of politics somewhat more
narrowly than they would define them in the following decade. For exam-
ple, they allowed a certain degree of autonomy to the sphere of culture.
Also, the regime did not yet possess sufficient organizational strength. This
was most evident in the countryside, where Bolshevik rule over the great
majority of the Russian people, the peasants, remained tenuous. One might
say that the Bolshevik revolution was carried out in stages. In 1917 a new
regime came into being, but it succeeded only by a tacit compromise with
the peasantry. This compromise enabled the revolutionaries to set up their
government and rule in the cities, and allowed the peasants in their villages
to live more or less as they saw fit.

The Bolsheviks attempted to carry out extremely ambitious plans, but
they possessed very little power; the gap between intentions and reality was
extraordinarily wide. In a peculiar way the very weakness of the Party at a
time of anarchy encouraged utopian thinking. It made little sense to be “re-
alistic” when no realistic solutions seemed available. The period of the civil
war was a utopian period, when the Bolsheviks attempted fanciful schemes,
undertaken with high hopes, but usually with little result.

Both because of their background as revolutionaries, and because of their
ideology, the Bolsheviks possessed a keen appreciation of the significance of
propaganda and mass mobilization. They constantly attempted – some-
times in prosaic ways, sometimes using imaginative methods – to bring their
message to the people. Such an approach was extremely useful in winning
the civil war – after which they did not abandon such efforts, but on the
contrary expanded them. One cannot but be impressed by the sheer imagi-
nation and determination with which they tried to establish their influence
among the peasants. They used the literacy drive for agitation. They artifi-
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cially created a Lenin cult to supplant religious feelings. They set up a net-
work of village reading rooms to act as propaganda centers. They organized
a number of meaningless holidays and campaigns to use as occasions for ag-
itation. They periodically sent out communist workers from the cities into
the villages in order to organize the peasants. They reached out to the vil-
lage youth through a special youth organization, the Komsomol.

Yet it is striking that despite all these efforts, the communists achieved lit-
tle. They could not overcome the peasants’ suspiciousness and hostility to-
ward a city-based, revolutionary ideology. Their vision of the future and the
desires of the peasants obviously clashed. The Bolsheviks could not attract
enough reliable cadres among the villagers to act as an organizational nu-
cleus. In the mid 1920s Soviet Russia had approximately a quarter-million
communists living in the villages. When one remembers that the country
had about a half-million rural settlements, it is evident that even if all the
communists were able and diligent, they could not have made much impact
on village life. In remote villages people lived their lives very much as if
there was no Soviet government in Moscow.

The regime’s authority in the villages was exceptionally weak, but so was
the entire governmental apparatus. In this respect also, the tsarist govern-
ment had left a deplorable heritage. The imperial governmental structure
had been too small, ill-organized, and lacking in honest, intelligent, public-
spirited administrators to act effectively as a link between the government
and the individual citizen. When the Bolsheviks took power they had to give
jobs, aside from the very top positions, to the bureaucrats of the old regime.
Some gave their services grudgingly, others wholeheartedly collaborated. As
could be expected, many old Bolsheviks looked askance at the continued
domination of the bureaucracy by people they had never fully trusted.

The chief distinguishing feature of Soviet polity was the party, for Soviet
Russia was the world’s first one-party state. From its inception the Bolshe-
vik Party, aside from its name, had very little to do with political parties as
these existed in pluralist societies. It was created as an association of revo-
lutionaries for the concrete purpose of bringing about a bourgeois and later
a socialist revolution. After the revolutionaries assumed power, their tasks
completely changed, and it was necessary to reshape and reorganize the
party.

From the time of the October revolution, the party coexisted with the
government. It was not clear how responsibilities should best be divided be-
tween the two structures. As far as the central administration was con-
cerned, it seemed at first that the major center of power would be the gov-
ernment, or as it was called at the time, the council of people’s commissars.
Lenin definitely considered his most important office the chairmanship of
this body. Gradually, however, after Lenin’s death, the party organization
came to surpass the government in power and importance. This develop-
ment first took place in the provinces. There the old governmental structure
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had been the weakest and had finally disintegrated completely. Since the lo-
cal soviets could not assume the responsibilities of the old bureaucracy, the
party committees from the outset played governmental roles.

The party adjusted to the new role by changing its membership policy.
During the civil war the regime had tried to attract support and had accept-
ed relatively easily into the party people from various backgrounds. At the
beginning of the NEP period, the party had almost three-quarters of a mil-
lion members. To reimpose discipline, the membership by 1924 had been
reduced to 350,000. Then following Lenin’s death, the party started to
grow again; at the end of the decade it had one million members. The party
made great efforts to enroll workers and thereby, from its own point of
view, to “improve” its membership. As a consequence of this reduction and
expansion the overwhelming majority of communists had no prerevolution-
ary or even civil war experience as party members. They came to be indoc-
trinated not with the ethos of the revolution, but with the more mundane
spirit of the 1920s.

During the civil war and immediately afterward two simultaneous but
connected processes took place. One was the decline and disappearance of
internal party democracy. The death of democracy within the party was re-
lated to circumstances in national politics. The idea of “democratic central-
ism,” supposed to govern the working of the Bolshevik Party, became in-
creasingly meaningless. “Democratic centralism” was a principle according
to which lower bodies elected all higher organs and participated in making
decisions, but all communists were obliged to carry out decisions of the
higher bodies whether they agreed with them or not.

The indigenous institutions of participatory democracy that were impor-
tant in 1917, such as factory committees and soviets, were emasculated.
While struggling for power, the Bolsheviks benefited from anarchy, and the
relatively loose party organization suited the spirit of the times. After Octo-
ber, however, the Bolsheviks turned against the factory committees that had
served them so well during the era of the provisional government. Since
they had lost working-class support, they could not afford the luxury of
working-class democracy. The goals of the workers and those of the party
increasingly diverged.

The establishment of a Bolshevik government ended the significance of
the Petrograd Soviet. The new government in theory was responsible to the
Congress of Soviets, but in reality it obviously did not depend on it. The lo-
cal soviets for some time continued to play significant political roles, but
their character changed completely, and they lost their autonomy. The Bol-
sheviks succeeded in gradually removing the Socialist Revolutionaries and
Mensheviks and used these institutions to extend their power.

One might have anticipated that winning the civil war would lead to a
general relaxation, a return to a greater degree of participatory democracy
and toleration of dissenting views. In fact, nothing of the sort happened. To



A History of the Soviet Union52

the Bolsheviks, just because the fighting had stopped did not mean that
there were no more dangers. The introduction of the NEP clearly demoral-
ized many party functionaries. Moreover, it was necessary to give conces-
sions to the “class enemy,” as the Bolsheviks saw it, which made that enemy
stronger.

As one faction after another within the party leadership was defeated, the
leaders took an increasingly intolerant attitude toward dissent. It made lit-
tle sense to suppress political enemies and then allow the very same opin-
ions to be expressed within the party. Dissident views were repressed with-
in and outside of the party; repression had its own logic. It was at this time
in 1922 that the Menshevik Party, already an insignificant shadow of its
former self, was finally destroyed. The Mensheviks had advocated policies
similar to those of NEP for a long time, making it all the more necessary to
get rid of them. The destruction of the Menshevik Party was followed by a
trial of leading Socialist Revolutionaries, a preview of events of the follow-
ing decade.

During the difficult years of the civil war the central organizations of the
Bolshevik Party assumed an ever-larger role. The local organizations did
not have the cadres and therefore were willing to abdicate responsibility.
They often welcomed an influential person sent out from Moscow to take
charge. As the party ceased to be a democratic organization, and as the cen-
tral offices’ work load increased, the importance of the apparatus steadily
grew. At the time of the revolution the machinery was still rudimentary.
Iakov Sverdlov, a brilliant organizer, created the party secretariat that di-
rected organizational matters. He died in 1919, and his place was taken by
three secretaries. It was Stalin who united the office once again when he be-
came general secretary of the party in 1922. By this time much of the bu-
reaucracy Stalin was to use so effectively was already in place. In fact, the
new general secretary was not a particularly able organizer; details could
not hold his attention. He was, however, a master politician, and he knew
how to take advantage of the bureaucratic machinery by placing ideological
allies and people indebted to him in positions of leadership. Politics never
bored him.

Aside from the party, mass organizations were the most significant distin-
guishing feature of Soviet polity. These were called in contemporary par-
lance “transmission belts.” It was a mechanistic image: the Party drove the
machinery of society ever forward, and the mass organizations took the en-
ergy generated by the party to the “masses.” Since the party was elitist in
the sense that only the “best,” the “most class-conscious” could join, the
mass organizations gave an outlet for participation to ordinary citizens.
These organizations extended the reach of the party, enabled the party to
fashion propaganda messages most suitable for particular audiences, and
gave scope for the talent of numerous activists. Through these organiza-
tions many Soviet citizens became accustomed to Soviet political language.
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The party jealously controlled these organizations and conceded them not
the slightest amount of genuine autonomy. They took the message of the
party to a particular target audience, but they were never allowed to be-
come representatives of a segment of society. The rule of the Party was
based on the incorrect assumption that there was no divergence of interests
among groups in Soviet society.

The organization for women was the Zhenotdel. The youth organization,
the Komsomol, was particularly important. It had twice as many members
in the villages as the party, and had a crucial role in agitating for govern-
ment policies. Its campaigns not only brought these policies to the attention
of the villagers, but also taught the youth Soviet-style politics. Thus the
Komsomol became a training ground for the party. The trade unions func-
tioned in a similar way. In addition there were dozens of other “voluntary”
organizations, such as the society Down with Illiteracy, the Society of the
Friends of the Red Fleet, a society for aiding needy revolutionaries abroad,
and a society for fighting alcoholism.

The era of the NEP was a period of preparation. As the economy was
catching up with pre-war standards, and as society was recovering from the
dreadful blows of the period of the revolution and civil war, the party was
transforming itself. It gradually trained those cadres who would carry out
the assault on the rest of society. The regime taught the future activists and
to a lesser extent the rest of the population to speak a new political lan-
guage. It instilled new political habits.

the birth of the soviet union

Imperial Russia was a multinational empire: approximately half of its citi-
zens were not ethnic Russians. The minorities were extremely different
from one another in terms of economic and cultural development and de-
gree of national self-consciousness. However, with the exception of the
Poles, and perhaps the Finns, before and even during World War One only
a small minority of intellectuals foresaw and desired the establishment of
independent states. The defeat of the empire and the revolutions of 1917, in
the course of which central authority disintegrated, changed that situation
with extraordinary rapidity; suddenly minority nationalisms became a po-
tent force. The skill with which the Bolsheviks handled this explosive issue
contributed greatly to their ability to emerge victoriously from the civil war.

The famous Marxist slogan, “Workers of the world, unite!” implied that
the workers had no fatherland. Indeed, the Bolsheviks as Marxists took
their internationalism seriously, and consequently regarded themselves
merely as the Russian detachment of the international army of the world
proletariat.3 In their view nationalism was the ideology of the bourgeoisie
for the purpose of protecting local markets and deflecting the proletariat
from a revolutionary path. In other words, nationalism was a nuisance – a
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Anti-illiteracy poster from the 1920s

problem that, together with so many other ills, would be remedied after the
worldwide victory of the proletariat. As a practical thinker and revolution-
ary, however, Lenin understood that nationalist aspirations could be used as
a weapon against the tsarist state and denounced his fatherland as a prison
of nations. Lenin’s attitude toward nationalism was similar to his attitude
toward the peasant question: he sympathized neither with the desire for pri-
vate ownership of land, nor with nationalist aspirations; nevertheless he
saw concessions in these matters as essential preconditions for victory.

At the very heart of Lenin’s thinking was the need for a tightly organized
revolutionary party. He firmly believed in the necessity for discipline and or-
ganization, and therefore his principles inevitably led to centralization. Al-
ready at the moment of the creation of their party, the Bolsheviks rejected
the notion of federalism within the socialist movement and excluded the
Jewish Bund, which claimed for itself organizational autonomy within the
larger party. Bolshevik policies were marked by a certain ambivalence: on
the one hand they had little sympathy for nationalists of any kind and were
instinctive centralizers, but on the other, as internationalists they did not
look at problems from the point of view of Russian nationalists, who could
not envisage Russia deprived of the borderlands. Since they believed that
they knew where history was going – toward a socialist world state – tem-
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porary concessions could easily be granted. They were pragmatists, able to
concede where necessary.

When the Bolsheviks established their government, they included in it a
commissariat of nationalities, and Joseph Stalin became commissar. He was
an obvious choice for heading that institution. Stalin was a Georgian who,
with Lenin’s support and encouragement, had written an essay on the topic
of nationalism from a Marxist perspective. In the first and crucial years of
the Soviet regime, when the union had to be more or less reassembled from
parts of the defunct empire, Stalin and his commissariat had a crucial role
to play. His commissariat was instrumental in issuing a Declaration of
Rights of the Toiling and Exploited Peoples in January 1918. This docu-
ment promised self-determination to the minorities, and described Soviet
Russia as a federation of Soviet republics.

Bolshevik policies were based on principles which arose from their intel-
lectual background. They took it for granted that they were engaged in an
international struggle and believed in the solidarity of both the workers of
the world and of the capitalists. Helping the working classes in foreign
countries to bring about their revolution was not considered subversive or
shameful, but an obligation. When the Red army was fighting on Polish
soil, or later when it invaded the de facto independent states of Georgia, Ar-
menia, and Azerbaidzhan, from the Leninist point of view these were not
acts of aggression, but simply meeting of their international obligations.

As the Bolsheviks understood the concept, “self-determination” applied
only to the proletariat of each nation. “Proletariat” did not mean the actu-
al working class – the sum total of workers in factories and shops – but was
an abstract entity of “class-conscious” workers. “Class-conscious” workers
by definition would not want to be excluded from the proletarian state. The
Bolsheviks to their bitter disappointment soon discovered in the course of
their war against Poland that the vast majority of workers were Poles first,
and “class-conscious” workers not at all.

Playing with concepts allowed the Bolsheviks to give the most far-reaching
concessions – even to the extent of secession, when there was nothing they
could do to prevent it – and to repress nationalist risings when they were in
the position to do so. In this way Lenin’s government ultimately recognized
the independence of Poland, Finland, the Baltic states, Estonia, Lithuania,
and Latvia, although in each of these newly independent countries the Bol-
sheviks at one time or another hoped to reverse the process by more or less
openly supporting communist forces. Flexible policies induced the three
states in the Caucasus – Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaidzhan – to favor the
Reds in the civil war rather than the Whites, who were seen as hopeless Great
Russian nationalists. Bolshevik nationality policies successfully divided the
camp of their enemies.

From the point of view of the future Soviet Union, developments in
Ukraine were by far the most important. This land, inhabited by brother
Slavs, contained a fifth of the population of the Russian empire, some of the
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most valuable industrial districts, and the best agricultural lands. Ukraine
was also that part of the old empire where the civil war was most bitter and
confused, where regimes changed most often. In the course of three years,
governments changed twelve times in Kiev. Whites and Reds, Ukranian na-
tionalists and anarchists fought against one another, and foreign powers be-
came involved. In 1918 the Germans supported a puppet government in
Kiev; after the armistice, the French sent troops; in 1920 the Poles invaded.
The ethnic and social situation was complex: the working class in the new-
ly established industrial areas was Russian; the landowning classes Polish in
the West and Russian in the East; the petty bourgeoisie largely Jewish; and
only the peasantry was predominantly Ukrainian-speaking. As elsewhere,
social and national issues came to be intertwined. The Russian working
class, of course not drawn to Ukrainian nationalism, was most likely to sup-
port the Bolsheviks.

The nationalist movement was largely the creation of the intelligentsia
and semi-intelligentsia, such as village school teachers. The nationalists
placed their hopes in the peasantry and developed an ideology that was
closest to that of the Socialist Revolutionaries. They were, however, not
particularly successful in getting peasant support. In 1917 the demand of
the Ukrainian assembly (Rada) for autonomy, the limits of which remained
unspecified, became one of the most contentious and difficult issues that the
provisional government faced. From that bitter and long struggle, ultimate-
ly the Ukrainian Bolsheviks – with the decisively important help of the Red
army – emerged victorious.

It is disputable how strong the power of nationalism was in Ukraine, but
it is evident that in neighboring Belarus national consciousness among the
overwhelmingly peasant people had reached only the most rudimentary
stage at the time of the civil war. An “independent” Belarus was created un-
der German protection, and it lasted as long as the Germans were there.
Nevertheless, this most ephemeral of states could serve seventy years later
as the foundation of a more robust nationalism. The Treaty of Riga which
ended the war between Soviet Russia and Poland in 1921 divided Belarus
between the two parties.

In Central Asia one could hardly talk about national consciousness at this
time. The basis of self-definition here was religion, Islam. The Muslims
were of course not uniform: on the one extreme, the Tatars had a native in-
telligentsia, self-governing institutions, and a degree of national conscious-
ness; on the other, the Kazakhs were largely nomadic. The Bolshevik faced
a dilemma: as Marxists they of course opposed Islam, as they opposed all
religions. On the other hand they – Lenin in particular – understood that
colonial peoples could be valuable allies all over the world against the im-
perialist West. The Bolsheviks organized under the auspices of the Commu-
nist International in 1920 in Baku a “Congress of Eastern Peoples,” which
had the task of mobilizing the exploited colonial peoples, many of them
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Muslim, against the common enemy – the West. After the regime consoli-
dated itself, it pursued a more aggressive policy in the East. The Bolsheviks
labeled those who resisted sovietization as “bandits” and the Red army
gradually overcame opposition. Ultimately Stalin’s commissariat turned
against those Muslim socialists who had the temerity to consider the Rus-
sians as one of their Western oppressors.

The Declaration of the Rights of the Toiling and Exploited Peoples spoke
of a federation, but in January 1918 this was of course only a theoretical
matter – the government in Petrograd hardly controlled Russian territories,
much less the regions where the national minorities lived. The nature of the
federation was, perhaps understandably, left undecided at this point. The
declaration was more an announcement of intentions than a policy docu-
ment. The first Soviet constitution issued in July 1918 reiterated the decla-
ration, without spelling out further the character of federalism of the Soviet
state.

When circumstances changed, when the civil war was over, the Bolshe-
viks succeeded in reconquering at least some of the territories that they lost,
without having to make great changes. The Caucasian republics fell before
a combination of Bolshevik internal subversion and the invasion of the Red
army. In the spring of 1921 independent Georgia was destroyed, and after
the removal of the last interventionist forces from Siberia in 1922, the terri-
tory that was to constitute the Soviet Union until 1939 was under the con-
trol of Moscow. The Russian empire, destroyed by war and revolution, now
was more or less restored.

At this time the task of working out the terms of federation had to be
faced by the Soviet leadership. At first the relationship between the re-
publics (Ukraine, Belorussia, Georgia, Azerbaidzhan, and Armenia) and the
Russian republic, itself a federation, was governed by treaties – that is, these
political entities preserved at least the appearance of sovereignty. In the
course of 1923 a commission prepared a constitution that was officially ac-
cepted by the Congress of Soviets in January 1924, and the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR) was born. The constitution, though it preserved
some of the niceties of a federation, in fact created a highly centralized state.
The logic of a communist state demanded centralization. While the govern-
ment existed in a federal form, there was no talk of creating a similar orga-
nization for the Bolshevik Party.

This is not to say that the aim of those who created the Soviet Union was
to advance Russian nationalist interests. Arguably Lenin was more con-
cerned about Russian nationalism as a danger than about the nationalisms
of the minorities. According to Soviet policy, the task was to raise the cul-
tural level of the “backward” people to the level of the Russians, because
only then would it be possible to create a genuine sense of Soviet national-
ism. The policy was called “indigenization,” which meant that the state
made considerable efforts to find local people to fill the administration and
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gave them preferences over Russians who lived in the minority areas. It also
meant the promotion of national languages and cultures. Written languages
were developed for those minorities who had not had one before, and the
alphabet used was Latin rather than Cyrillic. The ironic consequence of this
policy was the growth of national consciousness among the non-Russian
population of the union.

economics and society

In their effort to rebuild the economy the Bolsheviks returned to the princi-
ples of capitalism.4 After they made their first crucial and ideologically dif-
ficult concession, accepting private ownership, they showed considerable
flexibility and were willing to use heterodox methods to bring about na-
tional recovery. Lenin, who had high hopes of attracting foreign capital by
offering concessions, went further in promising foreigners the possibility of
unhindered exploitation of the country’s natural resources than some of the
White leaders, such as for example General Denikin. The young Soviet
state, however, had little success in attracting foreign capital. Given the pre-
vailing economic conditions and the understandable suspicions of capital-
ists, it is not surprising that only an insignificant amount of foreign capital
entered the economy. Even at the end of the decade, when the Soviet econo-
my was stable and the regime had shown its ability to survive, only a 0.6
percent of the total output of the economy was produced by foreign conces-
sions.5 It is therefore fair to say that foreign help had played little or no part
in the revival of the economy.

Recovery was blocked by bottlenecks: industry could not operate with-
out a functioning transportation system, and the trains, in turn, could not
run without fuel. Under the circumstances, the government had to concen-
trate scarce resources in the critical areas. The first priority was the produc-
tion of coal – the miners in the Donets basin and elsewhere received extra
food to enable them to perform their heavy work. Soviet Russia used its
small supply of convertible currency to buy railway engines and rolling
stock abroad. There was a high price to pay, however, for these necessary
steps: providing one group with better nourishment could come only at the
expense of others. Economizing with scarce resources and capital led to the
closing of numerous inefficient factories. During war communism the work-
ers had frequently received their wages in food; losing jobs often meant
starvation. The immediate consequence of the introduction of the new eco-
nomic policies meant increased hardship for many, and the standard of liv-
ing of the working class fell even further. For some time the market did not
function normally: the relationship between agricultural and industrial
prices wildly fluctuated. (At a time of high inflation, all prices rose; the issue
was the relationship of prices.) In the middle of 1922, as compared to the
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pre-war situation, the exchange was excessively favorable to agriculture.
This imbalance was partially the result of the desperate need for food: at a
time of famine, those who had surplus food could demand very high prices.

The relative decline of industrial prices, paradoxically, was also partially
the consequence of the extreme disorganization of industry. The factories,
suddenly denied resources from the government, desperately needed capital.
Since the factories did not have a functioning network for selling their prod-
ucts, in some instances they were forced to trade in the streets of the cities in
order to raise money. On occasion factories were even compelled to sell
some of their machinery. At a time when Soviet industry produced only a
fraction of what Russian industry had produced before the war, goods were
unsalable.

In the following year, prices changed in such a way as to become grossly
unfavorable to the village. This was because it was more difficult to recon-
struct industry than agriculture: famine had been alleviated, but industry re-
mained extremely inefficient, with low productivity and a high cost of pro-
duction. In addition, the distribution system continued to perform poorly.
The consequence of high industrial prices in a market economy was pre-
dictable. The peasants once again had little incentive to part with their
products. This was the so-called scissors crisis – a name given by Trotsky,
who had a knack for the vivid phrase. The two widening blades respective-
ly stood for agricultural and industrial prices. Since in the Soviet economy
all major economic issues had political overtones, the government, fearing
another crisis in its ability to feed the cities, took energetic measures to force
down industrial prices in October 1923.

A major step toward normalization was the stabilization of the currency.
The Soviet government was not entirely responsible for the hyperinflation,
which was as deep as the better-known German one. The depreciation of
the currency began when the imperial government decided to cover war ex-
penditures by printing more money; the revolution and the civil war greatly
exacerbated the problem. At its nadir, the country was reverting to barter
economy; paper money had become worthless. In order to save the situa-
tion, the government had to draw up balanced budgets and revive the bank-
ing system. Between 1922 and 1924 the government managed in several
steps to create a stable currency based on gold.

After the first two or three years of the new economic system, the govern-
ment had reason to be pleased with the results. Life was gradually returning
to normal. Private enterprise dominated the economy, producing more than
50 percent of the national income. Agriculture was almost entirely in pri-
vate hands: even at the end of the period, state farms and collective farms
occupied less than 2 percent of the land under cultivation. Small-scale in-
dustry was private, while large-scale heavy industry was state-owned. The
government retained control over the mines, the banking system, and for-
eign trade, and thus had a decisive influence in running the economy.
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The rate of recovery was uneven in different sectors of the economy. Agri-
culture was first to catch up with pre-war production standards. Light in-
dustry (factories that produced consumer goods) was next to improve, and
heavy industry was slowest to recover. Foreign trade revived, though it re-
mained far below what it had been before the war. The mixed economy and
the one-party state created a society profoundly different both from what
had existed before the revolution and what was to come as a result of Stal-
inist industrialization.

The revolution and its immediate aftermath brought about a great social
leveling. In the new economic system, however, differentiation once again
emerged. NEP spawned a new social phenomenon, the NEPman. This new
social stratum came into being in order to take advantage of the economic
opportunities offered by the regime. Enterprising people traveled to the vil-
lages, selling clothes, shoes, razor blades and so forth. The prices were high
and the quality invariably low; nonetheless, at a time when the normal dis-
tribution network did not function, the NEPman provided a useful service.
Peasants could not be expected to take their products to the consumer. The
NEPman took this task on himself, frequently making exorbitant profit in
the process. But food once again became available and plentiful in the cities,
at least for those who could afford to pay the high prices.

The new class was a heterogeneous one. Its members came from different
social backgrounds: enterprising peasants, descendants of the pre-war pet-
ty-bourgeoisie, and even some former members of the aristocracy now tried
to make a living in unaccustomed circumstances. Some of the NEPmen
were well off. People who traded in the cities or operated factories could
make a great deal of money, but others remained petty traders barely eking
out a living. This social class was emblematic of the world of the 1920s.
The newly rich were visible: conspicuous consumption in the midst of pov-
erty was especially disturbing following a great revolution fought in the
name of equality. For most Bolsheviks the NEPman represented everything
they disliked: petty bourgeois desire for property and profit, lack of ideo-
logical interests, and a middle-class life style. In the second half of the de-
cade, many of the NEPmen found that they could not continue their busi-
ness activities. From the beginning such people had operated on the margins
of legality, and as regulations became stricter and more numerous, as the
government trade network was able to perform some of the tasks itself, the
activities of the NEPmen seemed more and more like black market opera-
tions.

From the point of view of the working class, the results of the great rev-
olution were ambiguous. In theory, Soviet Russia was a state of workers
and peasants, and the Bolshevik party, in particular, claimed to represent
the workers. It is impossible to say to what extent the workers accepted
this claim at face value, but Bolshevik appeals were obviously not without
effect. It may be that many workers derived psychological benefits from liv-



New Economic Policies, 1921–1929 61

ing in a political system that was described as the “dictatorship of the
proletariat.”

The workers did also have some tangible gains. The state was building a
bureaucracy. There was constant need for functionaries, and the party, on
the basis of its ideology, trusted the workers more than others and whenev-
er possible attempted to promote them. Paradoxically, the greatest gain the
workers enjoyed was the opportunity to cease being workers. The possibil-
ity of making a career in the new system was open to all intelligent and am-
bitious workers. One would guess that even those workers who had no am-
bition to leave the factory bench came to identify with the new state because
they saw their friends promoted.

The labor legislation of the NEP modified the policy of war communism:
forcible labor conscription was abolished. Workers could freely sell their la-
bor in either the private or the state sector of the economy. The regime
abandoned its early egalitarian policies. Skilled workers now received much
better wages than the unskilled. The trade unions, at least in the private sec-
tor, regained a limited ability to protect the economic interests of the work-
ers. Although strikes were legal, the party leadership above all was interest-
ed in reconstruction and therefore prevented the spread of strikes through
its control over the trade unions. Labor legislation in other aspects was in
advance of that existing at the time in capitalist countries: it limited the
length of the working day, forbade child labor, and provided paid vacations
and health insurance.

As far as concrete economic gains were concerned, the situation was not
so favorable. The standard of living could not rise until the economy recov-
ered, and that was a slow and painful process. In the first half of the 1920s
the cities recovered their populations, with the exception of Petrograd. The
new urban influx meant the housing situation deteriorated. Since labor pro-
ductivity remained below pre-war standards, rising labor costs came at the
expense of accumulating capital for industrialization. The government
therefore resisted wage increases.

The most severe problem was unemployment. Even after the economy re-
covered, in the second half of the 1920s, unemployment did not diminish
but worsened. Since the countryside was tremendously overpopulated, once
conditions in the cities became bearable the peasants flocked into industry,
just as before the war. Both private industry and state enterprises were cost-
conscious and conservative in hiring workers. Unemployment hit various
sectors of the working classes unevenly. Older, skilled and experienced
workers were less likely to suffer than young workers and women. The
Komsomol (the youth organization), however, was not allowed to champi-
on the interests of the younger workers, for the regime feared setting one
section of the working classes against another. Unemployment benefits de-
pended on how long a worker had been employed. Consequently, seasonal
workers and the young who had never held jobs remained ineligible. The
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chronic problems of industry, such as unemployment and inability to accu-
mulate capital for industrialization, created an atmosphere of crisis. This
atmosphere colored the debate concerning the economic future of the
country.

In 1917 the Bolsheviks had allowed the peasants to take the land and cul-
tivate it as if it were their own only because they had no choice. Like the
provisional government before, the Bolsheviks lacked the strength to pre-
vent forcible land seizures. In the course of the 1920s, however, they looked
apprehensively at the countryside, where private property consciousness
was taking ever firmer roots. In theory the Bolshevik solution was to per-
suade the peasants to give up their lands and join collective farms. In the
utopian era of the civil war, agitators had made serious attempts to con-
vince the peasants that collective agriculture was superior to individual. The
agitation, however, had backfired. The peasants hated even the idea of col-
lectives, and anti-Bolshevik propagandists took advantage of this hatred.
They told their audiences that in case of Red victory everything would be
collectivized. The Bolsheviks had to abandon even agitation for the time
being.

During the great economic debates of the 1920s Bolshevik theorists re-
turned to the topic of collective agriculture. They argued that once the state
became rich enough to support collective farms with machinery and fertiliz-
ers, and the peasants could see the advantages of cooperation, they would
voluntarily join. Since in fact the state was not in a position to support col-
lective farms, the discussion remained theoretical. In reality there was no
evidence whatever that the peasants would easily give up their land.

As the rural self government of the tsarist regime, the zemstva, was dis-
mantled, and as the village soviets could not take their place, the tradition-
al peasant village commune came to play a greater role than ever before. It
was this institution rather than the village soviet that made the important
decisions in the village, and the village communes continued to elude the in-
fluence of Soviet power. Although the Bolshevik government distrusted
them, it took no immediate steps against them. As pre-war economists and
politicians recognized, the commune was a hindrance to economic growth.
A strange blend of communalism and individualism, the peasant commune
periodically redistributed land; therefore the peasants had little incentive to
improve their holdings. The very foundation of the commune was the egal-
itarian sensibility of the peasantry, which required that the better and worse
agricultural lands be fairly distributed. The consequence of such distribu-
tions was that families often received small strips of land in different parts
of the village, making efficient cultivation, especially mechanized cultiva-
tion, difficult if not impossible. It is likely, however, that the main reason for
Bolshevik hostility to the communes was not their economic inefficiency,
but the inability of the regime to control them.

Under the conditions of NEP, class differentiation in the villages – which
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had greatly diminished as a result of the revolution – started to increase
again. Differentiation, however, remained very slight, the gap between the
poor and the rich very narrow. The Bolsheviks, for reasons of their own, in
their writings and discussions always exaggerated the extent of stratifica-
tion. They feared and mistrusted the peasant class, but it was impossible for
them to say this aloud, or perhaps even to admit it to themselves. Instead,
they aimed their animosity at the richest layer of the peasant class, the ku-
laks, who made up approximately 5 percent of the peasantry. The kulak
category remained ill-defined. Possessing some sort of agricultural machin-
ery, or occasionally lending grain to poorer neighbors was sufficient to be
considered a kulak. Since only 1 percent of the peasantry hired labor, it was
impossible to define kulaks as peasants who exploited others.

The leaders of the regime faced exactly the same dilemma in connection
with the kulaks as they did with the NEPmen. It was a dilemma at the heart
of the contradictions of the NEP, one that led to the ultimate demise of the
system. On the one hand, the Bolsheviks needed the services of the kulaks.
Only the better-off peasants could produce for the market, and without
them the regime could not properly feed the cities and would have no grain
for export. On the other hand, as communists, they feared that the in-
creased economic power of the kulaks would inevitably lead to political
power. They explicitly considered the richest peasants hostile; implicitly
they feared the entire peasantry, still 80 percent of the population. As a re-
sult governmental policies vacillated: at times the government issued regula-
tions favorable to enterprising peasants, at other times unnecessary restric-
tions hindered the improvement of agriculture. Measures taken against the
kulaks hurt the entire economy: the bulk of the peasantry understood that it
was not worthwhile to strive to improve their lot, because there was a high
price to be paid for economic success.

After a disappointing harvest in 1924, caused again by a drought, a series
of good harvests followed. By the second half of the 1920s agriculture re-
covered, and overall production figures approached the pre-war level.
These few years were the best years for the Russian peasantry. The weak-
ness of Soviet power in the villages, and the political system of the NEP
based on the theory of worker-peasant alliance, did not allow the govern-
ment to tax the peasants as heavily as they had been taxed in imperial Rus-
sia. The consequence of agricultural improvement, lessened taxation, and
lessened differentiation was that the bulk of the peasants were better off
than before the war. But because they used their products primarily to feed
themselves better, rather than selling them on the open market, the amount
of grain that entered the market remained well below pre-war levels.

The peasants benefited from the revolution because they came into pos-
session of all agricultural lands. Furthermore, the government, which they
had always regarded as alien and hostile, was now too weak to interfere in
their lives. Never in modern Russian history was the peasantry as autono-
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mous as in the 1920s. However, the revolution did not help to overcome the
traditional problems of Russian agriculture: a backward peasantry, primi-
tive methods of cultivation, and great agricultural overpopulation. In fact,
the changes made by the revolution were a step backward. It was the most
modern sector of agriculture that suffered the most. The destruction of in-
dustry meant that factories could not siphon away the great village over-
population. The peasantry, satisfied with being left alone, showed little in-
terest in innovation or improvement.

bolshevik cultural policies

We tend to assume that a profound transformation in the political, social,
and economic life of a nation must be accompanied by cultural change as
well.6 In fact, the real turning point in the cultural history of the Soviet
Union occurred not in 1917, or during the civil war, but only at the end of
the NEP period, at the time of the so-called cultural revolution.

Whether the Bolsheviks liked it or not, they were descendants of the
nineteenth-century Russian intelligentsia, sharing a larger number of atti-
tudes and assumptions than perhaps they themselves realized. Members of
that intelligentsia took it for granted that ideas mattered greatly. Only this
assumption allowed them to think of themselves as making a contribution
to society and gave purpose to their lives. Because of their deep conviction
that ideas mattered they held their ideologies with passion, and from pas-
sion often followed intolerance toward the views of others.

The Bolsheviks’ faith in the power of ideas was reinforced by their read-
ing of Marx. As the Marxists saw it, in order to change social relations, one
first had to understand them. Once they had a chance, the Bolsheviks did
everything within their power to propagate their own ideas. At the same
time, since they knew the subversive power of their own message, they at-
tributed similarly subversive power to the ideas of their numerous enemies.
The only way to deal with those was to repress them. Russian Marxists,
more than Marxists elsewhere, regarded their ideology as a science, which
alone allowed a correct interpretation of historical phenomena. This con-
viction that they alone were in possession of the truth allowed them later to
repress others – for, as they saw it, that repression was never an attack on
truth, but only on falsehood.

According to the Bolsheviks, Russia was not different from other soci-
eties, with a special genius, special achievements, and a unique future. It
was simply backward. As they saw it, Russians lacked not merely Western
Europe’s capitalist development, but also European culture. This conscious-
ness of backwardness was a main motivating force for Bolshevik policies af-
ter the victory. The victorious revolutionaries saw no contradiction between
their determination to suppress heterodox thought on the one hand, and
their desire to advance “culture” on the other.
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The issue of cultural backwardness had political meaning for Lenin and
his comrades. The Mensheviks had attacked them by arguing that the coun-
try was not yet ripe for socialist revolution. This was a powerful attack, for
the Bolsheviks themselves had doubts on this score; they were painfully
aware of the backwardness of their fellow Russians. However, they could
not concede the crucial point that Russia was not ready for historical trans-
formation, for that would have compromised the legitimacy of their revolu-
tion. The conclusion was inescapable. In order to build a socialist society,
the immediate task was to bring the cultural level of the Russian people at
least to that of Western Europe. Lenin believed that in Russia, unlike West-
ern Europe, the socialist revolution preceded the attainment of a certain
necessary level of culture. The fact that the proletariat was in power made it
possible to achieve a great deal within a short time. Russians would catch
up quickly and soon overtake the West.

There was no time to waste. The work had to begin, even at a time when
the regime was engaged in a life-and-death struggle. In the Leninist under-
standing, culture primarily meant material civilization: electrification, well
functioning postal service, good roads, hygiene. Without these cultural pre-
conditions it was impossible to even talk about socialism. But culture also
meant the internalization of discipline, which the Leninists rightly consid-
ered a necessary component of industrial civilization. Spontaneity, so much
distrusted by Lenin, was a feature of backwardness.

Culture also meant high culture, the great human achievements in the
arts and sciences. At this point the Bolsheviks were convinced that the val-
ues inherent in science and the arts were congenial to the principles of so-
cialism. Culture was to be a helpmate in the building of socialism. The Bol-
sheviks assumed that unless there was a particular reason to distrust some
artist or scientist, these people were working for the same goal they were: to
bring about enlightenment, and through it a better future for mankind.
They did not yet understand that some values inherent in the arts might be
contrary to their own.

There was not much the Bolsheviks could do right away to advance ma-
terial civilization. As long as the civil war continued, as long as the new
rulers could not protect their people from cold and famine, plans for the
electrification of the countryside was just empty talk. But the question im-
mediately arose as to what steps the Bolsheviks could take to raise the cul-
tural level of the people, and how they should treat the “workers of cul-
ture,” the members of the scientific and cultural intelligentsia.

By and large the intelligentsia, especially the scientists and professors,
were hostile. Given this hostility the Leninists exhibited from the very be-
ginning remarkable tolerance. Since science impressed them, they treated
scientists better than artists. They saw science as a component of moderni-
ty, and they were passionate partisans of the modern age. They regarded the
scientists almost as comrades: scientists were establishing the laws of na-
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ture, in the same way that Marxists were uncovering the laws governing so-
cial change. In a more practical vein, the Bolsheviks took it for granted that
scientists would be needed for rebuilding the economy. Scientists were ex-
perts, and the new rulers admired expertise in all fields.
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In their treatment of scholars, the Bolsheviks observed hierarchy. The
more famous the person was, the more the Bolsheviks respected him and
the better he was treated by them. The organization of schoolteachers,
dominated by the Socialist Revolutionaries, was perceived by the Bolsheviks
as an enemy and was treated as such. The universities and especially the
academy of sciences, by contrast, were able to retain a degree of autonomy.
S. F. Oldenburg, who had served as minister of education in Kerensky’s gov-
ernment, headed the academy throughout the NEP period.7 A descendant of
an old aristocratic family, he was the only member of the defunct provi-
sional government who continued to play a significant role in the vastly
changed political environment. Individual scientists, such as Oldenburg
himself, were won over by the interest and commitment of the new author-
ities to intellectual endeavor. However, the bulk of the professors and scien-
tists remained unsatisfied.

In spite of the obvious good will of Lenin’s government, there were bound
to be conflicts between the new authorities and the scientists. At times of ex-
treme privation and scarcity, the Bolsheviks could hardly afford to give much
material support to scientists. The revolutionaries aimed to make the univer-
sities accessible to the lower classes, and this effort went contrary to the no-
tions of good scholarship held by the professors. In the provinces, less en-
lightened Bolsheviks often regarded intellectuals simply as members of the
hated bourgeoisie and treated them as such. However, the revolutionaries
had not yet attempted to interfere in the scientific enterprise; it had not yet
occurred to them to rule some topics out of bounds for ideological reasons.

The party’s relationship with artists was even more complicated. The ide-
ological commitments of artists varied a great deal. Most of them were hos-
tile to the revolution. Many of the most famous left the country even before
the outcome of the civil war was certain. The film industry, for example,
was devastated. Prominent film directors and actors first went to the South,
which was controlled by the Whites, and then moved to European capitals,
primarily Paris and Berlin. Only a minority of well-known artists greeted
the revolution enthusiastically, and even they were not in fact Bolsheviks.
They were attracted to the apocalyptic vision of the revolutionaries and to
their announced desire to destroy the old order. But their enthusiasm for the
revolution was based on a misunderstanding. They loathed the previous so-
cial order because it seemed to them “petite bourgeois”; they deplored the
tastes of the common people and wanted to demolish old cultural norms.
Rather naively, they believed that Bolshevik goals were similar to their own;
they saw themselves as the equivalents of the Bolsheviks in their own fields.
Many of them claimed to speak for the “proletariat,” even though their
artistic methods and concerns held no interest whatever to actual workers.
Like the Bolsheviks, they created in their own minds an ideal “proletariat,”
one which had never existed and could not possibly exist.

The Bolsheviks understood that in spreading their ideological message the
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services of writers, musicians, and painters could be useful. However they
never extended the same degree of respect and admiration to artists as they
did to scientists. While it was sufficient to leave the scientists alone, giving
them as much support as was possible under the circumstances, the Bolshe-
viks were determined to take an active role in the realm of the arts.

Lenin’s government supported the publishing industry. During the
months following the revolution, the government for all practical purposes
exercised no censorship; the presses, like the rest of industry, remained in
private hands, and the publishers continued to print what they believed
would make money. Most of the books published were romances and ad-
venture stories; but books on religious subjects, on idealist philosophy, and
others equally undesirable from the Bolshevik point of view could also be
printed. The problem for the publishers was not government censorship,
but the collapse of the economy. Private publishing houses closed down be-
cause of the lack of raw materials and the disintegration of the distribution
system rather than governmental intervention.

In May 1919 the government set up a state publishing house, Gosizdat, in
order to centralize publishing. Although some feared that this move would
result in increased government control, the main impetus was economic dif-
ficulties. The country suffered from an extreme shortage of paper, and the
government to deal with the problem established a paper monopoly. All
supplies not issued by the government became subject to confiscation. This
regulation, however, like so many others at the time, remained unenforced.
Private publishing houses evaded the regulation by hiding their supplies and
managed to remain in existence until the very end of war communism. Go-
sizdat had a dual relationship with these firms: on the one hand they were
competing against one another; on the other, Gosizdat had censorship pow-
ers over them. The announced policy of Gosizdat was to encourage the pub-
lication of works considered useful, remain neutral to those with no politi-
cal significance, and oppose the publication of those which were
anti-Marxist. The censors were liberal, and in practice they rarely inter-
fered. Even then it was always possible to take advantage of the prevailing
confusion and publish anti-Marxist works in the provinces.

The Bolsheviks were willing to make sacrifices to provide readers with
books: the state invested precious foreign currency in buying paper abroad.
The introduction of the new economic policies transformed the life of the
country and made reconstruction possible. It also had far-reaching ideolog-
ical implications; the revolutionaries now accepted that socialism would be
built gradually. The great transformation in the life of the nation, however,
brought few changes in the realm of intellectual freedom. Economic liberal-
ization was not accompanied by political reforms or greater openness in
discussing social and political problems. The principles that governed Bol-
shevik policies at the time of the civil war remained in force.

The Bolsheviks gave economic concessions because they believed that
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they had to: in order to feed the population, restrictions on peasants mar-
keting their produce had to be loosened. There was no comparable pressure
for political reforms or for extending intellectual freedom. On this occa-
sion, unlike the time of collectivization, a reorganization of the economy, as
far as the Bolsheviks were concerned, did not call for a new vision of poli-
tics. The end of the civil war did not allay the fears of the new rulers. The
time was not propitious for broadening the public sphere. On the contrary,
the Bolsheviks thought they were living in an especially dangerous moment.
On the one hand, they had to watch their enemies grow stronger, and on the
other they had to deal with the disappointment of the activists. Many de-
voted communists, especially among the young, who had taken previous
slogans seriously, now felt abandoned and betrayed.

To make matters worse, in order to revive the economy the Bolsheviks
had to return to the principles of financial orthodoxy. Expenditures had to
be cut, and consequently subsidies for cultural work, and for propaganda
and indoctrination, had to be seriously curtailed. In the new economic envi-
ronment there could be no free distribution of books and newspapers. The
government, which had once contributed a great deal to the literacy drive,
now attempted to make society assume the burden. Hundreds of literacy
schools had to be closed down.

There was no question of allowing non-Bolsheviks to publish newspa-
pers. In fact, measures against the remnants of Socialist Revolutionary and
Menshevik organizations became more severe than ever. There was to be no
competition with the Bolsheviks in the interpretation of the news. Newspa-
pers were now expected to be self-financing, but their character did not
change. They reflected only indirectly the bitter struggle taking place among
the leaders; the major issues, played out in a tiny political arena, were not
discussed openly.

The principles of NEP were introduced in publishing, but only with some
delay. The leaders understood that this industry was not exactly like others,
that it required careful oversight; they were determined to protect them-
selves from ideological and political damage. Once again private publishing
houses could be licensed. At the same time, however, the Politburo ordered
agencies of state control to follow carefully what was printed and distrib-
uted. The Bolsheviks wanted to prevent the spread of religious literature,
pornography, and “counterrevolutionary works.” Because in the political
climate of 1921 they considered the writings of Socialist Revolutionaries
most dangerous, their fellow socialists were most likely to suffer the effects
of censorship.

In the 1920s private publishing houses printed only a small and ever-
declining share of the total output. Yet they made a considerable contribu-
tion to the variety of books available for the Soviet reader. These publishers
brought out a considerable proportion of books on philosophy, psychology,
translations, and belles lettres. Gosizdat continued to exercise supervisory –
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that is, censorship – authority over the publishers. Under Lunacharskii’s ul-
timate authority (Gosizdat was a part of his commissariat), few manu-
scripts were rejected.

The small number of rejections might give a mistaken idea concerning the
laxity of censorship, for there is no way to count the number of authors
who decided not to submit their works because they considered submission
hopeless. During the beginning stages of NEP, authors such as D. S.
Merezhkovskii, N. A. Berdiaev, S. L. Frank and V. Loskii were published in
Soviet Russia. In retrospect it is clear, however, that such liberalism was
born of weakness and an inability to control rather than any respect for
freedom of speech. As time went on and Bolshevik rule became more se-
cure, censorship became more strict.

The Bolsheviks were primarily interested in preventing the spread of
“harmful literature” among the simple people. They did not particularly
mind that some esoteric scholarly books might contain veiled anti-Marxist
references. In this respect they followed the example set by their tsarist pre-
decessors. The commissariat of enlightenment periodically issued circulars
about purging village libraries and book collections kept by the cultural de-
partments of trade unions. Their lists were extraordinarily comprehensive.
They included Plato and Kant, but also, (ridiculously) some writings of
Lenin that had appeared under a pseudonym, “outdated” agitational pam-
phlets (i.e., writings that did not reflect the current political line), adventure
stories, and lives of saints. The authorities followed exactly the same poli-
cies regarding the cinema. City dwellers, who were considered more politi-
cally “mature,” were allowed a far broader choice of films than the peas-
ants. The most interesting and commercially successful films of the decade,
such as The Bear’s Wedding, Aelita, and Three Meshchanskaia Street, were
considered far too risky for peasant audiences. On occasion filmmakers pre-
pared bowdlerized versions to be shown in the villages.

In an era of moderate repression, cultural life could still flourish. The in-
tellectual trends of the pre-war era continued; artists living in the Soviet
Union kept up with their Western colleagues. In almost every area of cul-
tural life, the most able Soviet artists remained in the avant garde and made
great contributions in literature, architecture, the fine arts and music. There
is general agreement that films produced in the studios of Moscow,
Leningrad, Kiev, and Tbilisi between 1925 and 1930 were among the finest
made anywhere in the world.

social institutions: the family, the church,
and the schools

The revolution was fought not only for social equality but also for the
equality of the sexes. In the social order of imperial Russia women were
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second-class citizens, dependent on men. Perhaps for that reason, women
played an extraordinarily significant role in the revolutionary movement.
Like all socialists, the Bolsheviks in theory were committed to bringing
about equality of the sexes. After coming to power, the new government in-
troduced an enlightened set of laws that greatly eased divorce, allowed
abortion, and made marriage a civil affair. While some feminists wanted
the government to play a more active role, the leading Bolsheviks were
content to leave the establishment of genuine equality to the arrival of a
classless society.

Although proportionately fewer of them died, the years of war, revolu-
tion, and civil war were hard for women. A demographic imbalance began
that lasted for most of the rest of the century: Russia had many more wom-
en than men. The First World War forced a large number of women to take
jobs in factories; between 1913 and 1920 the percentage of women in the
urban labor force doubled. Then, as a result of chronic unemployment,
many women were fired, and at the end of the NEP period the percentage of
women in industrial labor was practically the same as before the First
World War. During the war, when men were away in the army, women had
to do their work and were left alone to take care of the children. When the
peasants distributed the land of the landlords in 1917, women also benefit-
ed; however, as soldiers returned from the front and the communes redis-
tributed the land, women often lost what they had acquired.

Bolshevik emancipatory attempts found little sympathy among women,
especially in the countryside. What most women wanted was not easier di-
vorce, but protection of the family in difficult times. Paradoxically, while
utopian Bolshevik leaders talked about the disappearance of the family, in
fact the opposite happened: men and women craved personal security and
married in record numbers. The large number of marriages can only par-
tially be explained by the fact that young people during the war had post-
poned weddings. After all, in the rest of Europe presumably the same phe-
nomenon obtained, yet in 1919 Russia had the highest marriage rate in the
world.

The great industrial transformation that was taking place in Russia be-
fore the revolution started breaking down the traditional patriarchal family.
The revolutionary events accelerated the process. The Russians gradually
moved toward the pattern of living in nuclear families. It is difficult to say
to what extent governmental policies furthered this development. The Bol-
sheviks regarded the family as a bulwark of conservatism in which women
were inevitably exploited, and so were hostile to it. Moreover, they wanted
women to participate in the life of society, and it seemed to them that the
family was a competitor, something that took the energies of women away
from socially useful work.

In the villages the patriarchal family, in which several generations lived
together, was disappearing. At first young people found it advantageous to
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establish their own households and claim land from the commune; later,
when the government showed great hostility to the kulaks, it often became
beneficial for the extended family to divide its wealth. For the women, in
most instances getting away from their parents-in-law was a benefit, but
there is no reason to think that the traditional relationship between males
and females in the countryside changed a great deal. In urban families,
where the nuclear family pattern was already the rule, the changes were
even less significant. Time budget studies show that even in instances where
women worked, all the household chores fell on them also. Men had more
free time.

Contemporaries saw the changes around them more clearly than the con-
tinuities. For the first time divorces were legal, and some 20 percent of mar-
riages ended in divorce. After the deaths of millions of men, there were a
large number of single females. The country also had a distressing number
of orphans, many of them simply left to their own devices. This experience,
coupled with some radical theories of free love, gave the impression to
many that the family structure, and the stability associated with it, was
breaking down. In fact a much more profound change in the position of
women in society and in the structure of the family was to come, with the
introduction of Stalinist industrialization.

The Bolsheviks considered the church, just as they considered the family,
a bulwark of conservatism. Obviously, there could be no amicable relations
between the Russian Orthodox Church and the Bolshevik Party – the two
world views were bound to clash. The church had a history of unthinking
and uncritical support for the tsarist regime; at the time of the civil war the
church did not even pretend to be neutral but acted as a propaganda arm of
the White movement. Lenin, a master politician, immediately understood
that a frontal attack on the church would backfire. The Bolsheviks in Mos-
cow were circumspect in their relationship with the priests. In the rest of the
country, however, instructions from the center were not always carried out,
and as a result many priests suffered martyrdom at the hands of local Bol-
sheviks. As Lenin foresaw, in almost every instance the persecution of
priests created hostility toward the new regime.

After the civil war antireligious agitation intensified. The Bolsheviks
found the ideological competition with the Church intolerable. Theorists
debated the best means of confronting this particular enemy. Some activists
argued that religion was a class phenomenon and that therefore active
struggle against it was necessary. This tendency was best reflected in the
Komsomol, which carried out antireligious campaigns and organized anti-
Christmases and “Komsomol Easters.” These events occasioned the crudest
form of atheistic propaganda. All available evidence shows that such meth-
ods created hostility and convinced few. Other communist leaders argued
that religion would wither away because its class basis was disappearing.
According to this point of view no special effort against Christian belief was
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necessary. After the obvious failures of radical Komsomol efforts, the party
came to support a compromise position that called for “scientific atheist ed-
ucation” but repudiated crude forms of propaganda that offended believers.
The regime created a “voluntary” society with the task of combating the re-
ligious worldview. In the late 1920s the society had approximately a half-
million members.

It is difficult to say how successful the regime was in undermining the
faith of the people. Whatever success was achieved was probably among the
young and in the cities. The great majority of the peasants continued to
have the same relationship to church and God as they had before. We have
a great deal of evidence showing that priests in the 1920s continued to en-
joy the respect of the villagers, and therefore continued to possess consider-
able power. On one occasion, for example, the communist authorities tried
to persuade the peasants to attend schools for literacy without success.
Then they turned to the village priest for help, and on the following day
hundreds appeared.

The Bolsheviks saw the power of the church as a characteristic feature of
a backward society. Lenin in particular was keenly aware of the backward-
ness of his country and repeatedly described it as “Asiatic.” In his last years
he was preoccupied with the problem of how to overcome backwardness
and make Russians into civilized Europeans. Indeed, imperial Russia left an
unenviable legacy. Tsarist bureaucrats before 1900 had taken a cautious if
not hostile stance toward mass education, fearing its political consequences.
The developing industrial society needed trained and educated people, but
the government did little to provide for the industrial transformation. Only
in the last decades of the empire did this attitude change, but by then it was
too late. At the time of the revolution, approximately 60 percent of the peo-
ple were illiterate. Overall figures, however, might be misleading, for illiter-
acy was unevenly distributed. Urban dwellers, the young, and males were
far more likely to be able to read and write, so revolutionary agitators could
always reach their target audiences with the written word.

The gap between the extraordinary ambitions of the new revolutionary
regime and the miserable realities was enormous. The Bolsheviks believed
that the success of their revolution depended on education, and therefore
set themselves difficult tasks. They wanted to bring enlightenment to the en-
tire people, to bring them up to the cultural level of Western Europeans.
They wanted to train new cadres to replace the old intelligentsia they had
always distrusted. The regime needed party functionaries who understood
at least the rudiments of Marxism, and therefore the government heavily in-
vested in political education. The Bolsheviks were determined to use educa-
tion for the purpose of spreading their ideology. The notion that education
should stand above politics they considered dangerous nonsense.

At the outset, the Bolsheviks did away with those characteristics of the
old educational system they found most distasteful. The church, which had
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played an important role in elementary education, was immediately exclud-
ed. Tsarist Russia had had three tracks of schools: an elementary school sys-
tem, largely maintained by the church, for peasant children; vocational
schools in the cities for the middle and lower-middle classes; and gymnasia,
which trained students to enter the universities. It was difficult to move
from one track to another, as each track was almost autonomous. This was
a self-consciously elitist system, based on the assumption that people should
get the education appropriate to their class standing.

The problems facing the Bolshevik educational program were formida-
ble. The most significant was material poverty. School buildings had been
destroyed, and even such simple things as pencils and paper were scarce.
The introduction of the NEP necessitated economizing; per-student expen-
diture remained well below pre-war standards until the end of the decade.
Another major problem was the availability and political reliability of
teachers. Village teachers had been traditionally attracted to the political
ideology of the Socialist Revolutionaries. From the Bolshevik point of view
this political orientation represented a great danger. In the early years many
teachers simply refused to cooperate with the new authorities. Since the
government was unable to make major investments in education, it shifted
the burden to local budgets, and teachers were grossly underpaid. At a time
when workers and peasants had more or less caught up with their pre-war
earnings, teachers were receiving no more than 45 percent of their pre-war
real income. Not surprisingly, in these circumstances, many village teachers
wanted to leave the profession.

Given the poverty of the country and the shortage of competent teachers,
it is understandable that the educational plans of the government largely re-
mained on paper. The new government did establish a single type of school,
to be attended theoretically for nine years. In reality, however, there were
not enough schools in the villages for even one or two years of instruction.
Talk about a single type of school remained meaningless at a time when the
villages were so much worse off than the cities. At the end of the NEP peri-
od, in the 1928–29 school year, only about three-quarters of the peasant
school-age children received any education at all. Each year approximately
one million illiterate adolescents entered the population. While about half
of the graduates from city elementary schools went on to middle schools,
only one in thirty from the villages did so.

The utopian leaders in the commissariat of enlightenment wanted to in-
troduce decentralized education. They were impressed by the principles of
progressive, child-centered education and wanted to combine education
with work experience. In the face of the teachers’ resistance, however, their
schemes remained largely unrealized.

The regime’s accomplishments in education remained limited at least par-
tially because the government chose to use its scarce resources outside the
regular school system. The party organized an extraordinarily ambitious lit-
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eracy and adult education drive. A “voluntary” society, Down with Illitera-
cy, was created to help illiterates learn and to agitate for attending literacy
schools. The drive was thoroughly politicized. Approximately eight million
adults attended literacy schools in the course of the decade. Some contem-
porary observers recommended that the government maintain a small sys-
tem of adult education for those eager to learn, but use most of its money to
expand the regular school system. The government rejected this recommen-
dation – which would have overcome illiteracy most quickly – because it
was determined to use education for the indoctrination of the politically
crucial adult population.

The government also financed an entire political educational system that
on a small scale mirrored the regular system. These schools trained agita-
tors and middle-level party and state functionaries. It opened workers’
schools, enabling workers to improve their qualifications. The drop-out
rate was extremely high: few workers had the determination to attend class-
es after exhausting hours of work. Nevertheless, these schools did con-
tribute to the training of a new intelligentsia and encouraged further social
mobility.

the struggle for power

The Bolshevik Party to a very large extent was Lenin’s creation. It was built
on his principles, and its prominent figures were his personal disciples. He
was a strong leader who insisted on having his way. However, he possessed
such prestige that his fellow leaders willingly deferred to him – he rarely had
to use dictatorial methods. People who disagreed with him, even on the
most important issues, could always be forgiven, once the question was re-
solved. No successor to Lenin could rule the party as he did, since no one
possessed comparably great and unquestioned authority.

In the spring of 1922 Lenin suffered a stroke which removed him from
day-to-day participation in decision making. In his isolation, the maker of
the revolution reflected on his achievements, and was less than fully satis-
fied. The new socialist human being with a communitarian worldview had
not yet been born. Instead, Lenin saw the growth of bureaucracy, the de-
cline of the old revolutionary spirit within his party, and the revival of Rus-
sian nationalism among communists. Like many strong leaders before and
since, he had no confidence that any of his disciples could take his place and
carry on his work. Indeed, his illness started a struggle for power that last-
ed for the rest of the decade.

In the 1920s Soviet society and the political system were in the process of
evolution. The leaders time and again faced problems for which there had
been no precedent. The struggle for power and the resolution of the many
difficult issues came to be inextricably intertwined. Every issue – the proper
organization of the Party, foreign policy, economic policy, ideology – be-
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came a battleground among the protagonists. The points of view of the pro-
tagonists actually did not differ much, because all Bolshevik leaders, per-
haps without realizing it, shared basic assumptions. They all believed in
building a modern industrial society, and all took the system of NEP for
granted. However, because of their rhetoric, the issues became divisive and
entangled in personal politics. That the politicians indulged in rhetorical
flourishes does not mean that they did not take the issues seriously and
cared only about political advantages. None of them were purely careerists,
and it is likely that all of them, including Stalin, believed that their positions
were necessary for the victory of the Bolshevik cause.

On some occasions the positions of the protagonists were determined by
their own political situations. It stands to reason that those who had lost
control over the decision-making bodies became the most fervent advocates
of party democracy. These leaders conveniently forgot that a short time be-
fore, when they had possessed political power, they had been just as intoler-
ant and arbitrary as the present victors. Stalin won, and in the 1930s the So-
viet Union embarked on a radically new path. We must not conclude,
however, that if the outcome of the political struggle had been different –
say, if Trotsky or Bukharin had emerged victorious – the relative freedom
that characterized the 1920s could have continued and the Soviet Union
could have become a more or less democratic state. The problems to which
Stalinist totalitarianism was an answer were real, even if the Stalinist solu-
tion was not the only one.

The course of the struggle for leadership can be quickly summarized.
Shortly before he died, Lenin dictated a political testament in which he
characterized all the members of the Politburo – that is, the most important
leaders of the Party. His characterizations were rather acid; he had some-
thing damning to say about each major figure. He remembered that Zi-
noviev and Kamenev erred in October 1917 by opposing the plans for rev-
olution. He regarded Bukharin as too scholastic and too young. Although
Lenin admired Trotsky’s abilities, the commissar for war received heavy
criticism: Lenin regarded him as arrogant and incapable of getting along
with people. Although few of his contemporaries recognized this, Lenin
rather perspicaciously noted that aside from Trotsky, the most powerful fig-
ure in the leadership was Stalin. Stalin received the most unflattering char-
acterization: in a postscript Lenin wrote that Stalin was crude, had accumu-
lated too much power, and should be removed.

The two major antagonists at the outset were Trotsky and Stalin. Trotsky
had considerable support in the Army, which he had created and led to vic-
tory, and among the young, who admired his revolutionary fervor and his
oratory. In retrospect, however, it is clear that Trotsky had little chance of
assuming Lenin’s mantle. He showed a great ineptitude for political infight-
ing, arrogantly underestimated the strength of his opponents, and lacked
the talent for political timing. His fellow leaders neither liked nor trusted
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him. The political struggle for succession in the Soviet Union in the 1920s
was not decided by popularity in the country at large, but by a rather small
group of political actors; and within this all important circle Trotsky’s
strength proved insufficient.

Stalin, by contrast, was a master of infighting. He would bide his time and
come forward only when he possessed the political strength to defeat his op-
ponents. He succeeded in getting political allies to serve his purposes. He
skillfully removed from key positions the supporters of his opponents, re-
placing them with his own people. He knew how to define the terms of dis-
agreement in such a way as to gain benefits in politically relevant parts of the
population. He managed to present his own positions so that the middle-
level cadres found them attractive and worthy of support.

The first stage of the struggle was the most dangerous period for Stalin.
Using Lenin’s testament, Trotsky could probably have removed him from
competition. Stalin, however, gained the support of Zinoviev and Kamenev,
who feared Trotsky’s ascendancy, and Trotsky stupidly acquiesced in the
collective decision not to publish Lenin’s testament. He never had another
chance to deal a decisive blow to Stalin. By early 1925 he had lost most of
his important jobs. Zinoviev and Kamenev soon realized that it was Stalin
who had gained most from Trotsky’s defeat, and watched with dismay as
Stalin consolidated his position by placing his followers in critical posts. Zi-
noviev and Kamenev came over to Trotsky’s side when it was too late. Stal-
in then allied himself with Bukharin, and by 1927 succeeded in politically
destroying what came to be known as the left opposition. There remained
only one powerful opponent, and that was Bukharin. The decisive struggle
between these two leaders came to be associated with the end of the NEP
and the beginning of forced collectivization.

The most contested issue between the left opposition and the Stalin-
Bukharin leadership of the party concerned the strategy for economic devel-
opment. Their passionate and often articulate exchange of opinions on eco-
nomic strategy deserves attention, even though the outcome of the debate
did not determine Soviet policy – indeed, what ultimately happened was not
foreseen by any of the protagonists. The debate shows the mentality of the
Bolshevik leadership at the time: their visions of the future, their fears, their
goals. As in so many other matters, the Bolshevik theorists were pathbreak-
ers. In dealing with immediate problems, they were also dealing with the
major issues of developmental economics: how could the state bring about
rapid economic growth and modernize a backward society? All Bolsheviks
agreed that growth of the industrial sector of the economy was necessary
and that the state had a leading role to play in bringing that about. They
also all assumed that a mixed economy should survive for an indefinite pe-
riod.

The most able theorist of the left was Evgenii Preobrazhenskii. He and his
political allies disagreed with the economic policies pursued by the regime
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because they considered the pace of industrialization too slow. The question
was where to get capital with which to finance industrial growth. In Preo-
brazhenskii’s view, it had to come from the private sector – that is, largely
from the peasantry. The peasantry had to be taxed more heavily. Further,
the socialist industrial sector of the economy had to siphon away resources
by “exploiting” the peasantry, that is, by raising the prices of industrial
goods that the peasants needed. On the basis of Marxist analogy with the
process of industrialization in England, Preobrazhenskii called this policy
“primitive socialist accumulation.” Preobrazhenskii and his comrades also
criticized governmental policies as too favorable to the rich peasants. They
feared that the Bukharin-Stalin economic policy line would encourage the
growing political strength of the kulaks.

The debate, as usual with political debates, was not resolved by intellec-
tual arguments. Both sides had valid points to make. Preobrazhenskii’s
point that under the circumstances it was impossible to accumulate enough
capital for sustained growth and industrialization was obviously well taken.
But Bukharin was also right to be concerned about the political conse-
quences of violating the spirit of the NEP by shifting the economic burden
onto the peasantry. The NEP system had inherent flaws, and the two artic-
ulate and intelligent debaters inadvertently pointed them out.

At first Bukharin and his allies on the right prevailed. The neopopulist,
pro-peasant policies received a try, and in some ways the second half of the
1920s was a golden period for the Russian peasantry. But this victory was
short-lived, and it led to the economic and ultimately political crisis of
1928. Neither the right nor the left in the great controversy of the mid-
twenties foresaw the course on which the country was to embark a few
years later.

The economic debate became entangled with an ideological dispute. That
dispute could be reduced to a slogan used by Stalin and his political allies at
the time: “Socialism in one country.” Stalin presumably did not mean to
challenge the Marxist notion that socialism could be realized only when
capitalism has been destroyed worldwide. He meant that the country could
work to bring about socialism by creating an industrial base and by raising
the cultural level of the people without waiting for international revolution.
The Trotskyists did not disagree with these propositions and did not have a
competing strategy. After all, they were more consistent supporters of in-
dustrialization than the Stalinist-Bukharinist leadership. Nor was there any
reason to accuse the Trotskyists of wanting a more adventurous foreign pol-
icy. To the extent that there were disagreements over foreign policy, they
could not be reduced to a distinction between cautious and adventurous
policies.

Nonetheless for Trotsky and his political friends Stalin’s slogan seemed a
repudiation of the Marxist-Leninist internationalist heritage. To their own
satisfaction they demonstrated that Stalin was betraying the most sacred
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ideas of the revolution. However correct they may have been from an ideo-
logical point of view, what mattered was political appeal, and in this area
they were drawn into a battle they were bound to lose. Although the two
sides agreed on matters of concrete policy, and even on questions of ideolo-
gy, the middle-level party leaders perceived that Stalin stood for national in-
dependence and pride and Trotsky for revolutionary adventures, when the
country needed peace above all. In view of the fact that Stalin was about to
embark on an exceedingly adventurous policy, his image as a man of cau-
tion and peace was ironic.



4

The first five-year plan

the disintegration of the nep system and
the search for new solutions

The NEP was an inherently unstable social and political system: it con-
tained the seeds of its own destruction. The Bolsheviks carried out policies
in which they did not fully believe and whose implications worried them.
For the sake of economic reconstruction they had allowed the reemergence
of private enterprise, and as time went on, many of them came to be con-
vinced supporters of this mixed economic order. Others, however, based on
their reading of Marxist texts, found such policies distasteful. They feared
that the new economic policies would strengthen those social forces which,
in the long run, were bound to be hostile to socialism.

The Bolsheviks were particularly concerned about developments in the
countryside. While in the cities the new order was firmly established, in the
villages the Soviet government lacked the organizational strength to enforce
its will; and therefore, as the revolutionaries saw it, the power of the kulaks
was especially threatening. The peasants were encouraged to produce be-
cause the government desperately needed their products, but at the same
time the successful peasants faced the threat of being defined as kulaks, and
therefore enemies. Ambivalence led to confused policies. The leaders of the
regime abandoned the policies of the NEP not so much because they were
eager to resume the advance toward a socialist society, as because the exist-
ing system was unraveling. The country was suffering an extraordinarily se-
vere economic and political crisis, a crisis that ended only with the disman-
tlement of the existing social and political order and the introduction of an
unparalleled social experiment.

The period 1928–29 marked a transition, perhaps the most decisive turn-
ing point in the history of the country. While the NEP system was not for-
mally repudiated, official policies increasingly came to contradict its funda-
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mental assumptions. (Indeed, NEP was never renounced. Soviet historians
always considered the period of the first two five-year plans as part of NEP.
According to their interpretation, the turning point was 1937, the moment
of “victory of the socialist methods of production.”) The leaders of the re-
gime were looking for ways to transcend the crisis. They grappled with gen-
uine problems, and in searching for solutions created a new Stalinist order.

The crisis resulted from the coincidence of several problems of varying
magnitudes. One of them was an expectation of war. Today we know that
war was, in fact, not on the horizon, and, contrary to contemporary talk,
the capitalist powers were not about to recommence intervention. By the
mid-1920s all major European powers had reestablished diplomatic and
commercial relations with Soviet Russia, and the country was gradually re-
gaining its place in the international arena. The Bolsheviks, implicitly and
temporarily, gave up their hope for world revolution – peace was necessary
for the return of normality, and trade was essential for reconstruction. But
then the Soviet Union suffered some setbacks. The Chinese communists, on
the advice of Moscow, pursued an unwise policy and as a consequence were
slaughtered by the troops of Chiang Kai-shek; this debacle was followed by
recriminations in the comintern leadership and within the politburo. In
1927 England canceled its trade treaty with the Soviet Union and broke off
diplomatic relations. The Soviet ambassador to Warsaw was murdered.
However, these unrelated events did not add up to a likelihood of renewed
hostilities. Indeed, it is likely that Stalin manufactured the war scare. But
whether or not he was responsible for creating it, he clearly benefited from
it, for the extraordinary means he recommended for industrialization
seemed more plausible at a time of crisis.

The chief source of crisis was not foreign but domestic policy. Once re-
construction was completed, the economy needed larger investments just to
maintain the previous level of growth. But as Bukharin in his controversy
with Preobrazhenskii had pointed out, an excessively high rate of growth,
requiring large investments, was inconsistent with the balance of political
forces in the country and with the concept of the worker-peasant alliance.
Stalin’s change of heart in the vital matter of industrialization led to a break
between him and Bukharin, who along with his allies were now dubbed the
right-wing opposition. Stalin could risk this political confrontation because
he had already succeeded in getting rid of his enemies on the left. To
Bukharin and to many other contemporaries it seemed that Stalin had
stolen the program of the defeated left. Stalin found it more difficult to de-
feat Bukharin than Trotsky, because the Right enjoyed support not only
among segments of the population but also among the middle-level party
functionaries. Stalin won because he ultimately succeeded in persuading the
communist activists, who at this point were decisively important within the
political system, that his policies were realistic as well as within the Leninist
tradition.
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The general secretary now threw his weight behind the most extreme in-
dustrializers. In an unprecedented effort to plan the industrialization of a
backward society, the state planning agency had been drawing up increas-
ingly ambitious projects. Although the first variant of the five-year plan,
drawn up in 1927, was already extraordinarily optimistic, the planners,
pressured by politicians, presented ever-higher target figures. The final doc-
ument called for impossible goals and was internally inconsistent: invest-
ment and consumption were to rise, and both industrial and agricultural
production were to grow fantastically. Even before the plan was formally
accepted by the sixteenth party conference in April 1929, large-scale pro-
jects, such as building a great dam on the Dnieper, were under way.

The great economic reconstruction was accompanied by an attack on a
segment of the population whose services were sorely needed in backward
and uneducated Russia: the old intelligentsia. Even before the introduction
of collectivization, the Stalinists had embarked on a campaign against plan-
ners and engineers. The centerpiece of the campaign was a series of trials, in
which the accused were compelled to confess to imaginary crimes. The
point of these trials was to frighten the old intelligentsia, to establish scape-
goats for failures, and to show young militants that the regime was taking a
“revolutionary” line and did not fear an old elite. The future order of Stal-
inist Russia was already taking shape.

It is possible but unlikely that the Stalinists had another, cynical reason
for their attack on this new “class enemy.” Planned or unplanned, the at-
tack greatly contributed to the atmosphere of crisis. It conveyed the idea
that the normal and old-fashioned ways of doing business would no longer
suffice. The government would no longer bow before the necessities created
by mundane reality. In the new era, it was enthusiasm that counted, not the
sober measurement of resources. The attack on the old intelligentsia found
support among enthusiasts, who had always disliked this remnant of the
old order. They also knew that the removal of the educated specialists
would open up places for the new cadres and bring about social mobility.

The most important element in the atmosphere of crisis was the deterio-
rating food situation in the cities. Although overall agricultural production
approximated pre-war standards, the share that reached markets remained
very much lower. The situation was especially bad in grain, the mainstay of
the Russian diet. While grain production was 90 percent of what it had
been in 1913, the peasants brought to market less than half of what had
been sold in prerevolutionary times. Part of the problem was structural: the
segment of agriculture that had produced primarily for the market, the
large estates, had been destroyed. The very success of egalitarian policies
contributed to the crisis. Given the abysmally low standard of living, the
peasants preferred to eat their surplus product rather than sell it, at a time
when industry could not produce goods at affordable prices. The short-
sighted policies of the government greatly contributed to the difficulties.
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Since the government desperately needed capital for investment in industry,
it tried to economize by keeping grain prices low. The consequences in a
market economy were predictable: the peasants switched from cultivating
underpriced products to others that promised a better return. The unwill-
ingness of the peasants to sell to the government at artificially low prices di-
rectly threatened the ambitious industrialization program. The government
also had great trouble in maintaining an export program, which was essen-
tial if they were to buy foreign machinery that domestic industry could not
yet produce.

The situation in the winter of 1927–28 was becoming critical. The peas-
ants did not have much grain, and what they did have they preferred to sell
to private traders, who offered much higher prices than the government.
Those who could afford to wait in anticipation of higher prices were, of
course, the better-off peasants, those the government classified as kulaks.
For political reasons the Stalinist leadership blamed these people for the en-
tire crisis and initiated an attack on them. In some areas, especially in the
Ural mountains and in Siberia, forcible requisitioning was reintroduced.
The reintroduction of a brutal form of “class war” came to be called the
“Ural-Siberian” method.

Governmental policies created confusion. After all, “kulak” was never a
precisely defined term; the authorities could use it against anyone who re-
sisted. Nor was the concept of “surplus” defined. Any peasant who had
foodstuff in addition to his immediate needs was in danger. When the au-
thorities defined someone as a “kulak” and established that he had “sur-
plus,” they took everything. Obviously, the peasants tried to hide what they
had, but concealment was a crime. The line between speculation, which was
a criminal offense, and trade, an essential part of the NEP system, was
vague.

The Communist Party structure had been weak in the villages; the gov-
ernment needed help to carry out the new and unpopular policies. It sent
tens of thousands of workers into the countryside in search of food. Such
policies, however, courted the danger of unifying the entire peasantry
against the regime. The Stalinist leadership turned once again to its long-
standing policy of fanning class war in the villages. It attempted to enlist the
services of the poor by promising them a share of the loot for their help.
Poor peasants now had a material interest in denouncing their rich neigh-
bors for concealment. It is difficult to say how successful the policy of di-
viding the peasantry was. The worse the situation became and the harsher
the attacks, the more likely it was that the entire peasantry would unite
against Bolshevik policies.

The attack on the peasantry was carried out with great violence, which
undermined the fundamental assumptions of the peasants about the com-
munist regime. Forcible collections of grain made the return to a function-
ing market more difficult. The peasants lost confidence in their ability to



A History of the Soviet Union84

market their products and lost their incentive to produce. Requisitioning
grain one year increased the need to repeat it next year. It was in this situa-
tion of ever-present crisis that the government hit on the solution: forcible
collectivization.

collectivization

It is difficult to describe the period of the first five-year plan.1 For purposes
of analysis we must discuss individual topics separately, but such an ap-
proach obscures a complex historical process in which various aspects 
of the transformation coincided and reinforced one another. Violence
against the peasants, the “cultural revolution,” the politically inspired show
trials, the new ways of conducting politics, and the fantastic industrializa-
tion plans went hand in hand; they could not have existed without one an-
other. Of the various aspects of the extraordinary transformation, it was
collectivization that was the most difficult to carry out and had the most
profound consequences.

The Bolsheviks had distrusted the peasants even before the revolution, re-
garding private ownership of land as a major obstacle to the victory of so-
cialism and approaching the rural way of life always with hostility. They
would have liked to organize agriculture on the pattern of industry – that is,
to make workers out of peasants. Only under the pressure of events did the
Leninists accept as inevitable the de facto private ownership of land. But
even at that difficult time Lenin in his famous manifesto of November 1917
was careful to describe land as the property of society – even if peasants
could cultivate it as if it were their own. During the civil war it seemed wise
not even to talk about the ultimate goal of collectivizing agriculture, for the
peasants obviously hated the idea.

In the 1920s it became clear to the Bolsheviks that agriculture needed re-
organization. Like previous knowledgeable observers, they understood that
the traditional Russian pattern of land holding, according to which the vil-
lage commune periodically redistributed the land, was economically un-
sound. Such a land tenure system perpetuated the cultivation of small strips
of land and thereby precluded the modernization of a backward agricul-
ture. They also saw that a state directed industrialization drive would not
succeed as long as the authorities had no firm control over agricultural pro-
duction and, most importantly, over marketing.

In their debates during the 1920s Bolshevik theoreticians continued to
take for granted the superiority of collective agriculture. They assumed that
when the modernized Soviet economy managed to supply collectives with
fertilizers, machinery, and agricultural expertise, the peasants would see the
superior standard of living of their fellows in the collectives and would
want to join. Since during the period of NEP the regime was unable to pro-
vide for the existing collectives, it naturally failed to increase its influence
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among the peasants, and their way of life was little changed. However
much the theoreticians favored large-scale collectivized agriculture, it never
occurred to any of them that it would be desirable or possible to coerce the
entire Russian peasantry to give up its way of life.

Since the revolution there had been a few state-operated farms and a tiny
collective movement. The collective farms succeeded in attracting only the
very poorest; they were incompetently managed, uneconomically small, and
suffered from rapid turnover of membership. Under the circumstances they
could not possibly serve as advertisements. In 1928 hardly more than one
percent of the arable land was cultivated by collectives. Concurrently with
drawing up the plans for industrialization, party leaders and theoreticians
discussed the role of collective farms in the new economic system. State and
party organs started to take a more active interest and, by 1928, sometimes
used coercion to collectivize entire villages. However, in the late 1920s even
the most ambitious proposed only that 15 percent of the total output be
produced by collectivized agriculture at the end of the first five-year plan.

Despite all the previous talk about collectivization, what occurred in the
fall of 1929 and winter of 1930 was totally unexpected. The Stalinist lead-
ership, having rid itself of all vestiges of opposition in the highest echelons
of the party, carried out a frontal attack on the way of life of the peasantry.
At first in selected regions, and soon in the entire country, the peasants were
forced to join collectives. The speed with which the transformation was car-
ried out was remarkable. At the end of September 1929 only 7.4 percent of
the peasant households were collectivized. This rose to 15 percent by the
end of the year, and then the great rush began. In January and February
1930, 11 million households joined the collectives, and the share of collec-
tivized peasant households rose to 60 percent. At this point Stalin, appar-
ently fearing the consequences of his policy, called a temporary halt. With
extraordinary hypocrisy, he dissociated himself from the “excesses” of col-
lectivization. In early March he published an article in Pravda , under the
heading “Dizzy with Success,” in which he blamed the local authorities for
violating the voluntary principle for joining. Within a few weeks, half of the
recently collectivized peasantry left the kolkhozy. Probably Stalin took this
action because he feared that the confusion created by collectivization
would interfere with spring sowing and create a disastrous famine. By re-
versing course he allowed time for consolidation. In the fall of 1930 the of-
fensive was resumed in a more orderly fashion. In the following four years
almost the entire peasantry was collectivized, and by 1937, at the end of the
second five-year plan, private agriculture had been destroyed.2

The de facto declaration of war on the peasant way of life was obviously
a risky undertaking. In view of the fact that the peasants bitterly resented
the necessity of joining the collective farms, and the party at the outset of
the campaign possessed only limited organizational strength in the villages,
it is remarkable that the task could be accomplished at all. This war was
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carried out with the greatest brutality. The local party secretary or chairman
of the soviet, often in the presence of cadres from the cities, announced the
formation of the kolkhoz. At the same time the Soviet authorities set im-
possible procurement and tax obligations on the recalcitrants, and those
who spoke among their fellow villagers against the new institution were de-
clared to be kulaks and mercilessly punished.

The destruction of the kulak stratum and the establishment of collective
farms went hand in hand. At the beginning of the collectivization campaign
Stalin called for the “elimination of the kulaks as a class” and insisted that
they not be allowed to join the collective farms. At first glance, it is not evi-
dent why the attempt to create a modern agriculture had to be accompanied
by the physical destruction of the most able peasant producers. Yet it is
clear that the attack on the kulaks was an essential element in coercing the
peasants to give up their farms. The dreadful danger of being classified as a
kulak made many peasants accept the lesser evil of life in a kolkhoz. The
fate of the kulaks was an irrefutable argument that there was no future in
private agriculture. Many Bolsheviks could hardly wait to resume the
“heroic age” of class struggle that had been suspended during the years of
NEP. For them, deporting kulaks and confiscating their property was not
essentially different from fighting the Whites in the civil war. The violent at-
tack on the better-off peasants started during the procurement crisis. Only
the richer peasants could have a surplus, and it was only from them, there-
fore, that it could be taken away. By fighting the kulaks, the government at-
tempted to create the impression that it was only the kulak stratum that op-
posed collectivization.

There was no precise definition of a “kulak,” and this vagueness suited
the Bolsheviks’ purposes, allowing them to use the definition as a political
weapon. Being relatively well off and opposing Soviet policies were identi-
cal from the Bolshevik perspective. Under the guise of the war against the
kulaks, the regime got rid of potential and genuine opponents, for example
priests (although priests could by no definition be considered rich). Also, by
declaring war on the kulaks, the party and the government aimed at and to
some extent succeeded in dividing the peasant class.

According to contemporary party estimates, there were one million kulak
households in the entire country, consisting of approximately five million
people.3 Local authorities had a great deal of latitude in classifying people
as kulaks. Although central plans were drawn up and local districts even re-
ceived quotas of kulaks to identify, the destruction of the kulaks was in-
evitably a somewhat haphazard operation. Enthusiastic local officials often
exceeded their quotas. In order to carry out the actual work of deportation,
local officials called on the help of the OGPU (political police), mobilized
workers, and the militia. The property of the kulaks was to revert to the
newly formed collective farms. In reality, however, the disorder created by
the state allowed a great deal of looting and settling of private scores.
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The kulaks were divided into three subgroups. Those whom the local au-
thorities found especially dangerous were deported by the political police to
distant regions in the far North and in Siberia. Approximately a million and
a half human beings were subjected to this punishment. These people were
abandoned with a minimum of resources in most inhospitable regions,
where they had to fend for themselves. Many did not survive. Kulaks in the
second category also had their property confiscated and were required to
leave their native provinces; however, they were not deported to distant ar-
eas. The authorities wanted to remove them from their villages because they
believed they had influence among their fellow peasants and might use it
against the collective farms. Kulaks in the third category were allowed to re-
main in their villages, but most of their property was confiscated. As com-
pensation they received the worst land and were subjected to heavy taxation.
They were demoted to a second-class citizenship. Rules and regulations
made the lives of these ex-kulaks miserable.

The regime could not have carried out the attack exclusively with its
forces in the countryside. At the outset of the collectivization drive it had
only about a third of a million rural party members, many of them unreli-
able, corrupt, and uneducated. Therefore the party sent out teams of work-
ers to help in the procurement and collectivization campaigns. In addition,
at the time of the decision of full collectivization, in November 1929, the
party decided to mobilize 25,000 reliable worker cadres for permanent
work in the villages. These workers, most of them genuinely enthusiastic for
the task of the great transformation, took on jobs in party and soviet ad-
ministration, and in particular served as chairmen of collective farms. Some
of them became disillusioned within a few years and drifted back to the
cities, but others spent the rest of their days in the country. The peasants
naturally resented this invasion of outsiders, who knew nothing about agri-
culture and village life but nevertheless came to rule over them. They fre-
quently became objects of violence.4

No matter how much the peasants hated the new institutions, they were
unable to protect themselves. Resistance was almost exclusively passive,
taking such forms as the slaughter of domestic animals. (The peasants killed
them to avoid giving them to the hated collectives.) Such behavior had last-
ing consequences for Soviet agriculture and made recovery very difficult.
Active struggle amounted to nothing more than occasional haphazard,
senseless, and desperate violence – assassinations of party and Soviet lead-
ers, the burning down of Soviet buildings. Such acts convinced the Bolshe-
viks that they were in fact engaged in “class struggle” and seemingly justi-
fied their own violence. As so often in Russian history, the peasant class
proved unable to overcome its organizational weakness in order to protect
its interests.

The Bolsheviks feared that the commune might serve as an organization-
al base of peasant resistance. Therefore, along with the establishment of the
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collective farms, the Soviet regime, ironically enough, abolished that age-
old expression of peasant collectivism, the village commune. The nature of
the village commune was such that communists could not penetrate it and
subvert it, but had to abolish it altogether. Given the brutality with which
the struggle against the kulaks was carried out and given the danger of be-
ing classified as an enemy of the Soviet state, any discussion of the “volun-
tary” nature of the kolkhoz movement was purely illusory. Stalin and his
fellow leaders gambled that they would be able to prevail against the peas-
antry, and they won the gamble.

The Bolshevik revolution of 1917 was a thorough social revolution that
destroyed the basic class structure of imperial Russia by abolishing the gulf
between the privileged and unprivileged. From the point of view of the
peasants, the most significant act of the revolution was the removal of the
hated landlord from the village. The revolution of collectivization was a dif-
ferent kind of transformation, though it created a no less significant change.
While it was a directed revolution, a “revolution from above,” it caused just
as much trauma and had just as many victims. It changed not so much the
relationship of classes – though that also happened, as the relative position
of the peasantry within the social structure greatly declined – but it de-
stroyed a way of life. In the course of the 1920s the Leninists had managed
to make very few inroads in the villages and had left the structure and insti-
tutions of peasant life untouched. Collectivization changed that by destroy-
ing centers of peasant autonomy and gradually creating a political base for
the Bolshevik rulers.

Many of the changes brought about by collectivization were bound to oc-
cur eventually in any case. The patriarchal peasant family was slowly
breaking down. Industrial growth, and with it urbanization, was likely to
accelerate. Collectivization, however, made the changes extraordinarily
rapid and traumatic. Despite the overt industrial and urban orientation of
the Soviet regime, its special genius was found not so much in its organiza-
tion of industry or in its particular methods of industrializing, but in its or-
ganization of agriculture and treatment of the peasantry. Other countries
have carried out thorough social revolutions, and other countries have had
rapid industrialization drives. But the Soviet Union was the first country in
the world that forced its peasants into collectives, and that particular fea-
ture of the regime has been imitated only by other communists.

Collectivization created havoc in agriculture. Fortunately for the regime,
in 1930 the weather was unusually favorable, so the adverse effects did not
show up immediately. However, the reckoning was not long in coming. The
ills of Soviet agriculture, from which the country would not recover for de-
cades, were the consequence of collectivization.

Forcing the peasants to give up their way of life was a turning point in So-
viet history. Even before this, the regime had suppressed civil liberties. Sin-
gling out millions of human beings who had committed no wrong, partici-
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pated in no opposition movement, just because they belonged to a vaguely
defined category, however, was a new departure, a new violation of a moral
code. How were the Soviet leaders capable of such a crime? With their con-
stant talk about class struggle in the previous decade, the Bolsheviks had
unwittingly prepared themselves. They had convinced themselves that the
kulaks were determined “class enemies” who were innately hostile to the
Soviet order and who had successfully mobilized the bulk of the peasantry
against them. The regime established a bloody precedent. The great blood-
letting of the later 1930s, in which millions of human beings lost their lives,
probably could not have occurred without this earlier atrocity. Mass mur-
der for vaguely defined political goals became a possibility – this was the
most important legacy of collectivization.

industrialization

The Bolsheviks, before their revolution, had always assumed that the prole-
tariat would take power only after the country had been industrialized un-
der a capitalist system of production. But reality refused to follow the de-
mands of theory, and the Bolsheviks found themselves ruling over a
backward and impoverished country. Under the circumstances, it fell to the
Leninists to finish the task the capitalists had only begun. Once power was
securely in their hands, and the country had survived its worst period of
devastation, the new rulers set themselves as their primary task the industri-
alization of the country.

In the great industrialization debate of the 1920s, the only controversial
issues were the methods and speed of industrialization; all Bolsheviks
agreed that the industrialization of the country was essential. This convic-
tion followed from the Marxist belief in progress, a progress predicated on
economic development. In the Bolshevik worldview an industrial civiliza-
tion was ipso facto superior to a nonindustrial one. Soviet Russia was to
follow the Western European experience, and that above all meant building
a modern economy.

Stalin, after the victory over his rivals, brought a new element into Bolshe-
vik thinking. He justified the need for rapid industrialization by an injured
sense of Russian nationalism. He best expressed this very non-Marxist and
non-Leninist thought in an often-quoted speech in 1931. He insisted that the
breakneck tempo of industrialization could not be slackened but, on the con-
trary, had to be further increased. Otherwise, he said, Soviet Russia would
fall behind, and those who fall behind would be beaten. He recalled the hu-
miliation of imperial Russia at the hands of stronger adversaries, by implica-
tion claiming the heritage of Imperial Russia and promising to seek revenge
for past humiliations. In the Stalinist view, such an extraordinary effort was
needed in order to make the Soviet Union a powerful participant in the inter-
national arena.
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When the reconstruction following the destruction of war, revolution,
and civil war was completed, and the country was ready to turn to new
economic tasks, planners prepared ambitious – yet still reasonable and
thoughtful plans for accelerated growth. In 1928 and 1929, as the political
climate changed, the planning process acquired a dynamism of its own.
One of the ironies of Soviet economic history is that when Soviet Russia
entered the age of planning and five-year plans, planning became mean-
ingless. Competent planners were removed from their jobs, and tried 
for their “wrecking” activity. “Wrecking” meant the planners’ desire to
incorporate into their work a professional approach – that is, to insist on
the maintenance of internal consistency. In the new world, “planning” was
reduced to naming target figures which had little more than propaganda
significance.

Party leaders in charge of the economy promised not only vast increases
in the output of heavy industry, but also dramatic improvements in the
standard of living of the Soviet people. How unrealistic the plans were can
be seen by the fact that some of the target figures promised by the party
leaders were achieved not in 1932, at the end of the first five-year plan, but
in 1960, fifteen years after the end of the Second World War. The goal of the
first-five year plan was reached by fiat: after four years the Soviet leaders
simply announced that the plan had been fulfilled.

During the years of the first five-year plan, the citizens of the Soviet Union
experienced a sensation that they were living in extraordinary times, when
normal rules had ceased to apply. Indeed, the possibility of suspending the
rules of economics became an article of communist faith. The slogan of the
day expressed that faith: “there are no fortresses that the Bolsheviks could
not storm!” The Party demanded not careful planning and balancing of re-
sources and tasks, but enthusiasm; the leaders considered it treason when
economists pointed out irrationalities in their plans or argued that impossi-
ble goals were bound to create crises, which in turn would lead to waste
and inefficiency.

The Soviet method of industrialization turned out to be an immense im-
provisation, a revival of the war economy. The times shared a great deal
with the period of war communism. The Stalinists resurrected the utopian
mentality, suspended the market mechanism, and reintroduced rationing.
But there were differences as well: the new revolution promised neither lib-
eration nor equality, and terror provided a sinister backdrop for genuine
enthusiasm.

To what extent euphoria was government-inspired and to what extent it
was real and deeply felt is impossible to say. Indeed, perhaps the two could
not be separated. The regime made every effort to manipulate and propa-
gandize for the purpose of construction. On the other hand, the success of
the propaganda drive shows that there was at least a politically significant
minority eager to listen. The Stalinist promise to build an industrial econo-
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my in the shortest possible time fired the imagination of many. Many young
activists, convinced of the superiority of the communist ideology and way
of life, were willing to accept hardships for the sake of a brilliant future.

The Soviet economy was particularly geared to undertake gigantic tasks.
In these years construction of a new industrial city, Magnitogorsk, was
started; hydroelectric stations were built; and an important railroad line
was constructed, connecting central Asia to the trans-Siberian line. The very
magnitude of projects was a source of appeal to the activists. Some of the
projects were ill-conceived, such as the White Sea Canal, built by convict la-
bor with only the most primitive tools. Built at the cost of terrible suffering,
the canal was almost useless when completed – it was so shallow that only
small boats could use it.

Soviet industrialization was not planned to bring about balanced growth.
The planners established Class A and Class B industries. Class A industries
included producer goods, such as coal and iron and machine-building, and
Class B included consumer goods. All variants called for much higher rates
of growth in Class A than in Class B industries. In reality, however, the dis-
proportion of growth was far greater than even originally envisaged. In an
economy of scarcity, where decisions constantly had to be made about the
allocation of scarce resources, the economy functioned on the basis of the
so-called priority method. This meant that when resources were not easily
available – which was most of the time – preference was given to heavy in-
dustry. As a consequence, a remarkably dynamic heavy industry coexisted
with a stagnating, and on occasion even declining, light industry.

Economists disagree about the extent of industrial growth during the first
five-year plan, because Soviet statistics are not altogether trustworthy. The
problem was not that the Statistical Bureau made up figures. It was that as
each agency reported to a higher level, the figures were padded, and the
overall figures came to be distorted. The totals, after all, could be only as re-
liable as the raw data on which they were based. Furthermore, Soviet statis-
ticians expressing national product according to pre-plan prices overstated
the extent of the growth, since the product mix to which those prices corre-
sponded was altogether different. (For example, some relatively sophisticat-
ed machines that were produced in 1932 had not been produced at all in
1928. Assigning high monetary values to such products overstated growth.)
There was an enormous amount of waste. To be sure, waste exists in every
economy. However, during the first five-year plan the performance of facto-
ries was evaluated exclusively in quantitative terms, with no attention paid
to quality. A considerable portion of the finished goods, though reported in
the statistics, were in fact useless.

According to figures issued by the Soviet government, the rate of growth
in industrial production during the first five-year plan was an annual 19.2
percent. Although Western economists dispute these figures, no one doubts
that the growth rate was impressive. The Soviet government, by keeping
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down consumption and investing an extraordinarily large share of the na-
tional product in the production of producer goods, managed to bring
about an industrial transformation. The foundation of the great industrial
power that was to be the Soviet Union had been laid. The character of the
Soviet economy in 1932 was very different from what it had been at the
outset of the industrialization drive.

As in the case of every industrializing country, the capital for the building
of industry was squeezed out of the peasantry. In the Soviet Union the situ-
ation was complicated by collectivization. Forcing the peasants to give up
their private farms created such havoc and destruction that there was a net
outflow of investment from industry to agriculture. For example, the peas-
ants slaughtered their animals rather than give them to the hated collectives;
the animals had to be replaced by tractors relatively quickly in order to
avoid disaster. Still, the simple facts remain: peasants moved from villages
to cities, where their productivity increased, and peasants who remained in
the villages had less to eat than people in the cities. In this sense, the peas-
antry paid for industrialization.

The fundamental features of the Soviet economy were created during the
great industrialization drive. At the outset, when the economy was still rel-
atively primitive, it was an exceptionally dynamic system. The country
needed a great deal of steel and iron and almost everything else. Later, the
many dysfunctional elements of the system came to the surface, and the So-
viet Union had to pay a significant price for its particular methods of mod-
ernization. The highly centralized and hierarchically organized economy ne-
cessitated a large bureaucracy, which attempted to control, supervise, and
allocate resources. The bureaucracy struggled to control enterprises; enter-
prises, attempting to perform well and fulfill the plan, struggled to circum-
vent control. As long as the factory manager was successful, he was often
allowed to get away with violating rules, but when he failed, he was pun-
ished. A system in which planning was expressed in terms of physical out-
put placed little premium on quality and discouraged innovation. The risk
of failure was too high. A large bureaucracy that attempted to control a
huge economy could best coexist with a repressive political system.

The communists have always considered the industrialization of the
country as their most important achievement. They believed that it was
only the Soviet, and specifically Stalinist, method of industrialization that
could have accomplished so much in such a short time. As long as their re-
gime existed, Soviet publicists regarded an economy that was capable of
catching up with the advanced capitalist West as the best proof of the supe-
riority of their political, social, and economic system.

As the egalitarian and utopian goals of the October revolution increas-
ingly receded, an economic system producing rapid growth and national
might came to be the main justification for the revolution. The communists’
successful industrialization drive in their eyes became the decisive legitimiz-
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ing factor. Had Soviet industry not been able to produce weapons in suffi-
cient numbers and quality, they argued, the Nazi armies might have been
unstoppable.

the creation of an urban labor force

Rapid industrialization created a vast social transformation. Collectiviza-
tion destroyed the institutions and way of life of the peasantry. The trans-
formation of the working class was perhaps not as obvious and violent, but
nevertheless a mentality, a set of traditions, was also destroyed. In its place
something new emerged: modern Soviet labor. Not even during the time of
the revolution was Soviet society in such a state of flux.

Ironically, the greatest gain for the workers of the socialist revolution was
the opportunity to cease to be workers. The avenue for advancement for the
ambitious and the intelligent was open. The hostility toward the technical
intelligentsia and the great need for specialists allowed workers with little
formal education to become engineers. On the one hand, tens of thousands
of workers left the workbench and became engineers, took jobs in adminis-
tration, or went to the countryside to assume responsible positions. On the
other hand, millions of people who had had no experience in industrial la-
bor swelled the working class.

All through the 1920s the Soviet Union had suffered serious unemploy-
ment. By 1930 this was not only eliminated, but the economy came to suf-
fer from a shortage of labor. Between 1928 and 1932 the total number of
employed increased from 11.5 million to 24 million, and the size of the in-
dustrial labor force from three to six million. The bulk of the new workers
came from the countryside. The urban population grew from 26 million in
1926 to 38.7 million in 1932.5 This influx was far greater than the planners
had anticipated. Labor productivity did not grow as fast as expected and
therefore the new factories needed more workers; collectivization created
such misery in the villages that millions escaped to the cities in search of a
better life.

In principle the Bolsheviks approved the transformation of peasants into
workers. However, this vast, indeed unparalleled, demographic change over
which the authorities had little control disturbed the Stalinist politicians. In
order to establish control, the government in 1932 reintroduced domestic
passports, which had existed in Tsarist Russia but were abolished by the
revolution. The new regulations established two classes of citizenship: the
urban dwellers, who were in possession of their passports and therefore had
freedom of movement, and the collective farm peasants, whose passports
were kept in the offices of the chairman of the farm. This system gave the
chairman power over his workers, because they needed his permission to
leave the village even temporarily. The government – at times even individ-
ual factories – negotiated with collective farms over the delivery of workers.
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The second important source of new labor was women. They made up
less than a quarter of the industrial labor force during the years of NEP, but
by the end of the 1930s their proportion had increased to 40 percent. In the
course of the second-five year plan, for example, 82 percent of the newly
employed were women. Women participated in every branch of the econo-
my, including construction and mining; but they were an especially impor-
tant element in farm labor. They comprised 55 percent of the farm labor
force in 1937. The greatly increased participation of women in the labor
force was a boon to the Soviet economy. Only because women worked was
it possible for the government to lower wages dramatically while assuring
that family incomes did not sink below subsistence levels. Furthermore, if
the authorities had to bring in even more workers from the villages to sup-
ply the factories, it would have been necessary to construct more apartment
buildings. Such investment in social overhead could have come only at the
expense of heavy industry. As it was, the regime was able to use workers
who already lived in the cities. Without the contribution of women, the So-
viet method of industrialization could not have succeeded.

It is difficult to estimate the importance of forced labor for industrializa-
tion. We do not know and probably will never know the exact number of
prisoners working during this period. It is indisputable, however, that in
some distant and harsh regions such as Siberia and the far North, and in
some branches of the economy, such as lumbering and mining, convict la-
bor was a significant factor. It was cheap. It was the ultimate form of ex-
ploitation. However, this method of using human beings was also wasteful.
Skilled engineers worked in construction at a time when the economy des-
perately needed engineers, and of course the productivity of unfree labor
was especially low. This kind of wastefulness was a chief characteristic of
Soviet industrialization.

The productivity of free laborers was only slightly higher than that of the
prisoners. The newly created labor force was of extremely low quality. The
new workers not only lacked industrial skills, but also had trouble adjusting
to a different way of life. One of the serious problems the regime faced with
untrained labor was extremely rapid turnover. In some cases the turnover
reached fantastic proportions. In the most extreme case, in the Donets basin
in 1930, a quarter of the miners left their jobs every month. On the one
hand, the peasants who entered industry were not prepared for what they
encountered; on the other, the very rapid growth of industry created a con-
stant shortage of labor, with factories bidding against one another for
workers. Labor turnover of such proportions acted as a break in the devel-
opment of labor discipline and depressed productivity.

Turnover was not the only problem. The workers lacked labor discipline.
They were not used to arriving on time, did not know how to take care of
machinery, had very little interest in learning, and drank on the job. The re-
sult was a great deal of waste; breaking of expensive, often foreign-made



The First Five-Year Plan 95

machinery; and poor quality work. The Soviet regime ultimately dealt with
the problem in its own characteristic fashion. It introduced ever more severe
laws to punish the offenders. By the time of the outbreak of the Second
World War workers were mobilized and treated like soldiers in wartime.

The great social transformation of the first five-year plan was traumatic,
like any social transformation of this magnitude. Workers and peasants
alike suffered great privations. The leaders who decided on rapid industrial-
ization were not primarily interested in raising the standard of living of the
Soviet people, and did not hesitate to impose suffering when they believed
that their goals justified it. They did not, however, foresee the extent of the
sacrifices that would be demanded. The original plans actually called for an
improvement in the standard of living. It did not turn out this way. No one
foresaw the extent and bitterness of the peasants’ resistance to collectiviza-
tion, and the consequences of that resistance. Nor did the planners foresee
the amount of waste and mismanagement. They also could not predict the
international economic crisis. This crisis brought great prestige to the Sovi-
et cause everywhere in the world: people saw a remarkable contrast be-
tween the collapsing economies of the capitalist West and the fantastic tem-
po of growth in the world’s first socialist state. In concrete terms, however,
the international economic crisis was costly to the Soviet Union. The coun-
try needed Western machinery and Western technology. The imports had to
be paid for by Soviet exports, and the only possible export was food. Agri-
cultural prices were depressed on Western markets, and there was a famine
in the Soviet Union. Without the economic crisis abroad, there would have
been no need to export so much in order to gain so little.

The main reason that the plan turned out to be wildly optimistic in terms
of improvement of living standards was that wherever there was a shortage,
the loss was made up at the expense of the production of consumer goods.
Since almost everything was in short supply, the priority method, which
gave primacy to heavy industry, implied a disastrous neglect of the welfare
of the Soviet people. According to the calculations of economists, real
wages of 1932 were only about half of what they had been in 1928. The de-
cline in family incomes was smaller, since there were more wage earners per
family.

The decline in incomes meant poor diet, clothing, and housing for the ur-
ban population. Although bread remained available in the cities, meat and
milk consumption fell significantly. Since the production of textiles actually
decreased during this period, it is obvious that the standards of clothing
also deteriorated. The situation was worst in housing. Since the planners
had not foreseen the extent of urbanization, they could not have planned
for it. Living conditions for workers had been very bad in tsarist days and
had further deteriorated during the war and revolution. The plans called for
a slight improvement in the per capita living space available; what hap-
pened instead was a disastrous decline.
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During the first five-year plan the population of Soviet cities almost dou-
bled.6 What this meant in terms of living conditions can be easily imagined.
The Soviet state was determined to invest in heavy industry and was not
about to be diverted by spending scarce resources on social overhead,
meaning construction of apartment buildings and provision of various city
amenities such as transportation and water. Living conditions became ap-
palling: usually several families had to share a kitchen, and often a family
could not even have a single room to itself. It would take a long time for the
Soviet Union to make up for this dreadful neglect.

The answer to the question of who paid for Soviet industrialization is
simple. Primarily the peasants paid. Hundreds of thousands of them lost
their property through confiscation and were forced to work as convict la-
borers. Those who stayed in their villages had not only their way of life and
institutions taken away, but also most of their food. Much of the peasantry
was condemned to starvation. But the workers also paid: their standard of
living declined, and they lived in misery.

collectivized agriculture

Collectivization was a vast improvisation. Its organizers did not foresee
how it would be carried out and what its consequences would be, and had
only vague ideas about what kind of collectives they wanted. If collectiviza-
tion was a revolution from above, the revolutionary army was marching in
uncharted territory. The major features of the new order emerged gradually
as a result of a great learning exercise. The system was completed only in
1935 with the publication of a model collective farm charter.

The Soviet agricultural system was the outgrowth of a series of compro-
mises between Bolshevik theoretical notions about socialist village life on
the one hand, and harsh reality on the other. The communists would have
liked to make agriculture into a branch of industry, so that the peasants
would cease to be property owners and become wage earners. In any case,
according to the decree on land of 1917, the land was the property of soci-
ety – or to put it more precisely, the property of the state, even if the peas-
ants were allowed to cultivate it as if it were their own.

From this it followed that the authorities’ preferred form of organization
was the state farm (sovkhoz). At the time of the civil war the first state
farms were established by carving lands out of large estates, but in the
course of the NEP they fell, like the collective farms, into a deplorable state.
They made only a minimal contribution to the national economy: in
1927–28 state farms produced only one percent of the total grain output of
the USSR. When collectivization was put on the immediate agenda in 1928,
the government also attempted to expand the land under cultivation in state
farms, mostly by bringing virgin lands under cultivation. In some instances,
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however, privately cultivated lands were confiscated. Sovkhoz-cultivated
land jumped from 3.6 million hectares in 1928 to 93.5 million in 1935. The
government used its scarce investment resources lavishly on these farms.

Despite the investment and government encouragement, the economic
failure of the state farms was even more evident than that of the collective
farms (kolkhoz). Reality did not bear out the theories concerning the eco-
nomic rationality of enormous size, and this gigantomania of the planners
was costly. The country possessed neither the equipment for large-scale cul-
tivation nor the agricultural expertise. Giant farms produced giant failures.
Motivation for work was even lower than in collectives. Excessive special-
ization in state farms also turned out to be harmful. Some, for example,
grew only sugar beets or cotton. After the first-five year plan, the state farms
were relatively speaking deemphasized and the dominant form of organiza-
tion remained the collective farm. After all, however poorly workers were
paid on state farms, the state retained an obligation to pay wages. In the
case of collective farms, the peasants directly paid for the failure.

The second crucial organizational decision was not to distribute agricul-
tural machinery among the collective farms but to concentrate them in ma-
chine tractor stations (MTS). By the fall of 1929 not a single one remained
in private possession. At first the confiscated tractors were distributed
among the collective farms. Soon the representatives of the government re-
alized that it made no sense to distribute the tractors, because the majority
of the kolkhozes were too small to use them efficiently. There were not
enough tractors to satisfy the needs of the collective farms; and after the
slaughter of horses and oxen by the peasants, mechanical power was crucial
for the success of agriculture. Even if some larger collective farms could
have used tractors efficiently, they could not perform proper maintenance.

But even aside from the economic considerations, the Soviet regime had
other reasons for concentrating machinery. The concentration of imple-
ments allowed centralization and control. The kolkhozes drew up contracts
with the MTSs according to which the kolkhoz handed over a percentage of
the produce (usually 20 percent). By and large in collectives which were
served by MTSs, the peasants received even less compensation than in farms
without the benefit of mechanization. From the point of view of the peas-
ants the MTS was just one more exploiter. Since the state managed the
MTSs, it received two shares of the harvest: one as general procurement,
which every collective had to pay, and another as payment for the labor
rendered.

The MTSs were fortresses of the city in the hostile countryside. It was
natural to make them supervisors of the political education system in the
villages. Each MTS had a political department, which was independent of
the local party organizations and reported directly to a national body. The
department played a role in assuring that procurements would be carried
out in the interest of the state and in setting up production plans. Ironically,
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because departments came to identify too much with local villagers and for
a while became defenders of the peasantry, they were reorganized in 1934.
The head of the political department, also deputy head of the MTS, re-
mained responsible for political education work, but he was now put under
the local party organization.

The third decision made about collectives was their optimum size. At first
the Bolshevik leadership was attracted to giant farms. This attitude was
part of an utopian attempt to transform peasants into workers. The Bolshe-
viks were keenly aware of the American example. They knew that in the
United States large farms existed and enjoyed superior productivity. They
wrongly assumed that the secret of American success depended on size, and
hoped to surpass American productivity by surpassing the American scale
of production. However, in the absence of scientific management and good
communications, large kolkhozes and state farms made little economic
sense. The peasants in particular were hostile. When the collectivization
drive resumed in the fall of 1930, the communists did not insist any longer
on the establishment of giant farms. In the system that finally emerged, the
size of the average collective farm came to depend on the size of the village.
Typically each village formed a collective farm.

The fourth issue was the degree of cooperation. In the course of the
1920s three types of collectives existed. The loosest form was the so-called
TOZ, in which some of the agricultural work was carried out in common,
but lifestock and even most farm implements remained private property.
This was the most popular form. In the artel, the field work and implements
were collectivized, as was most of the lifestock. The commune was the most
ambitious form of cooperation, in which everything, including buildings,
was common property. Since the commune required extensive subsidies to
function, and since the communists regarded the TOZ as insufficiently co-
operative, after some hesitation the party chose the artel as the basis of the
Soviet collective farm.

This decision implied that in addition to the arable land, the horses and
plows became the property of the kolkhoz. The peasant was allowed to re-
tain a small kitchen garden plot and to keep some animals such as chickens
and pigs. The sale of such products became an important part of the total
income of the peasant and an important part of the national economy.
However distasteful this remnant of individual enterprise was for the com-
munist leaders, the products of private plots were too important for the na-
tional economy to be abolished.

Fifth, the authorities had to decide the basis of compensation for the col-
lective farm workers. The regime soon retreated from its attempt to make
the peasants into workers by paying them wages. Such a system was unde-
sirable because the regime wanted the produce as cheaply as possible, and
payment of wages was too expensive. How should the workers be compen-
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sated? Different collective farms had different systems. Some, on the basis
of old peasant custom, paid families according to the number of members in
the household, others according to the hours of collective work performed.
Eventually the “labor day” system came to be favored. This meant that the
peasants’ earnings were commensurate to the amount of labor delivered. A
labor day, however, was not necessarily a chronological day. What was con-
sidered to be a labor day depended on the skills necessary for the perfor-
mance of the task. Four hours of actual labor by a tractor driver, for exam-
ple, was the equivalent of eight hours of work by a milkmaid. How much
one labor day was worth depended on the performance of the kolkhoz. The
farm first had to pay its obligation to the state, then to the MTS, then had
to put aside seeds for next year’s sowing. What remained was divided
among the peasants according to the number of labor days accumulated.

The collective farm as it came into being in the 1930s was by no means
egalitarian. The collective farm chairman, who often came from the city,
and the brigade leaders had power and were materially better off than the
peasants. The private plot became an essential feature of the system. These
were and remained immensely more productive than the collective lands,
since the peasants had every incentive to work on them. In order to have
such a plot, a peasant had to earn a certain number of labor days. Stratifi-
cation as it continued to exist in the village under collectivized agriculture
depended on access to political power and the availability and productivity
of private plots. Although functionaries in the villages had only rather mod-
est economic advantages over their fellow villagers, in circumstances of ex-
treme scarcity such advantages made a significant difference.

The trauma of collectivization, the lack of incentives, and the peasants’
hatred for the new institutions led to a considerable decline in overall agri-
cultural production. According to estimates, crop production declined 10
percent between 1928 and 1932 and the output of animal husbandry de-
clined 50 percent. At the same time the state became far more efficient in re-
moving produce from the countryside. Delivery quotas were high, usually
40 percent of the product of the farm. During the first five-year plan deliv-
eries were two or three times higher than the quantities the peasants had
previously marketed. The result was predictable: great misery and ultimate-
ly starvation in the countryside.

Overall production figures conceal a great deal of regional variation.
While in better functioning collectives the peasants could maintain a rea-
sonable standard of living, elsewhere they were on the verge of starvation.
After the good harvest of 1930, two bad years followed, and in 1932–1933
disaster struck. The Soviet Union suffered the costliest famine in its history.
Precisely in the best grain-growing regions in the country – Ukraine, the
Northern Caucasus, and the lower Volga region – mass starvation reached
dreadful proportions. Survivors describe the most horrible scenes. People
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resorted to cannibalism, and entire villages came to be deserted. In some
places so many people died that there were not enough survivors to bury
them decently; the corpses had to be dumped into pits and covered with a
little dirt.

This famine was different from previous ones. It was manmade in two
different senses. The starvation was clearly the result of the giant social ex-
periment of collectivization, and unlike previous occasions, the regime took
no steps to assist the people. Instead, the government insisted on carrying
out the procurement plans, whatever the cost, and grain continued to be re-
moved from the famine-struck villages. The cities were spared from starva-
tion, and grain imports continued.

At the time, of course, the truth could not be kept from the majority of
the Soviet people. Although no newspaper mentioned it, signs of the catas-
trophe were everywhere. Yet the government refused to acknowledge reali-
ty and consequently did not ask for foreign help, nor undertake any effort
to save lives. Admitting the existence of famine would have undermined the
claim for the success of the collectivization drive, and would have affected
the country’s international prestige. It would also, of course, have made fur-
ther grain export difficult. The cost in human lives for protecting the pres-
tige of the Soviet Union was very high. As long as the Soviet Union existed,
the great post-collectivization famine could not be discussed openly by his-
torians or by survivors.

Charges have been made, primarily but not exclusively by Ukrainian na-
tionalists, that the Stalinist leadership was punishing Ukraine for its contin-
ued nationalism and for its particularly fierce resistance to collectivization.7

Several contemporary observers noted that villages on the Ukrainian side of
the border had no food at a time when bread continued to be available in
the nearby Russian and White Russian villages. Some survivors even report-
ed that roadblocks were placed at the border to prevent the importation of
food into Ukraine.

Since the Stalinist government never discussed its actions, we have no
clear evidence concerning the motivation of the leadership; we can only
guess. While there is nothing in the record of this government that allows us
to dismiss the charge out of hand, it is possible that the government decided
to restrict the famine to certain areas in order to help conceal it, and that
therefore policies were not directed against the Ukrainians as such. We do
not know the exact number of victims, but estimates by Western scholars
vary between five and seven million; so this famine was costlier in terms of
human lives than collectivization itself. Collectivization might be regarded
as an inhuman act, but also as a heroic undertaking aimed at changing So-
viet life and society. The party activists who participated in the brutal acts
believed that what they were doing was in the name of a better future.
There can be no similar excuse for the Soviet government at the time of the
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famine. The government violated a basic implied social contract: it failed to
save the lives of its citizens.

“a cultural revolution”

The years of the first five-year plan were a remarkable interlude in the his-
tory of Soviet culture. Given the revolutionary transformation of Soviet so-
ciety and politics, it was to be expected that the cultural life of the country
would also be profoundly affected. The repudiation of the NEP system
meant a declaration of war on “class enemies,” as defined by the new Stal-
inist leadership. As NEPmen were dispossessed and the kulaks destroyed,
the leadership also brutally attacked what it considered a remnant of the
bourgeois social order, the old intelligentsia. The activists called for a new
“cultural revolution,” which would contribute to the transformation of the
social-political order. The phrase was confusing, for Lenin had used it earli-
er to describe something very different. When Lenin had spoken of the need
for a cultural revolution, he had meant the necessity of raising the cultural
level of the people to that of advanced Europe. In his “cultural revolution”
the enemies were ignorance, backwardness, and the lack of civilization.

Many activists, especially the young, had found the policies in the 1920s
unacceptably liberal. Even at that time, heavy attacks were made on some
artists and intellectuals for their perceived apoliticism. Indeed, many of the
themes that dominated the age of the cultural revolution had appeared in
the mid-1920s. The difference was that at that time, the radical views had
been only one of the variety of perspectives, while by the end of the decade,
they had become the only acceptable view – and disagreement cost not
livelihoods, but lives.

The great transformation that was taking place in Soviet economics and
politics unleashed an element within the party and the professions that felt
the revolution had not gone far enough. The radicals objected to allowing
the “bourgeois” intelligentsia to hold onto its powers and subvert the cre-
ation of a genuine “proletarian” culture. The cultural revolution would be
carried out in the name of the “proletariat.” Perhaps it is needless to add
that the slogans and policies advanced in the name of the working classes
had nothing to do with actual workers. Those who spoke in their name
rarely knew much about working class life and were as likely to have come
from bourgeois families as those they denounced.

The cultural revolution was iconoclastic. Disrespectful of authority, it
was directed against the entrenched by those who felt they were on the side-
lines. The party leadership managed to tap a genuine radicalism existing
within the professions, especially among the young. What took place in
those years was partly a generational conflict. The attitude of the Stalinist
leadership to the cultural revolution was complex. Clearly that leadership
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was responsible for the milieu in which the cultural revolution took place
and benefited from it. It was the new leadership that commenced the attack
on the old intelligentsia in 1928 by staging trials on trumped-up charges.
The Stalinists turned the talk of intensified class struggle and vigilance to
their political advantage by bringing cultural activities under closer political
control. It must be acknowledged that many of the utopian, even eccentric
ideas that came to the surface at this time clearly could not have been initi-
ated from above. One activist suggested, for example, that workers bring
their diaries to workshops; the task of writers be only to assemble them.
Another figure, a film critic, argued that there was no need for features films
and that the industry should produce only agitational shorts.8 Nonetheless,
when the party leadership felt that the cultural revolution had gone far
enough, it had no trouble whatever in bringing it under control: the new
rulers got rid of ideas they considered undesirable and retained only what
seemed to them useful.

By extending their definition of politics to include all cultural activities,
the Bolsheviks did immense harm to Russian intellectual life. The “cultural
revolution” was profoundly anticultural and even antiintellectual; it created
a far more radical break in Russian intellectual history than had the revolu-
tion. It finally ended that glorious period of intellectual life that had begun
in the early nineteenth century. The aspects of Soviet culture that suffered
most at this period were those aimed at satisfying the cultural needs of an
intellectual elite. This elite had survived surprisingly well. Ironically, when
Stalin explicitly repudiated the notion of egalitarianism as a petit-bourgeois
idea, proponents of antielitism gained the upper hand. Writers and film di-
rectors who produced works that were not immediately accessible to a mass
audience were denounced. These policies, of course, did not imply that
artists were encouraged to produce what the majority of workers and peas-
ants wanted. They were to produce what the people should want.

The first five-year plan established a framework for Soviet economics
within which the country operated as long as it existed. By contrast, in the
cultural life of the Soviet Union this period was not a seminal one, but an
aberration. The party leadership knew what it did not want much better
than what it did want, and this was a period of experimentation. After three
or four years of turmoil the Stalinists called a halt, and only then did the
new Soviet culture emerge. This culture lacked the verve, the utopian ele-
ments, and the madness of the age of the cultural revolution. It was tame,
conformist, and profoundly petit-bourgeois. 



5

High Stalinism

terror

Those who have never believed the emancipatory promises of the revolu-
tion, and have seen only evil in that great social upheaval, point to the dark
age of Stalin as the ultimate justification for their beliefs. By contrast, the
partisans of the revolutionary ideology have had the painful task of coming
to terms with the sad and inconvenient fact that it was Stalin who ultimate-
ly emerged victorious. It is hard for them to answer the question: has there
always been a worm in the communist apple? Stalinism is at the heart of So-
viet history. Rightly or wrongly, we are often tempted to regard the history
of the 1920s as preparation for Stalin, and the post-1953 period as a long
recuperation from the ravages of tyranny.

The preconditions for the rise of Stalin and the main outlines of the era of
terror are not in doubt, but the reasons for the mass murder remain elusive.
As long as the Soviet Union existed, historians had no access to party and
secret police archives. In any case, the answers to the most significant ques-
tions cannot be found in documents. The important decisions were never
put on paper; Stalin, it seems, ordered the destruction of his closest com-
rades by a nod of the head. It is unlikely we will ever know all that we
would like to know.

The historian is compelled to describe and analyze mass murder on an ex-
traordinary scale, a self-immolation of society. One cannot avoid psycho-
logical explanations, and the historian is always on thin ice in such matters,
for it is difficult to find rational explanations for irrational phenomena. As
a consequence, at the very heart of Soviet history there is a blank spot, a
large area open to widely different interpretations, none of them is fully sat-
isfactory.1 Our knowledge of the era cannot be complete without under-
standing the person who controlled events, but Stalin was an extremely se-
cretive person. While we have a good idea of Hitler’s mind and motives, we
know almost nothing about Stalin’s mind. He did not have Hitler’s desire to
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I. V. Stalin, 1933

appear on the stage, holding forth and giving his views on every conceivable
topic. Hitler was an actor; Stalin was a puppeteer, who liked to move fig-
ures from behind the scene. In trying to envisage that elusive figure, we must
recognize that he changed greatly as time went on. The man who came to
power in the late 1920s was not the same Stalin as the tyrant of the 1930s,
the warlord of the Second World War, or the old Stalin, who increasingly
lost touch with reality and lived in a world of his own.

Lightning never strikes from a clear blue sky. Stalin’s terror could not
have existed without certain preconditions. First of all, terror had been part
of the Leninist system from its inception. The Bolsheviks called their regime
the “dictatorship of the proletariat” and believed that as revolutionaries
they had to be hard and pitiless. The first instrument of terror, the Cheka,
was created already in 1917; it became the OGPU in 1922, which in turn in
1934 became a part of the commissariat of internal affairs, NKVD; under
that name it functioned during the darkest years. The machinery vastly ex-
panded during the struggle against the Russian peasantry at the time of col-
lectivization – as a result, Stalin had extermination machinery, camps, inter-
rogation facilities already in place.

Second, a characteristic feature of the 1930s, the show trials, also had
precedents. The Soviet regime had already held trials in which innocent
people were made to confess to fantastic crimes at the time of the first five-
year plan. Although compared to what was to follow, there were relatively
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few victims, and the purpose of the trials was limited – namely to find
scapegoats for genuine problems – in retrospect they appear as sinister fore-
warnings. Third, for the terror to reach its bloodiest extreme, Stalin had to
become a dictator. As long as he did not rule the party absolutely it was im-
possible to order the extermination of venerable ex-leaders. But the most
significant precondition was a general cheapening of the value of human
life. Twentieth century Russian history is a series of demographic catastro-
phes and the purges. Mass deaths began with World War I, continued in the
civil war and during the famine, and millions more died at the time of col-
lectivization and in the famine that followed.

The seventeenth party congress in 1934 was a turning point: Stalin had
already defeated his rivals; violence and terror had already become part of
Soviet life; the country was set on the road to industrialization; the peasants
had been forced to give up their land and the organization of the Soviet col-
lective farm was taking shape; the worst of the famine was over; and by the
elevation of “socialist realism” as the only tolerated artistic style, the cul-
tural heterogeneity of the NEP had come to an end. The Bolsheviks had
fought many battles and had faced genuine problems, and now the issues
had all been resolved to their satisfaction. It was for these reasons that the
seventeenth congress designated itself “the congress of Victors.” At the con-
gress Stalin himself said: “There is nothing more to prove and, it seems, no
one to fight.”

The peoples of the Soviet Union, and also many members of the political
elite, desperately wanted a time of relaxation. While we have no firm evi-
dence, there are hints that there was a faction in the Party leadership that
wanted to get rid of Stalin, or at least to limit his dictatorial powers as a
precondition of returning to normality.2 Stalin’s response was an attack on
the party, unleashing mass terror that ultimately demanded millions of lives.
Terror for the first time was turned against the party itself. Among the vic-
tims were the “victors”: by the time the next party congress met in 1939,
more than half of the almost 2,000 delegates had been arrested – the higher
in the hierarchy, the worse the chances for survival.

Sergei Kirov, the first secretary of the Leningrad party organization, a
good orator, and unlike Stalin an ethnic Russian, was assassinated on De-
cember 1, 1934. The assassin, L. V. Nikolaev, had been associated in the
past with the “left opposition,” but it is likely (though there is no firm evi-
dence) that it was Stalin who plotted the murder. The historians who take
for granted Stalin’s involvement in this matter make assumptions concern-
ing Stalin’s character and the nature of the political system. These are good
reasons, but by no means conclusive. Kirov’s public record was neither bet-
ter nor worse than that of other leaders, and if he harbored liberal senti-
ments, he kept them to himself. What was Stalin’s motive? Did Stalin fear
Kirov as a rival, or was the tyrant already planning the elimination of his
past opponents and needed a good excuse? We can only speculate.
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Kirov’s assassination was followed by thousands of arrests and hundreds
of executions. In the following period of terror, mass murder was carried
out on different levels. The most spectacular were the trials of ex-leaders of
the Bolshevik Party, Lenin’s comrades. With a few exceptions, the entire
leadership of the revolution was exterminated. The first to be tried were Zi-
noviev and Kamenev for “moral responsibility” – and, of course, they were
found guilty. In a closed trial they were sentenced to five years in prison.
The next act was a second Zinoviev-Kamenev trial in August 1936; with
them were tried major figures of the “left opposition.” This was the first of
the great show trials that the Stalinists were to stage repeatedly in the fol-
lowing years. The sixteen accused were charged with carrying out Trotsky’s
orders to attempt to overthrow Stalin with the use of terrorist methods.
Lenin’s old comrades were accused of organizing Kirov’s murder, and of
failed attempts on other leaders, including Lenin and Stalin. They were also
accused of being agents of foreign espionage services. These represented a
curious assortment of countries, from England, France, Japan, and Ger-
many to Poland. Only one major country was conspicuously missing: the
United States. Presumably the United States was not considered important
enough to be accused.

In January 1937 a second group of old Bolsheviks, including Iurii Pi-
atakov, one of the architects of the industrialization drive, and Karl Radek,
a brilliant publicist, were put on trial. The accusations were the same: these
Bolsheviks wanted to overthrow the Soviet system by carrying out sabotage
and were the agents of foreign powers and of Trotsky. A few months later,
in June, the most self-destructive event occurred: the top leadership of the
military were tried in a closed trial. The Stalinists eliminated the high com-
mand of the armed forces by carrying out a bloody purge. In March 1938
the trial that is sometimes referred to as the “great purge trial” took place,
the trial of Bukharin and Aleksei Rykov and nineteen others. Here the
stakes for Stalin were the highest. Bukharin still possessed vestiges of au-
thority within the party, and a degree of popularity in the country. It was
therefore especially necessary for the Stalinists not only to destroy him per-
sonally but also to discredit his past. He and his comrades were depicted by
the prosecution as double agents from the beginning of their careers.

The destruction of the leadership was extraordinary because of the public
nature of the trials, and because of the spectacle of previously powerful peo-
ple standing in open court confessing to the most fanciful, and highly im-
probable, criminal activities. The confessions, carefully scripted, resembled
contemporary novels and movies: the scripts were hallucinatory, and the
authors paid very little attention to believability and psychological motiva-
tion. The accused were bad, just because they were bad. None of them had
motives for opposing the Stalinist system, for there could not be any good
motives. In the Soviet mind there was no such thing as a good comrade who
had lost his way. The wicked had been wicked from the beginning, just as
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Lenin and Stalin had exhibited their extraordinary talents practically from
the cradle. Stalinist ideology allowed no development of character. It could
not, for if there was change, than there had to be intermediate stages, some-
thing between black and white. Such a proposition was subversive of Stal-
inist ideology.

The audience was asked to believe that people who had suffered for their
revolutionary activities, who had devoted their entire lives to the struggle
for a socialist future, had never in fact had been genuine revolutionaries.
Many contemporaries in the Soviet Union and elsewhere were willing to ac-
cept such confessions on face value. The inherent implausibilities, the factu-
al errors that would have discredited the confessions in normal circum-
stances, did not seem to matter; there was no one to point out the
contradictions or even voice aloud doubts. Although the prosecution never
presented material evidence against anyone, everyone who appeared in
court confessed. At the time some wondered why old communists, coura-
geous revolutionaries, confessed to crimes that they had not – and could not
possibly have – committed, which besmirched their careers and everything
to which they had devoted their lives. Some contemporary foreign observers
speculated that the accused confessed because they had morally collapsed:
they knew no secure moral foundation outside the communist party, and
they wanted to serve the party even in their dying moments. However, no
complex psychological explanations are necessary. In the NKVD prisons
the victims were treated with such extraordinary brutality that few human
beings were able to resist. The representatives of the regime at times bar-
gained with the accused: for a confession, the victims were promised either
their own lives or the lives of members of their families. The Stalinists al-
most never kept their word, for no one remained to enforce a promise.
There were some differences among the victims. Some were never put on
open trials, presumably because the torturers could not trust their victims to
“behave.” Others, such as Bukharin, steadfastly denied some of the accusa-
tions to the end and sparred with the beastly prosecutor, Andrei Vyshinskii.
Bukharin obviously attempted to make points that seemed important to
him before his last audience. Whether people in the audience appreciated
and understood Bukharin’s strategy, however, must remain an open ques-
tion. N. Krestinskii behaved heroically: at one point in open court he with-
drew his confession, even though he must have known that the conse-
quences of his act would be swift in coming. Indeed, the next day –
presumably after a difficult night – he reaffirmed his original confession.
But, if anyone cared to observe, he had already made his point. Most of the
accused were sentenced to death, but the formal sentences did not matter
much – almost everyone, whatever the sentence, was killed.3

Many of the leaders of the French revolution paid with their lives. Hitler,
in 1934, just before the great trials, exterminated in a brutal fashion a seg-
ment of the Nazi leadership. Stalin’s terror was far more thorough than the
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Gulag

French or German, and he made it particularly gruesome by the show trials
and torture; but the purge trials were only a small part of the terror. The ar-
rests spread, ultimately involving millions of people. From a moral point of
view, the elimination of the top leadership of the Party – i.e., people who
themselves in the past had not shied away from the use of terror – was less
reprehensible than the incarceration and killing of millions of people who
were guilty of nothing, neither according to the existing criminal code nor
according to any moral reckoning.

The exact number of victims cannot be precisely established; the numbers
are passionately debated among scholars. (Approximately a million people
were executed, and maybe as many as ten million were sent to camps.) Of
course, it does matter whether the number of victims was three million or
thirty million; and yet, for our understanding of the working of that partic-
ular political order, it cannot make much difference. Even if we accept the
lowest reasonable number suggested by scholars who have studied the evi-
dence, we cannot but form the picture of one of the most criminal regimes
that ever existed on the face of the earth.
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Marshal Tukhachevskii

The top leadership of the nation – whether in politics, military, econom-
ics, or culture – was exterminated, but workers and peasants also became
victims in the millions. The capital and the provincial cities suffered alike. It
is possible to establish statistical probabilities for becoming a victim: al-
though no group was altogether exempt, people in certain categories were
in exceptional danger. Those who had contacts with foreigners rarely es-
caped. Foreign communists in the Soviet Union were treated with special
venom: Stalin killed more German communists than Hitler. The Polish com-
munists, who had the misfortune of residing in the “motherland of social-
ism,” were almost entirely eliminated. Members of past opposition groups
did not survive. The higher the post of the party leader, the more he was in
danger of being destroyed. But the newly created elite, those who had
fought on Stalin’s side, those who were to be members of the new elite, also
suffered. An unintended (or perhaps intended?) consequence was a constant
renewal of elites. The intelligentsia of national minorities suffered especial-
ly, perhaps as a result of the Stalinists’ fear of the growth of non-Russian
nationalisms. A peculiarity of the madness was that those who abused oth-
ers were not likely to benefit. The NKVD was one of the organizations
hardest hit: all of its leaders, Genrikh Iagoda, Nikolai Ezhov, and Lavrentii
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Beria, were ultimately killed, though Beria survived Stalin by a few months.
Those who had carried out interrogations a short time before often shared
cells with their victims. Unlike Nazi Germany, where the torturers were
safe, in Stalinist Russia there was no clear division between “them” and
“us.”

What kind of politics could exist in an age of terror and repression? It
would be ludicrous to suggest, of course, that Stalin was involved in all the
arrests. He must have signed hundreds of lists with thousands of names of
victims, but there was no need for him to be involved in all the arrests. No
doubt, matters got out of hand. As one might imagine, the atmosphere was
used by thousands to take revenge on their enemies, or in some cases to de-
stroy their superiors in order to get ahead. No doubt, there were also gen-
uine issues at stake. It is likely, as suggested by some Western historians,
that leaders disagreed concerning the best methods of carrying out policies
and used the purges to advance their own programs. Local bosses in the
provinces took advantage of opportunities to enhance their powers, and the
center struggled desperately to maintain discipline. At the same time, there
is nothing in the newly uncovered documents to suggest that Stalin was not
fully in control.

Control, however, did not mean that the apparatus functioned well. Rus-
sia was an underdeveloped country with poorly functioning governmental
machinery and an ill-educated, venal bureaucracy lacking in public spirit.
The country had no well-developed communication system, which in-
creased local power and confusion. It is a mistake to think that totalitarian-
ism implies efficiency, that in such a system all orders are carried out as in-
tended. In fact, the world has never known an efficient totalitarian regime.4

It would be a great jump in logic, however, to conclude that because Stalin
did not control everything and not all orders were efficiently carried out in
the provinces, he did not have an overall control or that events developed
contrary to his desires.

The terror profoundly changed the character and even the role of the par-
ty. One could no longer talk about the dictatorship of the party. The Soviet
political system in the 1930s was the dictatorship of Stalin, who stood
above and aside from the party, using it when he needed it as he did other
instruments of power, most notably the secret police. From 1933 to 1938
the composition of the party changed. As an institution the party was
among the main victims of the attacks. Those who were purged were re-
placed by new elements, representing the new Soviet elite.

Party organizations lost their assigned functions. After the “Congress of
Victors” in 1934, the Congress met only twice in Stalin’s lifetime, in 1939
and 1952, and never discussed significant issues. The Communist Party
which contained within itself the nation’s elite, was designed to play the
role of reconciling competing interests, but at a time of oppression and ter-
ror the party could not carry out its assigned task. The suspension of nor-
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mal politics, however, did not mean that there were no longer interest
groups. Even if the major issues facing the nation were not openly dis-
cussed, those issues did not disappear. While Stalin’s lieutenants agreed on
a breakneck tempo of industrialization, for example, the question still re-
mained exactly how much of the national income should be invested in the
national economy.

Stalin and members of his ever-changing circle accumulated enormous
power. They made their decisions not on the basis of law, not even on the
basis of bureaucratic predictability, but according to whim. What mattered
was not a party or government functionary’s official position, but whether
he was able to gain Stalin’s attention and approval. In the absence of of-
ficial forums, it was Stalin alone who was to reconcile competing inter-
ests and points of view. This was a haphazard political system, with an ill-
functioning machinery, in which local leaders could sometimes sabotage
directives from above.

Possibly a more important institution than the party was the political po-
lice, the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs). Although as
one of the commissariats it came under the supervision of the council of
commissars, in fact the heads of the agency reported directly to Stalin. In
the 1930s the NKVD possessed an enormous network of paid and unpaid
agents, which penetrated all levels of society and all institutions, including
the party itself.

terror and progress

At a time of bloody terror the Soviet Union experienced impressive indus-
trial growth and a profound social transformation. These were not uncon-
nected phenomena, for the kind of industrialization that took place could
have occurred only against a background of terror.5

The industrial sector of the economy during the second five-year plan was
less chaotic, at least compared to the extraordinary period at the beginning
of the industrialization drive. According to Soviet figures – admittedly unre-
liable, they certainly overstate growth – national income and industrial out-
put doubled in the course of the second five-year plan. The planners still set
impossible goals, and the standard of living continued to be extremely low
(although significantly improved), but there was a sense, especially during
the middle of the decade, that normality was gradually returning. The abo-
lition of rationing in 1935 was a sign of improvement. At the end of the de-
cade, however, as a consequence of the purges and war preparations, the
pace of economic growth slackened.

As the ex-peasants slowly adjusted to industrial discipline, labor produc-
tivity gradually improved. To bring about this improvement the regime used
a number of different methods. One was moral appeal – we should not un-
derestimate its significance. Such appeals, especially at the outset of the in-
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dustrialization drive and among the young, must have been powerful.
Many believed that they were in fact working for a better, richer, and more
just society, and that it was necessary to make sacrifices for this cause. Some
young communists did go voluntarily to distant parts of Siberia and en-
dured extraordinary hardships for a cause they believed in.

Moral appeal, however, was never sufficient, and so the regime provided
material incentives. The new factories required skilled workers, and in or-
der to encourage people to learn skills, the gap between the earnings of the
skilled and unskilled workers was increased. Stalin explicitly denounced the
earlier egalitarian promise of the revolution and mocked it as “petit bour-
geois.” The compensation system was designed to give incentives for work-
ing hard. Soviet workers operated under the system of piece-rates. Norms
were established, and these norms were gradually raised, which meant that
in order to receive the same salary a worker constantly had to increase his
output.

The Stakhanov movement came into existence in this context. In 1935
Aleksei Stakhanov, a miner in the Donbass region, overfulfilled his norm by
1400 percent. Obviously Stakhanov’s great achievement was artificially cre-
ated: several people stood behind him in order to carry out auxiliary tasks
and assist in his superhuman achievement. He was built up as an example.
He became the central figure of a vast propaganda drive, called socialist
competition. Stakhanovists on the one hand received all sorts of benefits
and privileges from the factory management, and on the other the norms
for everyone else were raised, since the Stakhanovists showed that it was
possible to produce more. Undoubtedly the movement – while it might have
contributed to raising the productivity of some individual workers – made
the confusion, already rampant in Soviet industry, worse. The more far-
sighted managers understood that Stakhanovite methods were incompatible
with the rational organization of production and therefore resisted the offi-
cially inspired campaign. In addition, the campaign created a great deal of
bitterness and division within the working class. This divisiveness, though
perhaps not planned, also served the purposes of the regime. The creation
of a new labor aristocracy was yet another factor that made workers’ soli-
darity in the Stalinist state impossible. Stakhanovite methods – that is spec-
tacular, spurt-like achievements, rather than a rationally organized and
steady tempo – appealed at least to some among the Soviet leadership. After
a couple of years, the leadership realized that the movement was more
harmful than helpful, that the cost in confusion was greater than the benefit
of some increased productivity. While the name was retained, the content of
the movement was quietly abandoned.

The social transformation that occurred in the Soviet Union in the 1930s
was largely the consequence of the vast industrialization drive. Neverthe-
less, it is significant that it took place against the background of terror. On
the one hand, the great industrial expansion, and the struggle against the
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old intelligentsia, opened up avenues for social advancement. On the other,
the draconian methods used for the creation of labor discipline – at a time
when the working class was new, ill-disciplined, and unused to conditions
of modern labor – could have occurred only in an extraordinarily repressive
state.

In the course of the 1930s the government used increasingly harsh meth-
ods to impose discipline. In the case of mishaps, workers were accused of
sabotage, which in the atmosphere of the 1930s was a serious matter in-
deed.6 For violation of discipline, such as absenteeism, workers were ad-
ministratively punished, at times even losing their ration cards, a punish-
ment that was likely to mean starvation. Workers had to carry with them a
“labor book” in which violations of labor discipline were entered. The pro-
cess culminated in the 1940 labor code, a fitting instrument of the Stalinist
state. According to the labor code, leaving a place of employment without
the permission of the employer became a criminal offense, liable to punish-
ment by imprisonment and forced labor. Now ministries became legally em-
powered to move workers where they saw fit, even if that meant dividing
families. This was a military-type mobilization of labor, unparalleled in
peacetime. Life in “freedom” and in the concentration camps were not so
very different after all.

In spite of the unenviable conditions of labor, life in the countryside was
immensely harder than in the cities. By the end of the decade, almost all
agricultural work was done in collectives or state farms. Even more than in
the cities, labor was reduced to something resembling slavery. The state
specified the number of days the peasant had to work on collective land,
and it took a large share (usually a third) of the fruit of the peasants’ labor
for almost nothing in the form of compulsory deliveries. At the same time
the state assumed no responsibility for the social welfare of the peasantry.
There was no safety net. The collective farms, and within them the peasant
households themselves, were compelled to take care of the sick and old.
There was no minimum salary, and of course, no one had even heard of the
idea of paid vacations. Under the circumstances peasants were not motivat-
ed to work efficiently and it was not surprising that productivity remained
abysmally low. Overall output in grain (again according to dubious Soviet
statistics) increased by one third between 1932 and 1937, but that increase
occurred not because of any improvement in productivity but because of
the inclusion of new areas under cultivation. Recovery from the immense
trauma of collectivization was slow.

From the point of view of living standards, there was a large difference
among collectives. Some were able to provide for their members decently; in
many others the peasants remained close to starvation. Everywhere the pri-
vate plot provided a large share of the peasants’ yearly income. The regime
faced a dilemma: private plots were not only ideologically obnoxious, but
the leaders rightly feared that they took away the attention and energy of
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the peasants from their work in the kolkhoz. On the other hand, these plots
not only provided a large share of the peasants’ income, but also made a
major contribution to feeding the population. At the time of collectiviza-
tion, the most determined resistance was occasioned by the government’s
attempt to deprive the peasant household of its horse and especially its cow.
By 1935, when the collective farm model charter was published – when the
collective farm and the Soviet village assumed its final form – the regime
had reconciled itself to the existence of the private plot, including the right
to own one cow, a specified number of household animals, and unlimited
poultry. The regime found it necessary to watch constantly whether the
peasant was not enlarging his plot and animal holdings at the expense of
the collective farm. Every time the regime attempted to “bring order,” to
clamp down, total output suffered – and that the Soviet Union could ill
afford.

The peasant family received from the plot half of its money income, and
almost all the animal products and vegetables it was able to enjoy. The col-
lective farm itself supplied the peasant only with grain. In instances where
the farm was near a city, the peasant was fortunate because money could be
made by selling in the market. On the other hand, individual peasants tak-
ing their produce to the market were a primitive method of distribution,
leading to a great deal of wasted time and energy. Most of the work on the
plots was done by women, further increasing the disproportionate share of
the burden on their shoulders. It is not too much to say that without these
plots, the system of collective farms could not have survived.

The system could exist only because there was force behind it. The MTSs
were centers of Soviet power, and the collective farms themselves became
focal points for communist education. The party organization network in
the 1930s remained weak. Nevertheless, it was powerful enough, having
the backing of the NKVD to enforce the decisions of the party. The Soviet
village remained backward; nevertheless the new power, in the form of rep-
resentatives from the city and a new bureaucracy, transformed the lives of
the Soviet peasantry.

terror and society

In 1946 a sociologist, Nicholas Timasheff, described the Stalinist age as
“the great retreat.”7 The phrase appears paradoxical when one considers
that this was a period of extraordinarily rapid and profound social and eco-
nomic transformation. It is true, however, that this transformation was ac-
complished by a regime which was socially conservative, one which had re-
pudiated the emancipatory ideas of the October revolution. In this sense,
Stalinism in fact was a retreat.

Although the Bolsheviks rather quickly abandoned their idealistic goals,
we ought not forget how daring their original vision had been. They aimed
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The Soviet high command: Ezhov, Kalinin, Stalin, Molotov, Kaganovich

to remake not only society, but human beings and the oldest and strongest
human institutions. They were hostile to the family, because they saw it as
an institution that transmitted conservative, traditional values, and did
everything within their power to weaken it. The Bolsheviks believed that
women, like men, should take jobs outside the household. They recognized
that it was necessary to help women by providing child-care facilities, but
they lacked the necessary resources. These ideological commitments in the
circumstances of the 1920s remained without consequence. The country
suffered from unemployment, and the proportion of women in the labor
force remained static, approximately 25 percent.

The Soviet family was transformed because at the time of the industrial-
ization drive the political leadership understood the economic benefits of
employing female labor. Collectivization and industrialization, from the
point of view of the everyday lives of simple citizens, brought more signifi-
cant changes than the revolution itself. Although the government did en-
large the service sector – providing more kindergartens, organizing after-
school programs for children, building laundries – these could hardly keep
up with the greatly increased need. The extremely ill-developed state of So-
viet retail trade meant that everyone, but primarily women, spend an extra-
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ordinary amount of time just trying to buy the necessities – above all food.
Under the circumstances it is hard to consider the vast changes that oc-
curred at the time of industrialization as an aspect of the liberation of wom-
en. On the contrary, the lives of women became considerably more difficult.
In the villages they worked in the collective farms and in addition did most
of the work on the private plots; in the cities they worked in the factories,
but also had to take care of the children and remained responsible for
household chores. Women had less free time and their chances for political,
social, or economic advancement came to be even more circumscribed.

The situation was ironic: women’s entrance into the labor force, the dread-
ful housing situation, the movement into the cities all combined to break
down the traditional patriarchal family characteristic of peasant societies.
The process that had started before the revolution now greatly accelerated.
This development was in line with the oft-announced desire of the revolu-
tionaries to encourage the “withering away of the family” that the Marxists
had prophesized; but Stalin’s government did not approve. The Stalinists in-
stinctively understood that the sexual freedom of the earlier promise was in-
compatible with the kind of society they were intent on creating. Now the
regime’s legislation aimed to strengthen the family as an institution that rein-
forced values and hierarchies. The regime’s policy toward the family and to-
ward women in general illustrates well that in bringing about change it is not
so much the intention of the government that matters, but the underlying so-
cial and economic realities.

The Stalinists, however, were correct in their understanding: different as-
pects of human behavior indeed were connected. The person who pursued
an “undisciplined” sexual life was in fact likely to chafe under the restric-
tions imposed by the Stalinist state. A film like Father and Son by M.
Barskaia, which depicted a factory director who because of his heavy re-
sponsibilities could not take good care of his son, could not be exhibited
and was mercilessly criticized. A good factory director, a good communist,
could not possibly be a bad father. (The director, incidentally, became a vic-
tim of the purges.) As far as the prevailing ideology was concerned, there
could be no conflict between being a good husband and father on the one
hand, and a responsible member of society on the other. The ideologues de-
clared free love together with egalitarianism as aspects of a “petit bour-
geois” ideology. In order to strengthen the family, the Stalinist rulers harsh-
ly stigmatized illegitimacy and passed laws against prostitution and sodomy
(i.e., homosexuality).

The country was in need of labor. The regime, eager to encourage women
to give birth, passed a stringent antiabortion law in 1936, allowing abor-
tions only when the mother’s life or health was in danger. The government
promised allowances for large families, and carried out a propaganda cam-
paign advertising the psychological and political advantages of having
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many children. On the positive side, although the government could not
provide decent housing and child-care facilities, it did pass legislation de-
signed to protect mothers. It guaranteed a paid maternity leave of three-
and-a-half months, and allowed nursing mothers to work shorter hours. Al-
though the number of child-care facilities did not keep up with demand,
they did grow impressively during the years of industrialization, increasing
approximately tenfold in the decade between 1928 and 1938.

The measures aimed at increasing the birth rate were very much needed
because the material conditions prevailing in the Soviet Union had led to an
extraordinary drop. Combined with the devastation produced by the collec-
tivization drive, famine, and purges, the country was experiencing a demo-
graphic catastrophe unparalleled in the twentieth century except in war-
time. In 1937 the authorities carried out a census, and they themselves must
have been surprised by the disastrous results: the population was 14–15
million fewer than expected. The NKVD arrested and shot the statisticians
and suppressed the figures. A new census was carried out two years later,
showing somewhat higher numbers. There is good reason to doubt the reli-
ability of the second census.

Women’s increased participation in the labor force did not lead to a cor-
responding rise in political power. On the lowest level, party membership,
the percentage of women in the party in the 1930s was a respectable 15 per-
cent; but as one went higher up the political ladder, the percentage of wom-
en decreased. By contrast with the time of the revolution and civil war, there
were no women in the highest leadership of the party.

The changes in the educational policies of the regime were a part of a
general conservative turn that included the repudiation of egalitarianism,
rejection of experimentation in art, and the introduction of legislation pro-
tecting the traditional family. In the 1920s the leaders of the commissariat
for enlightenment (Narkompros) experimented with ideas and policies
based on radical – indeed, utopian – notions of reforming education. Given
the backwardness and material poverty of the country, however, very little
could be accomplished. “Project”-based education, child-centered educa-
tion, eliminating authority from the education process, may have been at-
tractive and progressive ideas, but they were ludicrously irrelevant. Pupils
and parents, and especially teachers, had a more realistic view: they wanted
schools to teach the fundamentals – how to read, write, and do a bit of
arithmetic.

In educational policies, as in other aspects of national life, the cultural
revolution represented a radical interlude: the critics of Narkompros, who
now had the upper hand, insisted on greater efforts to proletarianize the
student body and further politicize the content of education. They merci-
lessly attacked the existing institutions – especially the universities, where
they carried out a thorough purge of the faculties. At the end of the five-
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year plan, however, the radical impulse petered out. The Stalinist leadership
understood that in the new age neither the mad utopianism of the revolu-
tionaries, nor the relative pluralism of the staid 1920s, was suitable: a new
set of policies, a new synthesis was needed.

In the early 1930s, one after another the main tenets of progressive edu-
cation were abandoned. In a Stalinist society an education based on the
principle of equality of students and teachers was obviously inappropriate.
Gradually the teachers regained their authority in the classroom and their
right to dispense punishments. A sign of the changed times was that the
schools required both boys and girls to wear uniforms. The regime also
abandoned the goal of proletarianizing the student body, which in practice
had meant preferential treatment in admissions to “working-class” and
peasant youth. “Working-class” background had become for all practical
purposes an inheritable trait. Party officials and bureaucrats who had left
the factory bench decades before managed to retain the coveted “working-
class” appellation.)

Despite the retreat from the principles of progressive education, vastly in-
creased educational opportunities were one of the major achievements of
the Soviet Union. The regime finally succeeded in enlarging the educational
system, above all on the primary level, and by the end of the decade, for the
first time in Russian history, the country was able to make good on its
promise to provide at least some schooling for all children. Thousands of
new schools opened in the countryside, and tens of thousands of teachers,
willingly or unwillingly, left the cities to teach village children. The circum-
stances in which the teachers had to work were extremely primitive and dif-
ficult, and many had to be compelled to give up their relatively comfortable
lives in the cities. Only a dictatorial regime could have forced people to un-
dertake such jobs and accept such unattractive transfers. The great expan-
sion of the educational system was a major step in transforming backward
Russia into an industrial Soviet Union. To be sure, village schools remained
much inferior to what was available in the cities; nevertheless, it was a re-
markable achievement of Stalinist industrialization that every child was
able to spend at least some years in school. It was the general availability of
primary schools that enabled the regime finally to take decisive steps to-
ward the elimination of illiteracy. By the end of the decade, four out of five
Soviet citizens under the age of fifty could read and write.

The industrialization drive and the concomitant attack on the prerevolu-
tionary intelligentsia necessitated paying immediate attention to the train-
ing of technical cadres. The industrialization drive was carried out at a time
of great confidence in the power of technology, but that technology re-
mained unavailable without trained personnel. The new curriculum stressed
the teaching of mathematics and sciences. The views of some of the previ-
ous leaders of Narkompros, such as Commissar Lunacharskii – who re-
garded the goal of education the training of broadly educated citizens – had
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little appeal in the age of Stalinist industrialization. The number of students
in middle-level educational institutions in the course of the decade tripled.

terror and ideology

When the Bolsheviks came to power in 1917, they based their legitimacy on
their conviction that they knew the workings of history and therefore could
construct a society more just, democratic, and free than any other on the face
of the earth. This conviction allowed them to violate the most elementary
principles of democracy. They became particularly adept at finding ideologi-
cal justifications for these violations, and always abridged freedom in the
name of purer democracy and higher freedom. Freedom of the press was sus-
pended because Lenin believed that ideas were like weapons, and that weap-
ons, at least temporarily, had to be denied to the class enemy. National self-
determination was qualified out of existence by adding the clause that the
decision had to serve the interests of the working classes; obviously remain-
ing part of the Soviet Union served the interests of the working classes.

Over time the regime’s ideology went through significant changes. The
revolutionaries carried out their revolution in the name of social justice. To
be sure, they also believed that a socialist society would be more efficient;
but efficiency was a by-product, not the central aim. Indeed, it is difficult to
imagine a revolution that had as its most significant promise a better func-
tioning economy. Stalin shifted emphasis. The sacrifices borne by the people
were worthwhile, the agitators maintained, because these would bring
about the creation of an industrial society and well-being for all. The ex-
plicit purpose of industrialization was not merely to improve the standard
of living of the people, but also to make the Soviet Union a great power.
Such thinking involved a reincorporation of nationalism into the ideologi-
cal arsenal of communism. Soviet patriotism came to play a greater and
greater role in Stalinist propaganda, reaching extraordinary heights during
the Second World War and going even further, into lunatic extremes, during
the last years of Stalin.

In 1936, at a time when terror was reaching its peak and the purge trials
were taking place, with great fanfare and public discussion, a new constitu-
tion was adopted. This constitution contained all democratic rights: univer-
sal and equal and secret suffrage, equality before the law, freedom of asso-
ciation and press, the inviolability and privacy of the home and the mails.
All the democratic rights, however, were qualified out of existence by
adding the phrase: “in the interests of the working classes and for the pur-
pose of strengthening the socialist system.” The new constitution for the
first time spoke of the leading role of the party, which alone – or more pre-
cisely, the Stalinist leadership alone – was entitled to decide just what exact-
ly was “in the interests of the working classes.” Ironically, the clause con-
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cerning the party was incorporated just when that institution had been re-
duced in power as a consequence of Stalinist persecutions.

How is one to explain the charade of publishing a new constitution that
claimed to be the most democratic in the world at a time when the Soviet
Union in fact was a totalitarian state? The constitution was perfectly harm-
less from the point of view of the rulers. It was evident that it did not re-
strain them for a moment from carrying out their policies, however lawless,
however murderous. The new constitution had many uses. It allowed sym-
pathetic Westerners to contrast Stalinist Russia with Hitler’s Germany, a
more or less explicitly terrorist state. “The most democratic constitution in
the world” became a useful argument in the arsenal of communists every-
where against those who criticized the antidemocratic character of the Sovi-
et state. But the constitution was not only for foreign consumption. Many
citizens of the Soviet Union also believed that the formal acceptance of a
new legal foundation by the Soviet state might herald genuine changes. The
very process of working out the constitution and the ensuing public discus-
sions were used as a mobilization device.

The publication of the democratic constitution, making citizens equal be-
fore the law, coincided with Stalin’s greatest ideological innovation: he pro-
claimed that the successful building of socialism, the elimination of private
property, did not in fact end class struggle. On the contrary: according to
the Stalinist metaphor, the cornered enemy fought back all the more bitter-
ly. Consequently, but paradoxically, as the Soviet Union progressed toward
socialism, the class struggle sharpened. This theory was Stalin’s most signif-
icant contribution to Marxism. The sharpening class struggle provided ide-
ological justification for the purge trials and purported to explain the mass
arrests.

The Soviet Union had long ago abandoned the internationalist promise of
the October revolution. That promise, based on utopian Marxist premises,
could not act as a legitimation or mobilization device any longer. From the
beginning of the 1930s, in an ever-accelerating fashion, there was a revival
of a particular form of Russian nationalism. Citizens of the Soviet Union
were to be motivated by two types of nationalism: they were expected to be
patriots of the empire (i.e., the Soviet Union) and also of their own nation.
At the same time it became ever more explicit that the Russians were to be
the leading nation in this family of nations. Most likely the revival of Rus-
sian nationalism – meaning the reclaiming of the national past, the national
heroes and culture – would have occurred in any case. Nevertheless in this
matter Stalin’s personal predilections played a particularly important role.
The Georgian Stalin had been a Russian nationalist from the earliest phase
of his career. In the 1930s he more explicitly came to identify himself with
the Russian tsars, Peter the Great and Ivan the Terrible.

The turn to nationalism necessitated a reevaluation of the past, and there-
fore the historians needed new directions. Marxist historians, most promi-
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nently Mikhail Pokrovskii – an important Bolshevik revolutionary and one
of the leaders of Narkompros in the 1920s – had a dismissive attitude to-
ward the Russian past. These historians deplored the country’s imperial
past and wrote with appreciation about national leaders who had rebelled
against tsarism. In other words, they were genuine internationalists. Stalin
had never liked this approach. In 1931 Pokrovskii and his followers were
repudiated, and historians were compelled to write about the imperial past
in positive terms.

The film industry in the late 1930s produced one film after another aimed
at making heroes of Russian tsars and the generals who had served tsars,
even if they had fought against revolutionaries, as Suvorov did against Pu-
gachev. Curiously, both Suvorov and Pugachev, although they had fought
against one another, were regarded as heroes and a film was devoted to
each. It would be wrong to imagine that the revival of nationalism was
something imposed on the people from outside. Social conservatism and
resurgent nationalism were genuinely popular. It is possible to look at the
changed ideology as a kind of compromise, or a coincidence of tastes and
ideologies between the governing elite and the people as a whole. Some as-
pects of the prevailing ideology, but by no means all, actually found wide-
spread public support.

Putting Russian nationalism at the heart of the ideological appeal in a
multinational empire was a risky undertaking. Already in the 1920s, at a
time when the state encouraged the development of national languages and
cultures, it also advanced the use of Russian as a lingua franca within the
Soviet Union. In a period of increasing Russian nationalism, the teaching of
Russian acquired a different meaning. In 1938 the central committee of the
Communist Party passed a resolution making the study of Russian compul-
sory in all middle-level schools. Nationalities which had barely a decade
ago acquired written languages using the Latin alphabet were now com-
pelled to switch to Cyrillic, even if that made the acquisition of literacy
more difficult. Historians had depicted tsarist policies of the nineteenth cen-
tury as imperialist, but in this new age they were compelled to depict those
same policies as “progressive.” This change, as one would expect, was per-
ceived by the intelligentsia of the minorities as an insult to their heritage.

Another feature of Soviet ideology that must be noted was the ever-
increasing “personality cult” of Stalin, leading to a virtual deification.
Lenin’s cult, created largely by Stalin immediately after the death of the
founder of the Bolshevik Party, in retrospect appears as a pale precursor of
the deification of the leader. Stalin’s pictures appeared almost every day on
the front pages of the newspapers; every speech began by paying tribute to
his wisdom; there was hardly a scholarly book published in the Soviet Union
that did not contain footnotes refering the reader to his speeches; poems
were addressed to him; there was practically nothing that somehow did not
come to be connected with his name. Most likely, the deification was not en-
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tirely the result of Stalin’s vanity; in fact, there is reason to think that at least
at the earliest stages he retained a rather ironic attitude to his own personal-
ity cult. The Bolsheviks believed that the cult of the leader would enable
them to spread their message to the simple people. Stalin was to take the
place of the tsar, and he increasingly came to think of himself in these terms.

The Soviet Union was a totalitarian dictatorship. A modern dictatorship
is never based on coercion alone. Those in position of power do not disre-
gard public opinion; on the contrary, they do everything within their power
to influence it, and try to make every citizen into an accomplice. In the
course of the 1930s the party greatly expanded the political education sys-
tem. Now that the peasantry was concentrated in collective and state farms,
it was possible for the agitators to reach them. Reading circles, traveling
movie theaters, and especially loudspeakers spouting slogans became a
ubiquitous part of rural life. In factories the workers once or twice a week
were compelled to participate in “political education meetings.” These con-
sisted of meaningless speeches denouncing domestic and foreign enemies,
and the reading of articles from newspapers. The listeners were exhorted
time and again to be vigilant and to work better. No doubt, most of the
workers found such speeches and meetings insufferably boring. At election
time every year, teams of agitators went door to door to talk to and report
on citizens.

One would like to know how much impression the political education
network, the stilted newspaper articles, the speeches and the agitators, actu-
ally made on the citizens. According to some observers a new Soviet human
being was in fact created, one who did not think for himself and spoke a
strange language full of clichés. It is, however, impossible to tell whether
these were only superficial changes. As long as no alternative way of look-
ing at the world could be presented, the very issue of believing or not be-
lieving in the slogans remained meaningless. Once the vast propaganda ma-
chine was turned off, the fragile new belief system collapsed.

The “cultural revolution” destroyed the relatively heterogeneous culture
of the NEP period. That culture, while containing the seeds of Stalinism,
also retained much from the vibrant pre-revolutionary intellectual life. At
the conclusion of the “cultural revolution,” however, it was not at all clear
what kind of cultural life was appropriate in the age of Stalin. The artists
themselves were compelled to work out the outlines. After some trial and
error, the artists and party activists developed the “theory” of socialist real-
ism, and from that time until the era of Gorbachev this doctrine was recog-
nized as the basis of all Soviet art. It is possible to find antecedents for so-
cialist realist art both in nineteenth-century Russian literature – writers
were expected to be instructors and play a social role – and among the
avant-garde artists in the pre-Stalinist period, who disdained realism and
wanted to depict the heroic, to paint pictures that were larger than life. So-
cialist realism was first defined in 1934 at the First All Union Congress of
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Writers. That definition spoke of “truthfulness,” of showing “reality in its
revolutionary development,” of the task “of ideological transformation and
education of workers in the spirit of socialism.” All this, however, was
meaningless doubletalk. Many then and since have attempted to give a bet-
ter description of what socialist realism really was. Andrei Siniavskii in a
witty essay described socialist realism as a variety of romanticism; Vera
Dunham saw in socialist realism a triumph of petit bourgeois values. An
American literary critic, Katerina Clark, argued that it is possible to find a
“master narrative” in socialist realist novels and films. All such narratives
are about the acquisition of superior, revolutionary, communist conscious-
ness in the course of overcoming an obstacle, unmasking an enemy. We
have, aside from the naive hero, who acquires superior class consciousness
after the completion of the assigned task, a communist sponsor, a “real”
revolutionary, who acts as an instructor and mentor. We also have a nega-
tive hero, one who hates – always without sufficient reason – the Soviet sys-
tem. He hates the socialist system without reason, for there can be no con-
ceivable reason why anyone would be in opposition to a just and
democratic society. In Clark’s opinion only those works that follow the
“master narrative” can be regarded as socialist realist.8

Socialist realism could best be understood in terms of what it excluded. It
excluded above all ambiguity: a text that could be interpreted on several
levels, one that had multiple meanings, could not serve the interests of the
political order. It implied that truth could be multilayered. This was a no-
tion more subversive than an open expression of hostility to socialism. Fur-
thermore, socialist realism could not include irony, for irony was always
subversive. Socialist realist art created an alternate reality that seemed to
have the features of the real world but in fact was a totally imaginary uni-
verse. The creation of this fictional world was the greatest service artists
provided. In this world everyone behaved as he was supposed to according
to Stalinist ideology: the workers were enthusiastic about their tasks; the
enemy vicious, cowardly, and ever-present; and the party always emerged
victorious in every contest. Such art could exist only as long as there was no
alternative to it. There was no point in creating a fictional world as long as
that picture could be contradicted by others. The main characteristic of so-
cialist realist art was, therefore, that it completely lacked opposition and
contradiction. The primary necessity for the establishment of socialist real-
ist art was not the presence of able and willing artists, but the existence of a
brutal political police and prison camps. Socialist realist art could exist only
as long as there was a police state to assure, not its success, but its absolute
monopoly. Russian literature suffered the heaviest blows in this period.
Some of the finest writers of the land, such as Osip Mandelshtam, Boris Pil-
niak, and Isaac Babel, were shot or died in concentration camps; and others
who survived, for example Boris Pasternak, Mikhail Bulgakov, and Anna
Akhmatova, were unable to publish their best work.
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Socialist realism applied not only to literature, but to all arts. Among
these, cinema was particularly important. The leaders of the regime attrib-
uted great power to cinema in influencing audiences and therefore paid par-
ticular attention to it. Party leaders assigned topics to directors, and censors
examined films at every level of production. Even after all these precautions
approximately a third of the films made were not exhibited, in effect dis-
carded as ideological waste. Censorship was not only proscriptive, but also
prescriptive: it was not so much that artists could not touch certain topics
(though that was of course true), but that they had to deal with required is-
sues. Films of the 1930s greatly contributed to the hysteria of looking for
“enemies of the people” everywhere. The state became the coproducer, in-
deed the coauthor. As a consequence it became very difficult to make a film,
and the number of films produced greatly declined from the 1920s to the
1930s. The highest censor was Stalin himself, who insisted on seeing and
passing on every film to be exhibited in the Soviet Union.

In the fine arts and music socialist realism meant prohibition of experi-
mentation and the imposition of a single style, one immediately comprehen-
sible even to the least educated. The great painter Malevich was compelled
to give up his individual style, and the finest composer still working in the
Soviet Union, Dimitrii Shostakovich, had the misfortune to have Stalin per-
sonally denounce his modernist opera Lady Machbeth of Mtsensk District
as “formalist.”

The imposition of socialist realism on all artists meant that no great work
could be produced. After all, every first-rate artist has a distinct and indi-
vidual style, and the Stalinists forbade precisely that type of individualism.
On the other hand, writers still wrote novels that people were happy to
read, and studios still produced films that audiences wanted to see. Indeed,
the number of movie tickets sold in the 1930s was three times greater than
a decade before. More people went to the movies, even if the available
choices came to be greatly reduced. Some of the films, though by no means
masterpieces of cinema art, were amusing enough. Chapaev, a skillfully
made film about a naive hero of the civil war, was the most popular film of
the decade. The musical comedies of G. Aleksandrov, such as Circus, Volga,
Volga and Shining Path, gave pleasure to millions.

Since in the prevailing atmosphere the spirit of free inquiry was suspect,
science also suffered. Normal contacts with the Western world were for all
practical purposes interrupted; thousands of scientists were arrested and
sent to camps. Some branches of science were more hard hit than others;
understandably, sciences with even a remote connection to ideology and
politics suffered the most. Entire sciences, such as sociology and psychiatry,
were abolished – according to the vulgar Marxism of half-educated party
leaders, they were incompatible with Soviet ideology. Particularly shameful
was the destruction of Soviet genetics, a field in which Russian scientists in
the 1920s were among the most prominent in the world. The ignorant
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Trofim Lysenko set the tone; and since he enjoyed the backing of the au-
thorities, it was impossible to contradict him. Mathematics and physics, on
the other hand, seemed to be beyond the purview of Marxism, and in these
fields Soviet scientists were capable of great achievements even during the
worst moments of oppression. But even in physics, Einstein’s theory of rela-
tivity – which the Nazis also considered unacceptable – was denounced as
pseudo, “bourgeois” science.

The totalitarian state claimed authority over all aspects of human life –
political, economic, social, and cultural – and in the process did great harm
to each.

the molotov-ribbentrop pact

In the 1920s issues of foreign policy only occasionally intruded in the pow-
er struggle. The opposition, for example, blamed the Stalinist leadership for
the failure of the Comintern’s China policy; and Stalin attempted to depict
his enemy Trotsky as an adventurer too willing to give risky support to the
international revolutionary movement. In 1927 Stalin created a more or less
artificial war scare which may have helped to justify radical actions. How-
ever, up to the mid-1930s the Soviet Union was not threatened with in-
volvement in a large-scale war, and the Bolshevik leadership well under-
stood that because intervention was unlikely, it could safely concentrate on
domestic matters.

The great change occurred as a result of Nazi victory in Germany. From
this point on foreign policy could no longer be kept on the back burner. The
goal of Stalin’s foreign policy in the decade preceding the Second World
War was simple and by no means reprehensible: he wanted to keep his
country out of war. It might seem paradoxical that at a time when he pur-
sued a most adventurous domestic policy, in foreign affairs Stalin behaved
with sensible moderation. The explanation is that he feared that the turmoil
caused by his domestic policies made foreign conflict extremely risky, both
for his country and for his personal rule. In this respect there was no paral-
lel between Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia. A will to war was not a fea-
ture of Soviet communism. The Stalinists were extremists in their desire to
remake Soviet society, not the map of Europe.

Before Hitler came to power and for some time afterward, the Soviet
leadership paid little attention to fascism in general or to the Nazis in par-
ticular. Communists believed in historical laws and saw analogies every-
where. They regarded Hitler as a German Kornilov, a person who had at-
tacked the existing rickety system from the right but had little chance of
success. They saw the situation as rather promising: after the victory of the
extreme right, the turn of the left would come, and German communists
would once again have a chance to come to power. The Stalinists certainly
had no objection to Hitler’s oft-announced goal of undermining the Ver-
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sailles order. After all, those who had made peace at Versailles were bitterly
hostile to Bolshevism and did everything within their limited power to de-
stroy it. Of course the leaders in Moscow were aware of the Nazis’ anti-
communist rhetoric, but they were convinced that at least for some time the
Nazis would not have the means to carry out an aggressive policy in the
East.

The international communist movement, the Comintern, by now entirely
directed from Moscow, obviously underestimated the Nazi danger. Only
that error could explain the suicidal policy of concentrating fire on the
Western socialists. The Stalinists before 1933 never contemplated collabo-
ration with the socialists. At a time when Stalin ruled over the Soviet party,
and when he destroyed everyone with a modicum of independent thought
within the Soviet Union, there could be no question of seeking alliance with
people outside the country whom he regarded as equivalents to the Russian
moderate socialists, the Mensheviks. Undoubtedly the ill-considered policy
of the powerful German communist movement contributed to Hitler’s suc-
cess. At the same time, we should put Stalinist policy in context. Nazism
was a new phenomenon, and few appreciated the danger it represented. So-
viet policy was no more short-sighted than that of other political forces in-
side and outside Germany.

The Soviet leaders were among the first to recognize their mistake and
change their policies. Nazi anti-Bolshevik rhetoric did not diminish but in-
creased. The Soviet policy makers now feared that Hitler’s anti-Bolshevism
might have an ideological appeal to Western European conservatives, and
that Hitler would exploit it to the detriment of Soviet interests. The deci-
siveness, recklessness, and brutality that Hitler exhibited early in his rule
convinced the Soviet leaders that he would stay in power.

This was an ironic turn of events. The great economic depression from an
ideological point of view benefited the Stalinists, because now they could
contrast the extraordinary building efforts in their own country with the de-
struction and despair in the capitalist world at the time of the great depres-
sion. The misery that the depression created, the Stalinists believed, would
help bring world revolution closer. Marx’s predictions were to be realized.
But things did not quite turn out as the Bolsheviks had hoped. The great de-
pression undermined international order, and the Soviet Union not only did
not benefit but faced the danger of war. Given internal conditions, such a
danger seemed to threaten its very existence. But what policy would be
most likely to assure peace? Stalin and his lieutenants were not so naive as
to believe that a simple protestation of a desire for peace – in a world
threatened by Hitler’s aggressive designs – would lead to success.

Soon after Hitler’s coming to power, Stalin reoriented Soviet foreign poli-
cy. Although the diplomatic corps of all segments of the Soviet bureaucracy
was hardest hit by the purges, the Soviet Union still possessed able and de-
voted diplomats who carried out Stalin’s orders with great skill. It should be
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pointed out, however, that Soviet diplomacy possessed some inherent ad-
vantages. In this highly centralized system, decisions could be reached
quickly; there were no interminable debates, leaks, and hesitations. The
makers of Soviet foreign policy did not have to be concerned about popular
pressures. They did not even have to prepare their own population for the
most dramatic shifts; they were in the position to change course at a mo-
ment’s notice as they saw fit. Nikita S. Khrushchev, in his memoirs dictated
in the 1960s, gave us an excellent illustration of how small the circle of for-
eign policy makers was. In 1939 he was a member of the Politburo; never-
theless, he first learned of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact by reading Pravda.

Incongruously, the Soviet Union, which had been a determined enemy of
the Versailles order, now became one of its pillars. The Soviet Union sought
allies in the Western world among the previously despised socialist and lib-
eral political circles in order to protect the international status quo. This
new policy was implemented at the same time that the Stalinist leadership
was exterminating at home the last vestiges of opposition. Maxim Litvinov,
the Soviet foreign commissar from 1930 to 1939, became a familiar figure
in the international congresses, arguing eloquently and passionately for all
sort of good causes such as disarmament, collective security, and resistance
to aggression. The enlightened policy of the Soviet Union, as articulated by
Litvinov, especially when contrasted to Nazi aggression and Western pusil-
lanimity, gained many friends for communism. The reorientation of policy
included joining the previously despised League of Nations, changing the
policy of the Comintern, and concluding a security treaty with France.

In 1935, at its last congress, the Comintern called for a “popular front,”
meaning collaboration among enemies of Nazism. This changed policy en-
abled French communist deputies in the parliament to vote for war credits.
Stalin hoped that French rearmament combined with a Franco-Soviet treaty
would restrain Hitler. The Soviet-French military agreement was inspired by
the memory of that cornerstone of the pre-World War I diplomatic order,
the Franco-Russian alliance, which had threatened Germany with a two-
front war. However, unlike tsarist times, the actual terms of military coop-
eration, the precise agreements between the two general staffs, were not
drawn up. Given the fact that as a result of the reconstruction of Poland,
Germany and the Soviet Union had no common border, it was not clear
how the Red Army could come to the aid of France “in the case of an un-
provoked attack by another European state.” Neither the French nor the
Soviets envisaged at this point actual military cooperation, such as sharing
war plans. The treaty was more a gesture than a military alliance.

Soviet policy, in its chief aim of restraining the Nazis and avoiding in-
volvement in a major war obviously did not succeed. However, the commu-
nist movement, and therefore the Soviet Union, gained a great deal of good
will in Western public opinion by being able to depict itself as the most con-
sistent and committed antifascist power. That Soviet policy did not succeed,



High Stalinism 129

and the Nazis were not restrained, was not Stalin’s fault. It is questionable
that even the wisest policy could have dissuaded Hitler from pursuing his
aggression, and the policy of the Western governments certainly was not the
wisest. The toleration by the democratic West of the Italian conquest of
Ethiopia, the willingness of the British government to sign a naval agree-
ment with Germany, and above all the French acceptance of the remilita-
rization of the Rhineland, undermined whatever faith the Soviet leaders
might have had in collective security.

In the summer of 1936 General Franco organized a rebellion against the
Spanish republic, and the Western democracies were threatened with the es-
tablishment of yet another fascist regime in Europe. The Spanish Civil War
that lasted for three years became the most bitterly contested event in Eu-
rope, one that divided international public opinion more strongly than any
other. The Italians and the Germans gave open and substantial help to the
rebellious Franco; the Western democracies, by contrast, pursued an inef-
fective and cowardly policy. The Soviet leaders acted cautiously: on the one
hand, it was in Soviet interests to tie down the Germans in Western Europe,
and they certainly did not want the Spanish Civil War to end with a quick
fascist victory. As the power that claimed to be the most committed enemy
of fascism, the Soviets could not afford to seem indifferent. On the other
hand, the establishment of a communist government, which seemed just
barely possible, might frighten the French especially but also the British,
and lose them as possible allies against Germany. As a consequence, of all
powers it was the Soviet Union that gave the most generous help to the re-
publican forces; but on the other hand, the possibility of direct intervention
on the scale of the Italian and German intervention was simply out of the
question.

Participation in the Spanish Civil War, however covert and however indi-
rect, presented the Stalinist leadership with another dilemma. The Republi-
can side attracted support from left-leaning groups from all over the world.
Trotskyists, Stalinists, anarchists, and socialists were supposed to be on the
same side in this conflict. However, Stalinist fear, suspicion, and hatred of
their Trotskyist and socialist opponents were so great that the communists
carried out a veritable purge behind the lines, compromising the communist
cause in the eyes of many. Unlike Western democratic countries, the Soviet
Union did not allow voluntary recruitment for participating in the Spanish
Civil War. On the other hand, it did send agents and journalists who played
a major role in organizing the international communist forces. Moreover,
those who returned from Spain were overwhelmingly likely to become vic-
tims of the purges.

The turning point in interwar diplomatic history was the Czechoslovak
crisis of 1938. In Munich, Chamberlin and Daladier accepted the dismem-
berment of Czechoslovakia. Britain – by this time one can hardly speak of
an independent French policy – acquiesced to the destruction of the state
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that had been the cornerstone of the Versailles order. The consequences for
democratic Europe were disastrous. It appeared that the bourgeois politi-
cians of Europe were willing to buy peace at any price. Since the Soviet
Union was excluded from the negotiations, even less suspicious leaders than
Stalin had reason to think that the West wanted to turn Nazi aggression
eastward. There were, in fact, politicians in Western governments who
would have happily seen the two antidemocratic forces of Europe destroy
one another. The destruction of Czechoslovakia was a move that directly
threatened Soviet security, and a step toward the Nazi-Soviet pact. The
West lost the moral basis for objections to a Nazi-Soviet reconciliation:
what the Stalinists did in 1939 was not essentially different from what the
British and French had done a year before.

It is impossible to establish when the Soviet leaders first entertained the
idea of finding a modus vivendi with Hitler. Very likely it occurred early,
long before the Munich agreement. After all, the Soviet goal was not to de-
stroy fascism, but to avoid involvement in a war. If the Nazis could be won
over, so much the better. Good diplomats that the Soviets were, they under-
stood that a one-sided policy aimed entirely against Germany would have
lessened Russia’s value as an ally in the eyes of the British and French. As it
was, the British and French had little regard for Russia as a possible ally,
not because Stalin had carried out a murderous policy against his own peo-
ple, but because they thought that the terror had wrecked havoc in the Red
Army, and that consequently its fighting capacity was low.

It would be wrong to attribute supernatural powers to Stalin and believe
that he accurately foresaw events. He was not planning for a Nazi-Soviet al-
liance, but as a good diplomat, he wanted to keep his options open. It
should be recalled that almost all European powers – with some notable ex-
ceptions, such as Benes’ Czechoslovakia – considered at one point or anoth-
er the possibility of finding a modus vivendi with the Nazis.

Following Munich, the Soviet determination to achieve an agreement
with Hitler became much stronger. Litvinov’s removal in May 1939 and
Molotov’s appointment as foreign commissar were steps in this direction.
Not only was Litvinov Jewish, but he came to be associated in the public
mind with the policy of collective security. He was not the person to carry
out the new policy. His removal was also meant as a signal to Hitler. There
was yet another factor that favored a policy of accommodation with the
Nazis. In the Far East, the Soviet Union was threatened with involvement in
a war with Japan. Japanese aggression in China and especially their cre-
ation of a puppet state in Manchuko called for an energetic Soviet response.
In May 1939 serious fighting broke out on the Mongolian border. The Red
Army gave a good account of itself, and thereby discouraged Japanese ag-
gression against the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, the danger of a two-front
war was real.

The Soviet Union received a diplomatic present: When Germany in the
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spring of 1939 destroyed the remnants of Czechoslovakia, and when Hitler
started to make threatening noises concerning Poland and the Polish treat-
ment of Germans in Danzig, it became obvious that concessions would not
satisfy Hitler and that the next victim was to be Poland. The policy of
Chamberlin, appeasement, was a failure. The British response was to guar-
antee Polish borders. The goal was to restrain German aggression by an-
nouncing that in the case of German attack on Poland, the British would
declare war. From the Soviet point of view this was a marvelous develop-
ment, for it meant there was no longer any danger of facing the Nazis alone:
there was no way the Germans could attack the Soviet Union but by violat-
ing Polish territory. The British might have improved their position by mak-
ing their commitment conditional on Soviet support. They did not do so,
presumably because they had a low regard for the Soviet Union as an ally.

Soviet negotiations with England and France continued. The talks ulti-
mately broke down because the Western allies could not guarantee that Ro-
mania and Poland would allow Soviet troops to pass through their territo-
ry. At the same time the Russians let the Germans know, in subtle and
not-so-subtle ways, that they were ready to improve relations. The goals of
Soviet policy were understandable: by negotiating with the Germans, they
improved their bargaining positions vis-à-vis the Western powers, and by
negotiating with the British and the French they made Hitler understand
that he faced the danger of a two-front war. It seems that the Soviet leader-
ship up to the last minute did not chose its course, but simply kept its op-
tions open. At this point, both the Western allies and the Soviet Union
found it in their interests to prolong negotiations.

The diplomatic game, which in the course of the previous months had
moved at a very slow pace, from the middle of August became hectic. The
German war plans called for an invasion of Poland on August 26 and the
Soviets knew about it. The Germans needed to conclude an agreement be-
fore hostilities commenced, because they did not want to embark on a war
against Poland without first knowing Soviet intentions. Ribbentrop, Hitler’s
foreign minister, came to Moscow to sign a nonaggression pact with Molo-
tov on August 23. Negotiations for this momentous diplomatic revolution
had to be remarkably fast. Stalin offered a toast to the health of the fuhrer,
“beloved by the German people.” Ribbentrop, in turn, after his second trip
to Moscow a month later, reported to the fuhrer that in Moscow he felt at
home, it was like being among comrades. (Lenin might have concluded a
treaty similar to this one, but he would have never offered a toast to Hitler.)
The chain of events that led to the outbreak of World War II was set in mo-
tion: German troops crossed the Polish border on September 1, and two
days later France and Britain declared war on Germany. 
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A great and patriotic war

1939–1941

Contrary to the impression Soviet diplomats wanted to create, the Molotov-
Ribbentrop pact was more than a nonaggression treaty; Germany and the
Soviet Union became de facto allies. A secret protocol was attached to the
pact that delimited the future “spheres of influence” of the contracting par-
ties, according to which the Soviet Union was to have a free hand in Finland,
Bessarabia, Latvia, and Estonia. The protocol also established the precise
line in Poland that was to divide German and Soviet occupation spheres. At
the end of September, Ribbentrop returned to Moscow to modify the origi-
nal division: Lithuania now fell in the Soviet zone, but the Wehrmacht occu-
pied the Lublin district in Poland. Remarkably, as long as the Soviet Union
lasted, Soviet spokesmen and historians denied that there was such a proto-
col despite all the available evidence.

Stalin concluded his pact with the Nazis because he believed that the Brit-
ish and French would live up to their commitment to Poland and embark
on a large-scale European war that would tie down Germany for some time.
Without such a war, German military presence at the newly drawn Soviet
border was too frightening to contemplate. Indeed, the Western powers de-
clared war on Germany on September 3, and the Second World War began.
The Soviet Union resisted German pressure and waited until September 17,
that is until the Polish forces were more or less destroyed, before the Red
Army crossed the Polish border and came to occupy territories assigned to
it. As a consequence, according to Soviet figures, the Red Army lost only
737 men in this mop-up operation. Stalin’s fears that the German army
might continue its victorious march into the Soviet Union were alleviated
when the meeting of the two armies took place peacefully, and the fifth di-
vision of Poland was accomplished.

In view of what was to happen two years later, the sad fate of the large
Jewish minority in the newly occupied region is particularly noteworthy.

132



A Great and Patriotic War 133

Germans attempted to push the Jewish population into Soviet-occupied ter-
ritories, but the Red Army closed the border to Jews. Although both the
Nazis and the Soviets were anxious to avoid confrontation, concerning this
matter the two armies almost came into conflict. It was the cruelest of
ironies: the Soviet authorities arrested a large number of Jews in Ukraine
and in Belorussia and exiled them to Central Asia; it was these Jews who
were most likely to survive.

Now that the Versailles order had broken down, Stalin was quick to seize
what territories he could without undue risk. In October 1939, after incor-
porating the western Ukraine and western Belorussia, he pressured the
Finns for territorial and strategic concessions. The demands were relatively
moderate: the Soviet Union wanted Finland to cede territory northwest of
Leningrad in order to make the defense of the city easier, and to grant in ad-
dition the right to lease the Hango peninsula, which controlled the entry to
the Gulf of Finland, and Petsamo, an ice-free port to the far north. In ex-
change, the Soviet Union was ready to cede thinly inhabited territory in
Karelia. Stalin assumed that the Finns would understand that without Ger-
man protection they had no hope of standing up to the vastly superior Red
Army, and therefore would give in. But the Finns did not accept the Soviet
ultimatum – they particularly objected to giving up Hango – and the Red
Army attacked at the end of November 1939.

The war was a military and moral disaster for the Soviet Union. It soon
became clear that the purges had exacted a high price: the leadership of the
Red Army quickly proved itself incompetent, the morale of the troops was
low, and the army was inadequately equipped. The transportation system
was stretched to its limits, so that the entire country suffered shortages.
Small Finland was able to resist the Red Army for three months, inflicting in
the process dreadful losses. The Soviet Union did not publish figures con-
cerning losses, and only now, after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the
opening of the archives, do we know that over 126,000 Red Army soldiers
died, a figure more than six times higher than the Finnish losses. The war
was also a moral defeat. It inflamed Western public opinion, already bitter
as a consequence of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. The Soviet Union was
expelled from the League of Nations, and as the war dragged on, the British
and French even considered sending troops to help the Finns. But perhaps
more importantly, Soviet performance in this war increased the Germans’
contempt for the fighting capacity of the Red Army, and thereby encour-
aged Hitler in his aggressive designs.

Stalin’s thinking in concluding an alliance with Nazi Germany and there-
by giving the aggressor a green light to start a major war was based on a
faulty assumption. The Soviet leaders, recalling the not-too-distant past,
took it for granted that the French army, the largest in Europe, was a major
force that would be able to fight the Germans to a standstill. It is hard to
blame Stalin for this error: most of his contemporaries shared his view, and
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Molotov and Ribbentrop in Berlin, 1940

no one in August 1939 foresaw the moral and political collapse of France.
Had Stalin’s assumption been correct, the Soviet Union indeed would have
greatly benefited from being left out of a European war. In reality, of course,
France collapsed in six weeks, and the Germans lost fewer soldiers than the
Soviets lost in the war against Finland.

The period 1939–1941 formed an unusual interlude in Soviet history.
Previous slogans quickly were abandoned and new ones introduced. At a
time of European conflagration, of course, the Soviet Union was constantly
in danger of being dragged into the war. It was, however, unclear for a long
time on which side the Red Army would fight. Andrei Zhdanov, a member
of the Politburo responsible for propaganda and ideology, addressed a con-
ference of filmmakers in May 1941 and told them their task was to prepare
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the Soviet people for war and self-sacrifice.1 It was clear from his speech
that at this late date the Soviet leaders still did not know on which side they
would fight, even if they assumed that they sooner or later would have to
fight. The character of films that were made in this period reflected the
change in emphasis. In the mid-1930s filmmakers were obsessed with inter-
nal subversion, and the plots of the majority of films turned on unmasking
the saboteur. Now the domestic enemy disappeared from Soviet screens; the
good Soviet citizens struggled against foreign, mostly British, spies.

The time was used for military preparations. Learning from the war
against Finland, the Red Army improved officer training by preparing
cadres for modern warfare, organized new infantry divisions, and increased
the number of airborne troops. Despite the improvements, when the Ger-
man attack came, the Soviet side was still gravely unprepared.

The Soviet leadership must have been in awe of the military accomplish-
ments of the Wehrmacht. Germany’s quick defeat of Poland, followed by its
easy conquests of Denmark and Norway in 1940, and finally the defeat of
the French army after only six weeks and the retreat of the British from the
continent, filled the Soviet leadership with terror. Despite the territorial
gains, the country now, for the first time, had a long common border with
Nazi Germany and therefore was less secure than at any time since the rise
of Hitler.

As Hitler won his easy victories, the Soviet Union used the opportunity to
incorporate those territories assigned to it by the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact.
Perhaps we need no explanation at all for Soviet expansionism. The Bolshe-
viks increasingly regarded themselves as legitimate successors of the tsarist
state, and since – with the insignificant exception of northern Bukovina –
the Red Army entered territories that had been part of the defunct tsarist
empire, bringing under their rule millions of human beings seemed to them
a most natural development. Furthermore, the Stalinists wanted to avoid
fighting, but they were not so naive as to believe that this could be done in
the long run. They therefore regarded the new territories as buffers, regions
that would help to protect the Soviet mainland. They imagined the future
war on the basis of their experiences in World War I and did not foresee
Blitzkrieg. The Soviet Union put military pressure on the Baltic states, forc-
ing them to accept incorporation in June and July 1940; the Red Army oc-
cupied Bessarabia at the same time, the only territorial loss the Soviet Union
had not officially accepted at the end of World War I, and used the oppor-
tunity to take northern Bukovina from Romania.

The Soviet system with all its horrors was quickly exported to the con-
quered territories. A horrifying picture emerges. The new authorities estab-
lished themselves with the aid of bloody terror: they carried out mass mur-
der and deportation; they suppressed the indigenous intelligentsia of the
various captive nationalities; they struggled mercilessly against the manifes-
tations of national self-consciousness; and they impoverished the popula-
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tion. No one in the occupied territories benefited. One wave of deportation
followed another as the new authorities did everything within their power
to exploit the wealth of the region for the benefit of Moscow. The incorpo-
ration of the Baltic states served as a model for the Soviet Union in the post-
war era in setting up the Eastern European satellite regimes.

In that rather strange period of German-Soviet alliance, the Soviet Union
faithfully served the interests of its new and frightful ally. In the economic
collaboration between the two countries the Germans got the better deal.
At first the Soviet policy makers favored the Germans in order to encourage
them to fight in the West; later, when the Wehrmacht exhibited its extraor-
dinary power, the Soviet leaders feared to provoke them. Soviet aid to the
Nazis took several different forms. The Soviet Union provided Germany
with necessary raw material, including vitally important oil, tin, bauxite,
and rubber, and foodstuffs, primarily grain. The Nazis used Soviet territory
for shipments from third countries and thereby evaded the British blockade.
The Soviet Union allowed the Germans to build a naval base for submarines
not far from Murmansk, a base used in the Norwegian campaign in 1940.

The Soviet shopping list consisted almost entirely of armaments: the So-
viets asked for the latest planes, tanks, and ships. Ultimately not much was
delivered. The Soviet Union received some blueprints, a battleship that was
not fully equipped; but as time went on the Germans felt more secure and
less dependent on their Soviet ally. Time and again they reneged on their de-
livery obligations, and ultimately the Soviet Union exported to Germany far
more than it imported. As Hitler decided that the next object of his warlike
attention would be the Soviet Union, German deliveries slowed to a trickle,
while Stalin, afraid to provoke the Germans, scrupulously observed treaties.
At the outbreak of the German-Soviet war in June 1941, Germany owed the
Soviet Union 229 million Reichsmarks worth of goods.

Long before the Second World War, the Stalinist state, the child of the rev-
olution, had betrayed most of the ideals for which the revolution had been
fought. The Soviet Union transformed its citizens into accomplices who de-
nounced themselves and others; the country became a place of terror, where
no one was left to denounce the lies propagated by official propaganda.
Among the many distasteful actions of the Stalinists – he false accusations for
treason, the betrayal of friends – one particular event stands out. In 1940 ap-
proximately 800 Austrian and German communists, many of them Jewish,
who had been languishing in Stalinists prisons were decently fed for a few
weeks and given new clothes. It seems that even the Bolsheviks were
ashamed of the physical condition of their prisoners. When these veterans of
the communist movement and the Soviet prisons and camps looked pre-
sentable, they were herded over a bridge at Brest-Litovsk and handed over to
the Nazis. It was ironic that the communists thus returned had a better
chance for survival than those who stayed behind. Statistically speaking, life
expectancy was better for political prisoners in Nazi than in Soviet camps.2
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The international communist movement, which had been the great ideo-
logical enemy of the Nazis and Hitler’s bete noire, now became a mouth-
piece of German propaganda. The French Communist Party, for example,
commenced a defeatist campaign, denouncing the war as an imperialist one.
On occasion German warplanes dropped communist defeatist pamphlets
over enemy territory. Of course, the propaganda line of the Soviet regime
for domestic consumption also changed overnight. Viacheslav Molotov
branded the British and French criminals for continuing the war against
Germany under the “false flag of struggle for democracy.” The anti-Nazi
books and films disappeared immediately. Professor Mamlook and The Op-
penheimer Family, the best anti-Nazi films, could no longer be shown. The
very same half-Jewish Eisenstein, who in 1938 had made the bitterly anti-
Nazi historical allegory Aleksandr Nevskii – which in the changed circum-
stances was immediately taken off the screen – in 1940 directed Wagner’s
Walkyrie in the Bolshoi Theater.

It is unlikely that the Soviet people were won over by the new propagan-
da campaign. Anti-Nazi propaganda had been too effective, and the Ger-
mans remained greatly unpopular. However, it was not public opinion that
determined Soviet policy. Public opinion would come to matter only when
the country became engaged in a life-and-death struggle.

war

It is difficult to form a picture of Stalin as a human being. He did not write
down his thoughts and did not confide in others, so his actions were usual-
ly open to different interpretations. It is hard to find in the life of the dicta-
tor evidence of normal human emotions, such as love, loyalty, and friend-
ship, or even such negative feelings as hatred and fear. On one occasion,
however, in 1941, his behavior was so unusual that suddenly he became al-
most transparent: the tyrant was frightened.

Of the many treacherous surprise attacks of the twentieth century none
was less surprising than the Nazis attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941,
for everything in their history and ideology prepared them to take precisely
that fateful step. The Nazis wanted war, and they ran out of enemies against
whom they could use their magnificent fighting forces. Unlike England, the
Soviet Union offered wonderful terrain for the large and quickly moving
German forces. That Hitler would refrain from attacking his newfound ally
because of a scrap of paper, signed in August 1939, was absurd on the face
of it. It is not only the wisdom of hindsight that makes it clear that the
Nazis would sooner or later attack the Soviet Union; farsighted contempo-
raries also expected the attack. The coming of that great struggle was
overdetermined.

All through the second half of 1940, almost immediately after the great
successes in Western Europe, Hitler began to consider his next major move.
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In December 1940 he issued his famous Barbarossa directive: the German
army had to be ready for the invasion of the Soviet Union by May 15, 1941.
The communist Soviet Union was to be defeated in five months. As it turned
out, there were some matters that had to be taken care of, and the actual
date was postponed a little over a month. Hitler well remembered the First
World War. England had to be weakened to such an extent that no immedi-
ate danger of a two-front war would threaten Germany. Also, German
power had to be solidified in Eastern Europe. The Germans now could
count on Finnish friendship; their troops entered Rumania and occupied
Greece; and when a popular uprising overthrew the pro-German govern-
ment in Yugoslavia, the Nazis invaded the country.

The Soviet Union possessed the finest foreign intelligence network: it had
agents everywhere, and the best of these people were ready to serve the
communist cause for ideological reasons. The first reports concerning the
planned invasion had arrived in Moscow already in the fall of 1940. In ear-
ly 1941, Moscow received detailed information about Barbarossa, and in
May its best agent, Richard Sorge, reported from Tokyo on the number of
German divisions massed for the attack and gave the date for the outbreak
of hostilities. British and American diplomats also warned Stalin. But even
without this far-flung, well organized network it is impossible that the Sovi-
et leaders were not aware of the large-scale German troop movements, the
ever-increasing overflights of Soviet territory, the delays in German deliver-
ies. There were dozens of German border violations carried out for the pur-
pose of reconnaisance.

How is one to explain the puzzling Soviet behavior? Why was the Red
Army not placed on a war footing before the attack came? After all, in Sep-
tember 1939, when circumstances were far less threatening, the army was
fully mobilized. Why were there no war plans drawn up when war seemed
imminent to foreign observers? Why did Stalin deploy the bulk of his troops
so close to the border as to make defense in depth difficult if the need for
such a defense quickly arose? The ever-suspicious Stalin, who saw enemies
and dangers everywhere, now seemed blind to the impending vast struggle
and tragedy. One must look for a psychological explanation for Stalin’s ex-
traordinary behavior. The snake looked into the eyes of the mongoose, and
the mongoose froze. Stalin had little faith in the ability of his army to stop
the Germans. But even if the Germans could be defeated, Stalin could not
assume that his regime would survive. Would not the much-abused Soviet
people use the opportunity to take revenge on their tormenter? He obvious-
ly well remembered the experience of the previous war that had given an
opportunity to the revolutionaries to bring down the tsarist regime.

The real Second World War, a struggle on a scale unparalleled, now be-
gan. In the following three years, until the invasion of Normandy, Germany
was to suffer over 90 percent of its casualties in this theater of the war. At
the end of 1942 there were 193 German divisions fighting in the Soviet
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Union and four in North Africa. Even during the last year of the war, after
the invasion of Normandy, the Red Army continued to face two-thirds of
the German divisions.

The Germans, as predicted, struck at 4:15 a.m. on June 22. An army of
190 divisions, over four-and-a-half million strong, 5,000 airplanes – these
numbers included the armies of Germany’s allies – were ready to defeat the
Red Army. Although over half of the Soviet army, almost three million men,
were deployed near the Western borders, at the critical junctions the in-
vaders had considerable numerical, and above all technical, superiority. The
Soviet army suffered dreadful blows: on the very first day of the war, 1,200
of its airplanes were destroyed, the vast majority of them on the ground,
never having a chance to engage the enemy in combat. Railroad junctions
and munitions depots were bombed. The high command was in disarray.
On the evening of the invasion Marshal Timoshenko, commissar of war, is-
sued a nonsensical order to the Soviet armies: take the offensive, take the
war into the territory of the enemy. The consequences were predictably dis-
astrous: in these ill-planned actions the soldiers faced superior enemy fire
and went to their almost certain deaths. The explanation for this extraordi-
narily careless step must be that the Soviet leadership feared to fight the war
on its own territory, for it distrusted its own people. The war – by all means,
at whatever expense – had to be taken to enemy territory.

The clearest sign of disarray was Stalin’s momentary loss of control. The
dictator who claimed credit for all achievements, now at the hour of the
greatest crisis was incapable of addressing his people. Instead, the uninspir-
ing Molotov informed the Soviet people eight hours after the invasion that
the country was at war. Stalin retired to his dacha and for days saw no one;
according to some reports he attempted to relieve his fear by drinking. But
then, eleven days after the invasion, he collected himself and addressed the
Soviet people in one of his most effective speeches.

It would be some time before the Soviet armed forces could put up seri-
ous and organized resistance. For the time being the German advance
seemed unstoppable, and within three weeks all the Soviet conquests of
1939–1941 period were lost. Hitler, always conscious of historical parallels,
wanted to avoid Napoleon’s mistake of marching with his army on Mos-
cow without protecting his flanks. The German army would attack on three
different lines: one group would occupy the Baltic states and take
Leningrad; another would face the most powerful Soviet forces in the center
and move against Moscow; while a third would take Ukraine, move on to
the northern Caucasus, take hold of Russia’s most fertile lands, and occupy
the oil fields of the Caucasus. On all fronts the Germans moved forward
during the summer and fall. Hitler’s plan for defeating the Soviet Union
within a few months seemed to be succeeding.

The German northern army group under General von Leeb overran the
Baltic states quickly, and on September 8 the Germans cut the last land link
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between Leningrad and Soviet-held territories. When Hitler decided not to
take the city but to force it into submission by starvation, one of the most
remarkable episodes of the Second World War commenced. Leningrad, a
city of several million, was besieged for two-and-a-half years, an unparal-
leled event in history. The suffering of the people of this city came to be em-
blematic of the experiences of the Soviet peoples during the war. The lead-
ership could not be blamed for being unprepared for such a siege, because
no one could have foreseen it. At first the food supplies were used liberal-
ly – indeed, food was sent out of the city during the summer – but the sup-
plies were soon depleted, and starvation followed. People ate dead crows,
dogs, and cats and cooked soup from buttons made out of bone. In No-
vember 1941 the bread rations for dependents, office workers, and children
under twelve was reduced to 125 grams. Factory workers received twice as
much. The combined effect of the cold and starvation was that malnour-
ished people collapsed on the street and froze.

Circumstances slightly improved when Lake Ladoga froze. Through the
dangerous ice road, constantly bombarded by the Germans, food could
reach the city, and hundreds of thousands of people could be evacuated. By
the end of 1942 the population of the city had been reduced to a little over
600,000. In the course of the siege over a million civilians died in the city.
Remarkably, here as elsewhere, the hold of the regime remained firm. Dur-
ing the first terrible months Leningrad munition factories continued to sup-
ply the Moscow front. One can only wonder why people endured the unen-
durable and did not revolt, did not overthrow the representatives of Soviet
power. It must have been a combination of patriotism, fear instilled by the
recent experience of bloody terror, and simple inertia. The party – whose
chief, Andrei Zhdanov, continued to receive sausages and peaches delivered
by airplane at the time of mass starvation – remained in control.

The German southern army group was also successful. Kiev fell in the
middle of September 1941, after dreadful losses for the Red Army. The de-
cisive battles, however, took place in the center. Arguably, the battle for
Moscow at the end of 1941 was the decisive battle of the entire war. Mid-
October was the most threatening moment: the Red Army was disintegrat-
ing, and it was hard to see how the Germans could be prevented from tak-
ing Moscow. Government offices and embassies were being moved to
Kuibishev, and there was panic and looting in the city. Stalin himself may
have left the capital at least for a short time, as contemporary rumors main-
tained. He was, however, certainly back in Moscow at the time of the deci-
sive battles. On the anniversary of the October revolution, in an under-
ground subway station, he gave a defiant and powerful address to the Soviet
peoples. The despair and fear were fully understandable: in the previous
two years the German army had enjoyed victory after victory, and no force,
neither Western European nor Soviet, had been able to inflict a significant
defeat upon it.
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And then a miracle happened. The German army ran out of steam; and it
had to stop the advance, regroup, and bring up fuel, munitions, and winter
clothing through the enormously long and difficult lines of supply. The
weather turned first colder and then very cold. In October the ground froze
at night, and during the day the inadequate roads became an impassable sea
of mud. November and December were desperately cold. It would be
wrong, however, to attribute the German defeat only to bad weather and to
deny the decisive role of the Soviet soldiers. However inadequate the lead-
ership from the very beginning of the war, the soldiers often fought with
desperate courage. Stalin threatened to hold soldiers’ families hostage if
they deserted or allowed themselves to be captured, but it is unlikely that
these draconian and cruel measures (rarely enacted) were decisive. The sol-
diers were ready to defend the fatherland against an enemy whose bar-
barism was increasingly evident to all. If we give credit to the German
army’s superior leadership, discipline, and equipment for the quick advance
during the summer and fall, we must then give credit for the great Soviet
victory to the heroism and constancy of the soldiers of the Red Army, and
to the improved leadership of the Soviet officer corps.

The momentary lull in the fighting enabled the most competent Soviet
general, Georgii Zhukov, who had been entrusted with the defense of Mos-
cow, to organize the resistance and bring reinforcements. The crucial re-
serves came from Siberia, where they had been facing the Japanese. The
great Soviet diplomatic coup of 1941, a nonaggression pact with Japan,
now bore fruit. Soviet intelligence agents reported that the Japanese were
turning their aggressive attentions elsewhere. The Germans recommenced
their advance, and at one point reached the outskirts of Moscow, but could
go no further. On December 5, the Red Army successfully counterattacked
and inflicted a defeat on the enemy. For the first time since Hitler came to
power, the German army had suffered a major reverse. The front moved
150–200 miles further west, and the stability of the German front was in
doubt.

Hitler might not have won the war, even if he had taken Moscow; but
now his defeat was only a question of time. If the Soviet regime could sur-
vive the first moments of doubt, it was no longer in danger of disintegrat-
ing. Stalin was right when he said on November 6: there will yet be cele-
bration in our streets! The battle for Moscow stopped the Blitzkrieg, the
type of warfare in which the German army was undoubtedly superior. At
the same time, however, the suffering of the Soviet people did not end – in-
deed, the worst was still ahead. In 1942 the Red Army suffered major de-
feats, and the great brutality of the occupiers imposed almost unendurable
misery on the people. Stalin, in obvious despair at the time of the quick
German advance, now fell victim to exaggerated optimism: after the great
victory at Moscow, he ordered a counterattack on all fronts at a time when
the Red Army had neither the reserves nor the supplies to support such a
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vast undertaking. The consequences were predictable. Within a couple of
months, after dreadful losses on both sides, the attack petered out without
reaching any of its strategic goals.

The weight of the German summer offensive was in the South, and Ger-
man armies advanced as quickly as they had in the previous summer. On
July 24 the Germans took Rostov, and by the middle of August they
reached the outskirts of Stalingrad. At the same time they penetrated into
the northern Caucasus. It was the steadfastness of the soldiers of the 62nd
army under General Chuikov, defending each building in Stalingrad under
appallingly difficult conditions, which brought the German advance to a
halt. In mid-November the defenders held only isolated outposts on the
right bank of the Volga. The resistance of the 62nd army enabled the Soviet
command to bring up enough troops to organize a vast encircling move-
ment, ultimately involving three Soviet fronts (as army groups were called
in Soviet military parlance). Long after the end of the fighting for Stalin-
grad, this battle continued to symbolize Soviet heroism and courage. Ulti-
mately the battle involved two million soldiers, about equally divided be-
tween the two sides.

The Soviet offensive began on November 19, and four days later the sixth
army, commanded by General von Paulus, was encircled. General von
Manstein, who was fighting in the northern Caucasus, was summoned to
relieve von Paulus but failed. From this point the destruction of the German
sixth army, at the outset over 300,000 soldiers, was a certainty. Hitler for-
bade surrender, and the Germans attempted to supply the army by airdrops,
but this was obviously impossible; the besieged suffered torments similar to
what the Red Army had suffered so often in the war. The end came on Feb-
ruary 2, when von Paulus, recently promoted to field marshal by Hitler, to-
gether with twenty-four generals and 90,000 soldiers, were taken prisoner.
The Germans were forced to withdraw from the northern Caucasus to
avoid being cut off.

What that magnificent victory meant both for the victors and for the de-
feated cannot be overestimated. Although the Nazi propaganda machine at-
tempted to hide the magnitude of the disaster, the news could not be hidden,
and for the first time in the war defeatist sentiment surfaced in Germany. By
contrast, in the Soviet Union after the battle of Stalingrad, most people as-
sumed that the ultimate victory was only a matter of time.

Of course, given the scale of the war, temporary setbacks were inevitable.
The Soviet command was too optimistic following the great victory, and
therefore was surprised at a German counteroffensive that succeeded in re-
occupying Kharkov. In March 1943, at least temporarily, the Red Army
was again forced onto the defensive. In July 1943 the Germans attempted
their last major offensive. This battle, the battle for Kursk, became the larg-
est of the war in terms of the quantity of troops and armament; in fact it
was the largest tank battle in history, involving 6,000 tanks. For the first
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Soviet troops attacking during World War II

time the Soviet forces had superiority both in numbers and in weaponry.
The result of the vast battle was a great Soviet victory. Not only did the Ger-
mans fail to achieve their strategic objective, but their armies were shat-
tered, never fully to recover.

From this point on the Soviet advance was continuous. In January 1944
the Red Army finally broke the siege of Leningrad. As a result of the winter
and spring campaigns of 1944, the Red Army reached the previous borders
of the Soviet Union almost everywhere. Meanwhile the quality of Soviet
military leadership greatly improved. Whenever German resistance stiff-
ened, the Red Army initiated offensive actions at different points on the vast
front. In August 1944 the Soviet army stood outside Warsaw. The Romani-
ans were compelled to switch sides. By the fall of 1944, in East Prussia, Ger-
man civilians got a taste of their own medicine: now the war was fought on
German soil. In February 1945, Budapest was taken by the Red Army, and
the last German soldier left Hungarian soil on April 4. American and Sovi-
et troops met on the Elbe on April 24, and Soviet soldiers raised their flag
over the Reichstag on May 1. On May 8 the representatives of Germany
signed the document of surrender and the great war, at least in Europe, was
over.

Aside from the heroism of the soldiers of the Red Army and their im-
proved leadership, Soviet victory was made possible by the fact that the So-
viet side could match the military hardware of the enemy. Although at the
outbreak of the war there was no great numerical disproportion between
the armaments of the two sides, the quality of the Soviet equipment was in-
ferior. The mass production of the modern weaponry began under extraor-
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dinarily difficult circumstances. The Germans had overrun the most indus-
trialized regions of the country. In light of the difficulties, Soviet economic
accomplishments were nothing sort of miraculous. It turned out that the
command economy, with all its faults, suited wartime conditions. The Sovi-
et Union in a short time managed to mobilize the entire economy for the
purpose of the war far more thoroughly than any other belligerent nation.
By 1942–1943 Soviet factories were producing more tanks and airplanes
than their German counterparts.

The evacuation to central Asia, the Ural Mountains, and western Siberia
of hundreds of small and large enterprises from occupied areas was a most
impressive achievement. Ultimately, ten million workers were moved east-
ward; this move was accomplished quickly so that in the reestablished fac-
tories the production of war materiel could recommence. It is difficult for us
to imagine the conditions in which the newly resettled workers lived: there
was a shortage of all necessities including housing.

The economic strategy of the great industrialization drive now bore fruit:
the great stress on building heavy industry made it possible to convert the
factories to military production. It was remarkable that gross industrial
output (largely war materiel, of course) in 1944 surpassed pre-war stan-
dards, despite the destruction caused by enemy occupation and bombard-
ment. While during the last year of peace 15 percent of the national income
had been devoted to war production, two years later the figure had risen to
55 percent.

There was a price to pay. As male workers were drafted, their places was
taken in the factories by women. People worked under appalling condi-
tions. The labor code of 1940 introduced harsh punishments for the viola-
tion of discipline. Now military discipline was fully introduced: people
could not leave their jobs without permission, and overtime became com-
pulsory. Total mobilization of the economy led to the depletion of the con-
sumer goods sector. Even more painful for the Soviet people was the dread-
ful damage to agriculture and animal husbandry. In 1942 and 1943 the
total grain harvest was only one third of what it had been in pre-war times.
The consequences were predictable: food was in short supply, and clothing
often unobtainable.

the soviet people and the war

The Second World War was the supreme test of the Soviet system. The econ-
omy passed that test: the industrial base, partially created during the great
drive of the 1930s, was large enough ultimately to produce weapons in suf-
ficient quantity and quality to match the German war materiel. It is more
difficult to draw conclusions concerning the allegiance of the Soviet people
to their political system. Although the Soviet Union defeated Nazi Ger-
many, this fact alone did not demonstrate the commitment of the peoples of
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the Soviet Union to communism. On the basis of reports from defectors
who chose to stay in the West after the war, we may draw some conclusions.
Only a rather small minority of the peoples of the Soviet Union were devot-
ed communists, people who fought for the maintenance of the Soviet sys-
tem. Another minority, perhaps a somewhat larger one, were so hostile to
Stalinism that they were willing to collaborate with the Nazis. The great
majority were somewhere in between: they were willing to fight for their
country and obey the communists in order to defeat a beastly enemy.

We should remember that in every country that came under Nazi occupa-
tion, without exception, the Germans found collaborators. The Soviet
Union was a multinational empire in which only slightly over half of the
population was Russian; and here the potential for collaboration was par-
ticularly great. In territories that had come under Stalinist rule between
1939 and 1941, the people remembered the brutal policies of Sovietization,
the terror and deportations carried out by the Stalinist regime. In Ukraine,
in the Baltic states, in Belorussia and in Bessarabia large segments of the
population, perhaps even the majority at first, welcomed the Germans as
liberators. The Germans also found allies among the indigenous people of
the Caucasus and among the Cossacks, people who had felt particularly
mistreated by the communist rulers. Given the potential, it is surprising
how little the Nazis took advantage of the centrifugal force of the nation-
alisms of the non-Russians. On the basis of their racialist ideology, the
Nazis made distinctions among the nationalities, and treated some better
than others. Estonians and Georgians, for example, were relatively high in
their scale, while Slavs and Armenians were low. They organized “national
legions” from non-Russian and Cossack prisoners of war and sent most of
these to the West, where they performed police duties.

The Germans also used collaborators as administrators in towns and vil-
lages and organized auxiliary detachments to carry out particularly dis-
tasteful tasks, such as shooting Jewish children. How many collaborators
there were is impossible to establish and, of course, the degree and nature
of collaboration varied; but it is fair to say that millions of Soviet citizens
to some extent collaborated. General Andrei Vlasov, one of the heroes of
the battles for Moscow, was captured by the Germans in the summer of
1942. An honest but politically inexperienced man, he was willing to have
his name used by the enemies of his country, presumably because of his
anti-Stalinist convictions. He became the leader of the largest Russian anti-
Soviet movements; by the end of the war he commanded an army of over
50,000 formed from prisoners of war. The Germans, given their ideology,
distrusted this small Russian army, never equipped it properly, and did not
use it in the war.

Some joined the Vlasov movement out of hatred of the Soviet regime, and
others in order to escape the dreadful fate of Soviet prisoners of war in Ger-
man captivity, where approximately three million men died. It is therefore
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Soviet civilians in World War II

not clear to what extent the Vlasov movement can be used as an example of
disaffection. At the end of the war, about five million Soviet citizens found
themselves in the West as a result of having been prisoners of war or slave
laborers, or voluntarily having joined the retreating Germans. Churchill
and Roosevelt, who had signed agreements guaranteeing repatriation, nev-
er considered that people might not want to return to their homeland. At
the end of the war hundreds of thousands had to be forced to return to the
Soviet Union. Many of them were directly sent to concentration camps on
their return.

The Soviet regime was saved by the fact that it faced an enemy which
made it impossible for the people of the Soviet Union to accept defeat. They
had to fight whether they believed in the existing system or not, because the
Germans gave them no option. German policy in the occupied territories
was based on a racist ideology that considered the Slavs subhuman and
treated them accordingly. According to this ideology, the Jews were not hu-
man at all, but vermin to be exterminated. The Germans followed a mad
policy of destruction: they wanted to reduce Russians and Ukrainians to
slavery and exploit the territories to benefit Germany. In order to bring this
about, they wanted to destroy the intelligentsia physically. They wanted to
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create conditions in which many “natives” would die, and thereby create
room for German colonization. When the Nazis exterminated villages in
reprisal for partisan attacks they intended them to be repopulated by ethnic
Germans. In the course of the war over four million men and women were
taken to Germany to work as slave laborers.

From the very outset the Nazis had a special policy for Jews and commu-
nists who fell into their hands: they killed them. The Nazis commenced
their genocide immediately after the invasion. The invading armies were ac-
companied by “special groups of the SS,” Einsatzgruppen , which rounded
up and shot Jews. The German army thus became an accomplice in geno-
cide. Within the first few months of the war a half-million were so mur-
dered, and by the end of the war over a million Soviet Jews had fallen vic-
tim to Nazi madness.

The Germans conducted very little propaganda, for offering anything to
the Soviet people would have conflicted with their goals. Later, when it be-
came clear that the war would not end quickly with a German victory, the
invaders changed their approach. But even at this time German efforts were
confused and contradictory. In any case, actions spoke louder than words.
The population well understood what the invaders wanted and who they
were. The Germans, having made little effort to appeal to the population
when victorious, could not hope to do so in a period of defeat. One is
tempted to pose a counterfactual question: what if Nazi policy had been
more clever and the Germans had posed as liberators? The flaw in this per-
spective is that had the Nazis not been so brutal, had they not been devoted
to a mad ideology, they would have never commenced the war in the first
place. The various aspects of Nazism could not be separated: daring, con-
viction of superiority, amorality, will to war and destruction, determination
and ruthlessness – all these had brought victory, and all ultimately brought
defeat.

But in June 1941, the Soviet leadership could not possibly have known
the depth of Nazi criminality and political ineptitude. In the past the Soviet
people had complied because they had no alternative: terror had eliminated
all real and potential enemies. But would people now continue to obey?
Stalin was immobilized for ten crucial days: he did not know how to ad-
dress his subjects. When he finally did so on July 3, he did it most effective-
ly and movingly. He addressed his listeners as brothers and sisters, and
thereby foreshadowed the great change that was to take place in Soviet pro-
paganda during the war years.

The might of German armies, enjoying victory after victory, was impres-
sive. The enemy seemed unstoppable, and in the new circumstances it took
some time for the Soviet propaganda machine to reorient itself and find its
voice. However, decades of experience in mass mobilization and practice in
various agitational methods all turned out to be useful. The themes of pro-
paganda changed, but the instruments were already in place, ready to be
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used. Although the regime deemphasized ideology, the party as an institu-
tion retained its importance. It carried out a special recruitment drive dur-
ing the war, making it easier for soldiers to enroll. It was assumed that iden-
tification with the regime would strengthen loyalty and raise the morale of
the troops.

For the same reason, the Komsomol was also greatly expanded during
the war: between 1940 and 1945 its membership grew from approximately
ten to fifteen million. The youth organization was especially useful for the
regime when operating in occupied territories. The regime had greater faith
in the young, those who had been educated entirely under a communist sys-
tem. Indeed, Komsomol members were the most likely to join the partisan
movement.

Nor should we forget another important Soviet institution, the NKVD.
Propaganda and coercion, as before, went hand in hand. This leopard did
not change its spots; terror did not abate during the war. Those who had
lived under German occupation, or who had become prisoners of war and
escaped, suffered the consequences of NKVD suspicion, and hundreds of
thousands of them were arrested. The Soviet regime punished the families
of deserters. A new phenomenon during the war was the punishment of en-
tire nations: the Volga Germans were deported immediately at the outbreak
of the war. In 1943 and 1944 it was the turn of the Crimean Tatars and
Muslim minorities of the Caucasus: deported to Central Asia, they lived in
the most inhuman conditions. The new element in this terror was its naked
racism. Every member belonging to a certain minority group was punished,
regardless of class status, past behavior, or achievements. Communist party
secretaries were deported as well as artists, peasants, and workers.

Despite the arrests, the number of prisoners in camps declined during the
war. This happened partly because inmates were sent to the front in punish-
ment battalions, where they fought in the most dangerous sections. The
morale and heroism of these battalions were impressive: most of the sol-
diers did not survive. The camps were also depopulated by the extraordi-
nary death rates: approximately a quarter of the inmates died every year.
People died because of mistreatment, overwork, and undernourishment.

In wartime nothing is more important than maintaining the morale and
loyalty of the armed forces. In addressing this need the Soviet Union learned
from decades of experience. At first, the regime reverted to the dual com-
mand system it had developed during a previous time of crisis, the civil war.
From the regimental level up, political appointees supervised regular offi-
cers. They were responsible for the loyalty of the officers and at the same
time directed the political education system. The abandonment of united
command, however, harmed military efficiency; once the most dangerous
first year had passed, the Stalinist leadership reestablished united command.
This did not mean that the political officers had no further role to play. The
network of commissars, supervised by the chief political administration of



A Great and Patriotic War 149

the army, survived. The commissars carried out propaganda among the
troops: they organized lectures, discussed the daily press with the soldiers,
and participated in organizing agitational trains that brought films and the-
ater productions to the front.

Yet another network within the army functioned to assure the loyalty of
the troops – the network of security officers. Although these men wore mil-
itary uniforms, they were entirely independent of the high command and re-
ported directly to the NKVD. According to contemporary reports, these se-
curity officers were greatly disliked by regular officers.

Of course, it was much harder to control the partisan movement than the
army. The German advance during the summer of 1941 was so sudden that
the retreating Soviet forces did not have a chance to prepare for resistance
in enemy-held territory, and the partisan movement began autonomously.
One manifestation of the independence of the movement was that its pro-
paganda, while necessarily coinciding with Soviet themes in most respects,
had distinctive features. For example, Soviet propaganda never admitted
past Soviet errors; but the partisans, especially in their oral approach to the
population, could and did say that the errors of the past would be eliminat-
ed in a future and victorious Soviet Union.

The partisan movement had great significance: it tied down and harassed
the Germans, and it projected Soviet presence in an area not under the re-
gime’s control. It was essential for the future that the population in the oc-
cupied areas receive the Soviet point of view and live with the expectation
that the previous rulers would return. The best propaganda carried out by
the partisans was propaganda by example. By their very existence they
showed to the Soviet population that the power of the Germans was not
limitless. By their willingness to accept martyrdom, they exposed the bestial
nature of the Nazi occupiers. The Soviet regime, well aware of the value of
this work, did not spare scarce resources. Planes dropped pamphlets dis-
tributed by partisan propagandists; the partisans obtained small presses
that enabled them to spread information they received on short-wave radio;
and they carried out oral agitation. As the movement grew, the leadership
set up agitational sections consisting not only of experienced agitators, but
also of singers and artists who gave performances.

In regions not under enemy occupation, every branch of art was pressed
into service. Novelists described the heroism of the soldiers and civilians,
musicians composed patriotic songs, and graphic artists drew posters that
glorified the Red Army and the Soviet people and ridiculed the enemy. It is
worthwhile to examine Soviet films made during the war, not for their artis-
tic merit, but because these show most clearly the character of the propa-
ganda. The leadership had a special appreciation for the role of cinema and
film documentaries, and filmmaking came to be fully mobilized for the war
effort. During the war Soviet directors made a total of 78 films; only a
handful did not deal directly or indirectly with the war. Documentaries
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Partisan warfare

made a specially great impression on audiences, and documentary makers
received all the support they needed. In the course of the war thousands of
cameramen shot 3.5 million meters of film, thereby producing a remarkable
chronicle of the war. These documentaries, unlike the German ones, did not
shrink from depicting the suffering imposed on civilians.

At first the main task of Soviet propagandists was to puncture the Ger-
mans’ image of invincibility in order to lessen the likelihood of collabora-
tion. Soviet publicists overstated German losses, passed over Soviet defeats,
and stressed the courageous resistance of the population. With the first im-
portant victory of the Red Army at Moscow in December 1941, the task of
the propagandists became much easier. People hungered for good news.
When newsreels of that important battle appeared in the theaters, people
stood in line for tickets. Seeing German prisoners of war led through the
streets of the capital was a wonderful experience for people who have suf-
fered so many humiliating defeats.

The soldiers of the Red Army and the partisans went to fight for “moth-
erland, for honor, for freedom and for Stalin.” On this list, motherland was
the first and most important. The heart of appeals to the people was Rus-
sian nationalism, a love for the native land and its traditions. The resurrec-
tion of Russian nationalism had preceded the war. Historians and publicists
extolled the achievements of tsarist generals and statesmen, and by dwelling
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on the great figures of the past conveyed the message that their contempo-
raries had a high tradition to live up to. By showing past Russian successes
they intended to convince the audience that Russia once again would
prevail.

Soviet Marxist writers, scholars, and artists did not consider their praise
of generals, tsars, aristocrats, and other “exploiters of the people” incon-
gruous. Nor did they object to an un-Marxist hero worship. In their depic-
tion it was individual courage and leadership that mattered above all. Long
gone were the days of the 1920s, when these same people focused attention
only on the “masses.” To continue to do that in the age of Stalin would
have been ludicrous. During the war nationalism, love for the motherland,
meant the willingness to accept sacrifice and even martyrdom for the sake
of victory. Film directors and novelists depicted positive heroes; partisan
stories, especially concerning female partisans, provided particularly good
material. The courage, self-sacrifice, and strength of Soviet women, wheth-
er working at the factories or fighting the enemy with weapons, were fa-
vorite topics of Soviet authors. By showing the courage of women, the pub-
licists conveyed the message that men could be expected to do no less. By
depicting the Germans’ mistreatment of women and children, they aroused
hatred against a bestial enemy. The three best known films about partisans
each had a female protagonist. Interestingly, while the first two managed to
escape death – saved at the last moment by partisans or by the Red Army –
the third one, Zoia Kosmodemianskaia, about whom a film was made in
1944, died a martyr’s death. In a period of victories, Soviet audiences no
longer had to be spared from witnessing the execution of a partisan.

Russian nationalism was a powerful motivating force for resistance
against the aggressor. At the same time, the encouragement of this national-
ism was not without dangers. The half-hearted and contradictory Nazi at-
tempts to exploit existing national hostilities and jealousies had to be coun-
tered. Soviet propagandists stressed the theme of friendship among the
peoples of the union. Films would often depict a situation in which, for ex-
ample, a Russian and Georgian soldier would undertake a dangerous re-
connaissance mission. The success of the mission, indeed the survival of the
soldiers, depended on their cooperation. At the end either the Georgian
would save the life of the Russian or (more likely) vice versa. In order to
harness the histories of the minorities for the Soviet cause, the film studios
during the war produced one major epic for each important nationality.
Some of these films projected the theme of “friendship of peoples” into the
past. A historical character, let us say the seventeenth-century Ukrainian
Bogdan Khmelnitskii, would explain that the well-being and happiness of
the Ukrainians depended on their close cooperation with their Russian
brothers.

There was one nationality, however, that was conspicuous by its absence
from Soviet propaganda. Publicists failed to mention that the Nazis had a
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special policy toward the Jews. Soviet publicists believed that denounc-
ing anti-Semitism was not good propaganda for home consumption. Anti-
Semitism was, of course, an essential ingredient of Nazi propaganda aimed
at the Soviet peoples, and the Soviet propaganda apparatus wanted to give
no opportunity to the Germans to describe them as pro-Jewish. Soviet pro-
paganda simply ignored the matter. When, during the last year of the war,
the Red Army liberated some of the death camps, the newsreels showing
these events never mentioned the nationality of the victims. In this respect
Soviet foreign and domestic propaganda differed. The Soviet leaders, like
the Nazis, greatly overestimated the power of the international Jewry to in-
fluence the decisions of Western governments. The regime mobilized promi-
nent Jews in order to attract help from abroad.

A corollary of the rebirth of old-fashioned Russian nationalism was the
officially sponsored revival of pan-Slavism. In Soviet propaganda the theme
of the solidarity of the working classes of the world was superseded by the
theme of the solidarity of the Slavic peoples. In the summer of 1941 an all-
Slavic committee was formed in Moscow. Soviet newspapers and films paid
great attention to the exploits of Yugoslav, Czech, and Polish partisans. Of-
ficial slogans proclaiming Slavic brotherhood comforted the Russians and
convinced them that they were not alone against the brutal Teutons.

The mirror image of the heroic Slav was the bestial German. In the first
confused days of the war the propagandists’ picture of the enemy was unfo-
cused. The Germans seemed not only cruel, but also silly and cowardly.
However, this approach was soon abandoned. Not only did it conflict too
obviously with reality, it did not help to inspire hatred and make people ac-
cept sacrifice. Instead, Soviet propaganda came to focus on the Germans’
brutality, on their contempt for the Slavs, and on their far-reaching plans to
enslave the conquered populations. At times Soviet accounts exaggerated
German atrocities, but the population had suffered at the hands of the Ger-
mans and was predisposed to believe the worst. Indeed, German behavior
was such that a simple and truthful description was enough. Reality was of-
ten so bad that propaganda could not surpass it. The propagandists did not
make distinctions among Germans. There was no room in Soviet propagan-
da for the good German. This one-dimensional portrayal of the Germans
did not change even when the Red Army was marching forward victorious-
ly. Soviet propaganda even projected the wickedness of the Germans into
the past in an almost racist fashion. A 1945 Soviet film, for example, de-
picted Volga Germans as determined enemies of Soviet power already in
1918. At a time when the descendants of these people had been deported
from their homes, such a film was particularly reprehensible.

The stress on Russian nationalism was accompanied by a deemphasis on
the revolutionary and communist nature of the regime. Once the life-and-
death struggle against Nazism was under way, it was important to maintain
national unity; this was clearly no time to talk about world revolution. Not
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only did internationalist communism make poor propaganda for home con-
sumption, it also would have endangered the precious alliance with Great
Britain and the United States. In 1943 the Soviet Union dissolved the Com-
intern. It also dropped the International as its anthem and instead adopted
a new one, with insipid music and text.

The propagandists had to draw a delicate line. On the one hand it was es-
sential not to demoralize the communist activists by repudiating the past,
but on the other it was self-evident that for the great bulk of the Russian
people it was the defense of the motherland, not the defense of the commu-
nist system, that mattered. Soviet propagandists handled the task with skill.
They depicted the country’s past and future in such a way as to allow peo-
ple of different political persuasions to draw different conclusions. Soviet
newspapers, novels, and films repeatedly contrasted the happy life of the
people before the war with the terrible present. The writers, however, re-
mained vague about the nature of that happy life. The soldiers fought under
the Red banner; they went to battle “for Stalin”; the Soviet people contin-
ued to celebrate holidays such as the anniversary of the October revolution
and May Day; they listened to unceasing glorification of the founder of the
Soviet state, Lenin. And, of course, the leaders of the regime apologized for
nothing.

A temporary abandonment of antireligious propaganda accompanied the
deemphasis of communism. If tsars, generals, and aristocrats could be held
up as examples to follow, there was no reason why churchmen should be
excluded. The glorification of the Russian past helped the revival of the
church. After all, the Orthodox Church was an inseparable part of Russian
history. The motives for abandoning the persecution of the church are easy
to see. The Soviet leaders wanted to prevent the Germans from posing as
the defenders of religion, and they wanted to gain the good will of the dem-
ocratic West; but most importantly, they wanted the help of the church in
the great national effort. The state allowed the printing of religious books;
it reopened churches; radio Moscow started to broadcast religious hours.
The church responded warmly: the Orthodox leaders visited Stalin in the
Kremlin and gave their blessings to the war effort.

The leaders of the regime well understood the hostility of the Russian
people to antireligious policies and the necessity for concessions. They also
knew that the overwhelming majority of the peasants deeply resented the
collective farms. In this matter, however, it was far more difficult to retreat.
Even if the creators of the system had been willing to sacrifice the collective
farms, which is questionable, such a move in the short run would have led
to enormous confusion. The Soviet leaders, good politicians that they were,
well understood this weakness in their position. They braced themselves for
an attack, because they assumed that the enemy would exploit their weak-
ness. But the attack never came; for the Germans, instead of identifying
themselves with the aspirations of the peasants, decided to exploit the col-
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lective farms for their own purposes. They, too, found it easier to compel
the collectives to provide food than to force individual peasants. Partisan
propaganda took advantage of the failure of the Germans. The partisans
encouraged the belief that after the victorious conclusion of the war the
farms would be dissolved. It is impossible to establish to what extent this
aspect of partisan propaganda was centrally planned. Most likely the parti-
sans used their independence to tell the peasants what the peasants wanted
to hear. As the war was drawing to a victorious conclusion, the Russian
people expected “good things” to happen, even if such expectations were
unrealistic and sometimes even mutually exclusive.

wartime diplomacy

The grand alliance of Great Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union
was of course created by necessity. Neither Churchill nor Roosevelt long
hesitated: once the Red Army was fighting the Wehrmacht, the Soviet Union
immediately became a worthwhile and desirable ally, deserving of help. On
the very day of the German invasion, Churchill announced his intention to
help; in July Roosevelt’s special envoy, Harry Hopkins, came to Moscow to
discuss American aid. During the war the allies had no choice but to present
to the outside world the appearance of comity and common purpose. West-
ern public opinion came to regard the Soviet Union favorably, admiring the
constancy of the Russian people and the military accomplishments of the
Red Army. Old quarrels, memories of purges and terror, religious persecu-
tions, all were forgotten, even if only temporarily. It could not have been
otherwise: Western governments could not operate without public support.
But even in governmental circles in Washington and London there may have
been naive expectations that the Soviet Union had changed, that Stalin had
become a conventional nationalist leader who had abandoned his revolu-
tionary commitment.

Soviet policy makers did everything within their power to foster such an
understanding. In 1943 Stalin dissolved the Comintern – by now only a
shell of its formal self. The dissolution of course did not lessen Soviet influ-
ence over international communism. Stalin counseled the communist anti-
Nazi underground movements in Yugoslavia and elsewhere to underplay
their true ideological commitments. Soviet theaters played British and
American films and newsreels, and the newspapers depicted the democratic
West sympathetically. Undoubtedly, many Soviet people took pleasure in
having democratic countries as allies and hoped that after the victorious
conclusion of the war the Soviet Union would itself adopt democratic
reforms.

In Stalin’s suspicious mind, however, there was no question about the na-
ture of this alliance: this was a temporary arrangement that the Soviet
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Union desperately needed. He and his comrades had an ambivalent attitude
to the West. On the one hand, they had a healthy appreciation of the eco-
nomic strength of the West, especially of the United States; but on the other,
we know from internal communications that they had contempt for what
they perceived as weakness, softness, and cowardice. Soviet policy makers
wanted to limit contacts between their own citizens and Westerners. Such
contacts, however, were inevitable: there were, for example, approximately
eight thousand American and British sailors in Murmansk and Archangel in
1942. They had delivered war materiel, but their ships had been damaged
by German submarines and could not immediately return. The local party
leader in his report to Moscow described the Westerners as cowardly, made
the absurd accusation that the sailors themselves were somehow responsible
for the damage suffered by their ships, and reported that the Americans
were buying Russian girls for chocolate bars and openly expressing con-
tempt for the Soviet social and political system.3

The British and the Soviets signed a treaty already on July 13, 1941, in
which the two sides obligated themselves not to initiate separate negotia-
tions – much less a separate peace – with the enemy. The Soviet position
greatly improved at the end of 1941 – the Japanese carried out their surprise
attack on Pearl Harbor and Hitler, idiotically, declared war on the United
States. Now that the Japanese were engaged in the Pacific, the danger of a
two-front war had passed and troops from the Far East could be safely
brought to Europe. And just as importantly, the United States became a full
fledged-ally.

Even at the earliest stages of the newly forged alliance the two issues that
were to dominate wartime diplomacy were already in evidence. One of
these issues was what kind of military help the allies could give to the Red
Army, and the other was the question of future borders of Poland and the
future shape of Eastern Europe. During the dreadful summer of 1941, the
Soviet regime was on the verge of collapse; it desperately needed and want-
ed fighting help. Stalin attempted to persuade the British to engage the Ger-
mans in Scandinavia, and at a most threatening moment of the war even
asked that the British land troops in the Soviet Union in order to fight the
Germans. The plan was utterly unrealistic, and the fact that Stalin neverthe-
less advanced it revealed his desperation. Having British soldiers on Soviet
territory was dangerous, but it was better than the alternative – facing the
Germans alone.

After the passage of the worst period, the bleak fall of 1941, the Soviet
Union would never have tolerated a large number of foreign troops on its
territory. Nevertheless, Stalin continued to demand fighting help, a demand
motivated by the understandable desire to lessen Soviet losses. Furthermore,
the Soviet leader was very much afraid that the West would come to an
agreement with Hitler, leaving the Soviet Union to face the German army
alone. Soviet diplomats believed that if large Western armies engaged the
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enemy in Europe, such a separate peace would be less likely. They constant-
ly badgered the allies to open a second front in Europe, preferably in
France. Allied responses were vague and non-committal. The allied invasion
of North Africa in the fall of 1942 did not appease the Soviet leaders, nor
were they impressed by the landing in Sicily in the summer of 1943. These
actions did not relieve the burden of having to face the German armies, for
all practical purposes, alone. Stalin and his entourage managed to assume
the moral high ground: they were carrying the major share of the burden.
The majority of the Soviet people also felt that the allies were not doing
enough to give them fighting help. It is unlikely that many Soviet citizens at
this desperate time remembered that not long before, between 1939 and
1941, the Red Army not only failed to help their future allies, but on the
contrary aided the Nazis. It is unlikely that Soviet citizens understood that
if their country had had the option of staying out of the war, their leaders
would certainly have used such an option. Memories were short.

After many postponements, the allied invasion of northern France oc-
curred at a time when the fighting strength of the German army had been
broken. Although indubitably the Soviet army did most of the fighting, the
allies, in particular the Americans, provided generous and much-needed
material help. It is difficult to say how important a component Western help
was in Soviet victory, for we cannot easily separate aspects of Soviet perfor-
mance. Unquestionably, the Soviets themselves produced the vast bulk of
the war material and, therefore, it is likely that the Red Army would have
withstood the German assault alone. After all, at the time of the greatest
danger, in 1941, foreign help was not yet available. On the other hand, it
also seems likely that the great successes, the Red Army’s almost uninter-
rupted series of offensives beginning in 1943, could not have been carried
out without American help. The Red Army benefited most from the large
number of trucks that were delivered; they greatly advanced the mobility of
the army, and Soviet industry could not produce them in sufficient numbers.
In addition, communications equipment, radar, and other items of technol-
ogy made a difference in the performance of the Soviet troops. The suffering
of the Soviet peoples was also somewhat alleviated by the delivery of food-
stuffs. Of course, the Allies also benefited: had the war lasted longer, more
British and American soldiers would have died.

At first the bulk of the material was delivered through the North Sea.
This route, however, given the strength of the German submarine fleet, was
exceedingly dangerous. Soon the British and the Soviets occupied Iran in a
coordinated operation, and the bulk of military aid started to flow into the
Soviet Union through the Persian Gulf. Given Soviet suspiciousness, even
the delivery of aid was not a simple matter. The Soviets were so secretive
during the war that they did not allow their American allies to make an ob-
jective evaluation of the performance of the weapons they were contribut-
ing. On one occasion, for example, the Americans, reasonably enough,
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wanted maps showing the location of Soviet airfields. The Russians re-
sponded by saying that (a) there were so many airfields planes could easily
find them without maps, (b) the country was flat, so any field could be used,
and (c) there were no maps. Therefore, the donors, even at the time, could
only guess how much their material aid had contributed. Undoubtedly So-
viet preoccupation with secrecy hurt the war effort.

The two great and contentious issues of wartime diplomacy – when and
where the second front should be established, and the future shape of East-
ern Europe – were closely connected, much more closely than many con-
temporaries in the West have been willing to recognize. Allied diplomats
spent a disproportionate amount of time on the question of Poland. The al-
lies, in particular the British, faced a dilemma. They had declared war on
Germany in September 1939 in order to guarantee the territorial integrity
of Poland. The Soviet government, Britain’s new and crucially important
ally, on the other hand, having declared the Nazi-Soviet pact null and void,
was still unwilling to promise the return of territories taken in 1939.

Shortly after the outbreak of the Soviet-German war, the Soviet govern-
ment and the exiled Polish government in London signed a treaty but post-
poned the resolution of the contentious issue of future borders between the
two countries. In spite of the treaty, relations between the two governments
were poor from the outset. The Soviet authorities mistreated Poles living in
Soviet territories, and the London government had good reason to question
Stalin’s trustworthiness. Nevertheless, a large share of the blame for the bad
relations must be borne by the London Poles. Their fault was not that they
did not “trust” Stalin – they had every reason not to – but that they did not
understand the weakness of their position. They remained absolutely un-
bending in their demand to reestablish the borders of 1939, even though
their claim for the lost territories was dubious from the point of view of eth-
nicity, and, more importantly, unenforceable without diplomatic support
from their English and American patrons. By taking an unbending stand
against the Soviet Union, they achieved the opposite of their goal. Stalin
early on decided that the Poles would establish an anti-Soviet government if
left to themselves, and was determined to prevent that at all costs.

The London Poles evinced an understandable interest in the fate of those
who had been deported from Polish territories and in the fate of tens of
thousands of soldiers captured by the Red Army in September 1939. With
the reestablishment of diplomatic relations, the Soviet government allowed
the formation of a small army on Soviet territory comprised of ex-prisoners
of war, under General Anders, with the expectation that they would fight
the common enemy. However, the Russians never sufficiently equipped the
Poles, either because they were unable or unwilling. Further, the Poles de-
manded a degree of autonomy that the Soviets were unwilling to concede;
as a consequence, the army never saw action on the Eastern front. The So-
viet leadership finally allowed the Poles to leave the country in order to fight
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on the Western front. This affair too left considerable bitterness on both
sides.

The final break between the London government and the Soviet govern-
ment came as a result of the discovery of the Katyn massacres. The Ger-
mans announced in February 1943 that they had found the corpses of over
four thousand Polish officers in the Katyn forest near Smolensk. The Ger-
mans put together an international commission that confirmed their alle-
gation that the officers had been murdered in 1940, a year before the oc-
cupation of the district by the Germans. The Soviet government, of course,
denied the accusation and blamed the Germans for the atrocity. The Poles,
however, requested an investigation by the Red Cross. Relations between
Stalin and the London Poles had been close to the breaking point before
the Katyn affair, and now the Polish request to the Red Cross gave Stalin
the opportunity he was looking for to break relations with the London
government.

The confirmed number of victims at Katyn was relatively small, com-
pared to the other atrocities carried out by Germans and Soviets, yet Katyn
became a symbol of dreadful inhumanity. During the war and immediately
afterwards, the allies were compelled to accept the lame Soviet explanation
that the murders were carried out by the Germans. The Soviet authorities
carried out a flimsy and transparently phony investigation, after the Red
Army recaptured the Smolensk district in 1944: agents simply stuffed 1941
newspapers into the pockets of the uniforms of the corpses, purporting to
show that the officers had been alive in 1941 and therefore could have been
murdered only by the Nazis. Allied propaganda accepted this explanation.
But what were the allies to do? Should they have advertised to the world
that their Soviet allies were hardly better than the Nazis and equally guilty
of mass murder?

After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the opening of the archives, we
have documentary proof that the mass shooting of the Polish officers was
proposed by the head of the NKVD, Beria, who in his letter to Stalin gave
no more justification for this atrocity than saying that the officers were ene-
mies of the Soviet regime. Stalin, Molotov, Klement Voroshilov, Anastas
Mikoian, Mikhail Kalinin, and Lazar Kaganovich all gave their approval.

Under Soviet patronage a so-called Union of Polish Patriots was formed,
one that was willing to recognize the borders demanded by the Soviet
Union. When the Red Army entered Poland, Stalin was in a commanding
position: his union renamed itself the Committee of National Liberation
and established itself in Polish territory in Lublin. The British and the Amer-
icans were tired of the intransigence of the London Poles; they considered
them a nuisance that disturbed relations with their important ally, and in
fact abandoned them.

In August 1944 the so-called Home Army, which owed its allegiance to
the London government, called for an uprising in Warsaw. The Home Army
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clearly had political motives: the Poles wanted to liberate their capital be-
fore the arrival of the Red Army. In the same way, also for political reasons,
the Red Army gave no help to the insurgents. It was certainly in the interest
of Stalin to see the destruction of the Polish anti-Communist underground
carried out by the Germans. Claiming that it was necessary to bring up
reenforcements, the Red Army stopped at the outskirts of Warsaw and al-
lowed the Germans to take brutal revenge on the Polish fighters. The upris-
ing lasted for an amazingly long six weeks, while the inadequately equipped
but heroic Poles held out against the regular German army. The Soviet
Union not only gave no help, but refused landing rights to allied planes that
could have dropped supplies to the insurgents. The Russians relented only
when it was obviously too late.

During the two great wartime conferences, at Tehran in 1943 and Yalta
in January 1945, Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin spent a disproportionate
amount of time and energy on the discussion of the Polish situation. The fu-
ture of Eastern Europe was inextricably bound up with the resolution of
this issue. This was because the Russians were most unrelenting concerning
Poland, and the Western allies took a greater interest in it than in any other
Eastern European country. Yalta became the symbol of betrayal. The Allied
leaders, especially Roosevelt, have been blamed for selling out the Eastern
Europeans, for being naive, for not foreseeing what kind of regimes the
Russians would establish in the occupied countries. These accusations miss
the point: diplomacy had no chance against occupying armies. The Allies
could have helped the Eastern Europeans in only one way: they could have
established a second front in 1943, or even better in 1942, so that the meet-
ings of the Allied and Soviet armies would have taken place not in the cen-
ter of Germany at the Elbe river, but further east. Of course, such a strategy
would have required the sacrifice of hundreds of thousands of British and
American soldiers. Understandably, neither the United States government
nor the British were willing to make that sacrifice.

The Allies could have refused to recognize Soviet conquests. But it is un-
likely that an open declaration of hostility would have improved Soviet be-
havior. On the contrary: the Soviet leaders, very much aware of the weak-
nesses of their country, would have found it necessary to make certain that
no hostile government were allowed on their most sensitive western bor-
ders. A threat of military intervention would not have made much differ-
ence, for such a threat was not believable. Stalin knew as well as anyone
that the West, completing one great war against a totalitarian state, was not
in a political or psychological position to embark on another. Indeed, the
Americans very much desired help against the Japanese, for they could not
have foreseen that that war would also end quickly. At the end of the war in
Europe, as far as the eastern half of the continent was concerned, the Rus-
sians had the upper hand: their armies occupied it. 
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The nadir: 1945–1953

the origins of the cold war

The dominant conflict during the forty-five years following the end of
World War II was the hostility and competition between the Soviet Union
and the West, in particular the United States. It is not surprising, therefore,
that the origin of this conflict, the cold war, has occasioned an enormous
and varied historiography. As is usually the case, the changes in approach of
American historians occurred not because they learned new facts about So-
viet Russia, but because American politics, society, and public opinion
changed. In the two decades following 1945, American historians were
practically unanimous: the cold war was the fault of the Soviet Union. The
Soviet Union, according to this view, was based on the explicit premise of
spreading world revolution. Communism, like Nazism, was inherently ex-
pansionist, and therefore the West had no choice but to respond to Soviet
threats. That response, such as building up military and economic power,
the Marshall Plan, and the formation of NATO, was ultimately successful,
and Soviet expansion was checked.

For Western scholars, the main evidence of Soviet expansionist designs
was the creation of a system of satellites in Eastern Europe. These scholars
believed that the Soviet leaders had a blueprint for world conquest in which
the incorporation of Eastern Europe was merely the first step. They de-
scribed a pattern: at first everywhere or almost everywhere in Eastern Eu-
rope, the Communists created a genuine coalition government of antifascist
parties. That initial step was followed by a second stage, the gradual emas-
culation of all noncommunist parties, accomplished by using crude pressure
often involving the Red Army itself. At this stage the Eastern European gov-
ernments became sham coalitions; the format remained, but the indepen-
dent leaders were removed one after another. Finally, in the third stage, all
these countries ended up with openly communist regimes, and the coalition
format was discarded. 

160



The Nadir: 1945–1953 161

At the time of the Vietnam War the American scholarly consensus broke
down. A new generation of historians embarked on revisionism. According
to the opinion of these mostly young scholars, the cold war was the conse-
quence of the aggressive policies of the West, in particular of the United
States. In the opinion of Gar Alperowitz, for example, the atomic bomb was
not dropped on Japan in order to end the war but to frighten the Soviet
Union, and in the view of Gabriel Kolko, Stalin’s government was simply
responding to American imperialist designs driven by economic interests.
These revisionist historians paid little attention to the Soviet Union. They
did not know the language, and they were not particularly interested in So-
viet political culture. American archives were available and Soviet archives
were not. It was possible therefore to find all sorts of ulterior motives to ex-
plain American policy and the Soviet Union could be portrayed as an object
of policy, rather than an independent agent. The revisionists never fully
dominated Western scholarship, and within a decade or two their anti-
American, anticapitalist fury was largely spent. They may have made some
contributions to the analysis of the formation of American policy, but they
singularly failed in drawing a convincing picture of the origin of the cold
war.

The outbreak of the cold war was overdetermined. That is, there were
many reasons, given the nature of the two opposing camps, that the coop-
eration and friendship of wartime could not have continued long after the
defeat of Germany. The Americans could not have lightly acquiesced to So-
viet behavior in Eastern Europe. Given the nature of a more or less demo-
cratically controlled foreign policy, it is hardly conceivable that American
policy could have been based on the sophisticated analysis of the diplomat
and scholar George Kennan. Politicians could not easily have explained to
their constituents that while on the one hand Stalinist Russia was a murder-
ous dictatorship, on the other it was not a threat to vital American interests,
at least for the time being.

More significantly, no American concessions, such as the continuation of
the lend-lease program that had been abruptly stopped, or even economic
assistance in reconstruction, could have substantially modified Soviet be-
havior. Stalin and the Stalinists were morbidly suspicious. They had always
felt that their rule was threatened, and now at the end of the war that threat
seemed overwhelming. The country was destroyed, its economic power
greatly diminished, its human resources almost exhausted, and social disci-
pline had been unacceptably loosened.

The communist leaders correctly perceived that further contacts with the
capitalist West were inherently subversive. The Stalinist response to the
challenge was a furious attempt to reimpose order in the only way they
knew: hundreds of thousands were sent to camps. It was considered essen-
tial to cut the Soviet peoples off from the rest of the world. The Soviet lead-
ers did not need a war, and they dared not risk conquest if it implied the
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danger of war, but they above all could not tolerate friendly relations. The
Stalinists depicted their country as surrounded by merciless enemies. The
cold war suited their needs: it became a mobilization device that justified
the harshest measures.

How can we characterize Soviet foreign policy of the period? How did
the world in 1945 look from the perspective of Moscow? We can dismiss
the proposition that Stalin had a considered plan for world conquest. First
of all, the ideological passion for spreading world revolution had been
abandoned long before. In any case, support for world revolution was dan-
gerous, and Stalin’s foreign policy, as compared to Khrushchev’s for exam-
ple, was extremely cautious. He was, of course, willing to take advantage of
opportunities to extend Soviet influence if that could be done without un-
due risk. But he dreaded situations that threatened his power. He made ex-
traordinary, albeit futile, efforts to avoid being involved in the Second
World War. During the war he cautioned the impetuous Tito; he abandoned
the Greek Communists to the British in 1944; he dissolved the Comintern in
order not to endanger the grand alliance. The Soviet Union did not recog-
nize the Chinese communists until they achieved their victory. In fact, the
Stalinists were always very stingy in their support of indigenous revolution-
ary movements. Perhaps they foresaw that any movement that came to
power on the basis of its own strength and effort would be unlikely to fol-
low Soviet directives blindly, and would therefore be more trouble than it
was worth.

As Stalin grew old, his mental abilities deteriorated and on occasion he
made mistakes, such as underestimating Tito’s strength and forcing Yugo-
slavia out of the Stalinist camp in 1948. Nevertheless, even in his old age he
remained a subtle politician who by and large understood how far he could
go. He had the great advantage that he did not have to worry about Soviet
public opinion. Soviet foreign policy was thus capable of making sudden
and abrupt changes that would have been inconceivable in the democratic
world. He could evaluate the balance of forces, and never underestimated
the significance of economic strength. Undoubtedly he was impressed by the
atomic bomb, but he did not need a demonstration of nuclear weapons to
have a healthy respect for American power. He knew that American pro-
ductive capacity was hardly touched by the war at a time when his own
country was in ruins. The Americans demobilized, but the Soviets demobi-
lized even more quickly. They had no choice: the country could not have af-
forded the maintenance of wartime strength. The Stalinist leaders had nei-
ther the strength nor the desire to push the “boundaries of socialism” to the
Atlantic Ocean, as some contemporary observers feared.

Even though Stalin was a capable politician, he did not have extraordi-
nary foresight. No one foresaw the postwar status quo as it eventually
emerged. The people in the Kremlin imagined the postwar situation on the
basis of their previous experience. They expected that Soviet Russia would
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be a far more powerful and important player in world affairs than it had
been, but they did not foresee a bipolar world; they expected that the strug-
gle would be within each country for influence. In some countries, of
course, they would have greater influence than the West, and vice versa, but
the idea of the creation of hostile blocs has not yet arisen. They very much
hoped, for example, for influence in Italy and France through the powerful
communist parties. At the same time they at least at the outset had no plans
for setting up satellites.

The worldview of the Stalinist leadership was formed in the past and
therefore was oriented toward Europe. It is not that these men paid no at-
tention to Asia. They well remembered the Russo-Japanese war of
1904–1905; of course they remembered the long border struggle during the
1930s against Japanese aggression; and they very much wanted to have
bases on the Pacific. Their engagement in European affairs, especially in
Eastern Europe, however, was of a different order. They continued to think
of the primary importance of Germany, and very much worried about the
revival of German militarism. The Soviet Union had the strength to project
its power only to regions that were contiguous to its territory. In this sense
the Soviet Union at the end of the Second World War was not yet truly a
world power.

The Stalinist leaders had a minimum program: they wanted to prevent
the reconstruction of the cordon sanitaire that had existed in the interwar
period between themselves and Western Europe. At Versailles, French
diplomacy had created a bloc of states that was to act as a counterweight
against both resurgent Germany and Soviet Russia. The plan never really
worked, because no combination of Eastern European states could stand up
to Nazi Germany. These states came to be potential and later real German
allies and threatened Soviet security. Although not wanting hostile states on
their border was a moderate goal, the consequences of Soviet policy were
far from moderate. The problem was that the Eastern European countries,
especially Poland and Rumania and to a lesser extent Hungary, could not be
trusted from the Russian point of view. Soviet policy makers foresaw that if
these countries were allowed to form democratic governments, they would
probably end up anti-Soviet. Thus a paradoxical situation was created: the
more anti-Russian a people was, the weaker the communist party of an
Eastern European country, the more likely it was to fall under communist
rule. By contrast, countries with little anti-Russian sentiment and strong
communist parties, such as Finland and Czechoslovakia, had a chance of es-
caping Soviet domination.

Because of its size and location between Germany and the Soviet Union,
from the Soviet point of view Poland was the most important country in
Eastern Europe. Stalin was determined even when the war was far from de-
cided that he would hold onto the acquired territories and would not allow
the exiled government in London to return. The connection between the
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bitterly anti-Soviet pre-war government and the London Poles was all too
obvious. Poland’s fate was the first to be decided: it was not going to be free
and democratic. Stalin at Tehran and Yalta engineered Poland’s move west-
ward; it would be compensated for the lost eastern territories at the expense
of Germany. From the Soviet point of view this solution had the advantage
of not only weakening a future Germany, but also firmly tying Poland to the
Soviet Union. It was assumed that no German government would long tol-
erate the loss of territories, and therefore that the Poles would have no al-
ternative but seek Soviet protection.

The fate of Poland might be contrasted to that of Czechoslovakia. The
Czech government in the interwar period was the only democratic one in
Eastern Europe. Benes, the Czech foreign minister and later president,
sought security for his country by attempting to bring the Soviet Union and
the Western democratic governments together. The Czechs had a long histo-
ry of friendly feelings for their brother Slavs the Russians, and Czechoslo-
vakia possessed the only legal communist party in the interwar period. That
party after the war emerged as the strongest, gathering 40 percent of the
votes in the Czech lands and 30 percent in Slovakia. Ironically, the only
country where an actual coup d’etat had to be carried out was Czechoslo-
vakia in February 1948. This happened because in Czechoslovakia a gen-
uine coalition survived until the world situation changed for the worse. Up
to that point, it seemed that Czechoslovakia might share the fate of Finland
and escape sovietization. It did not. By this time the lines in the cold war
were sharply drawn, and the Soviet leaders could not afford a potential en-
emy in the center of Europe. Only Finland escaped sovietization. On the
one hand, the Soviets were satisfied that Finland would not become a hos-
tile base, and on the other, they feared that a communist Finland might push
neutral Sweden into the arms of NATO.

How can we explain the obvious similarities in the sovietization of the
satellites? As circumstances changed, so did Soviet policy. Surely the Soviets
with the aid of the Red Army would have had an easier time setting up
satellite regimes in 1945 than they did a couple of years later. Why did they
not? It is remarkable that at certain times and places they went to consider-
able trouble to create coalitions. For example, we have the reminiscences of
Wolfgang Leonhard, a young German communist who had spent the war
years in Moscow. He and the other communists returned to Germany with
instructions to help to organize the other non-Nazi, bourgeois parties to be-
come respectable coalition partners.1

The Soviets feared allied reaction. While they did not intend to continue
friendly relations, (which, by the way, were never very friendly on the Sovi-
et side), they also did not want a Western Europe from which they were to-
tally excluded. They must have calculated that an overly aggressive policy
in Eastern Europe would ruin the chances of French and Italian communists
to participate in their governments. The central feature of the 1945–1948
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period was the ever-sharpening definition of the two blocs. It became grad-
ually clear that there could be no middle course. The last stage in this pro-
cess was the Berlin blockade. Stalin hoped to squeeze the West out of Berlin,
but the Americans responded forcefully and despite the logistical difficulties
continued to supply the West Berliners. Following that event, the Soviet
leadership accepted that it would influence only those regions it actually
controlled.

The year 1948 was a turning point, the end of an era. In some ways it was
a most gloomy period: end-of-the-war optimism dissipated, and the cold
war was in full force. On the other hand, the sharp division of Europe, an
area by far the most important from the Soviet perspective, had achieved
stability. The end of the Berlin blockade clearly established how far Soviet
influence would go.

The Tito-Stalin break in the same year was also a consequence of the
hardening line between the two camps. The Soviets in fact were presented
with an alternative. They could control the Eastern European satellites
while giving them a modicum of autonomy, by allowing what was called at
the time “different roads to socialism.” Or they could impose absolute con-
formity, but in that case Yugoslavia, the only country that had played a role
in its own liberation from Nazi rule, would have to be excluded. The Stal-
inists chose the second solution. Given the nature of the Stalinist regime in
the postwar period, even slightly varying interpretations of Marxist dogma
were simply unacceptable. What the Yugoslavs had in common with the
Chinese was that they had established their communist regimes without the
aid of the Red Army. It is of course not an accident that it was precisely
these countries within their own camp that challenged Soviet authority.

From the point of view of the history of world communism the victory of
the Chinese communists was incomparably more important than events in a
medium-sized Balkan country. In China before Mao’s victory the Soviet
Union exercised extreme caution. Stalin would have been satisfied with a di-
vided China or with a coalition regime. It is impossible to know whether the
Soviets foresaw that communism in China might threaten their interests.
Presumably they expected that the interwar situation in China would con-
tinue for the foreseeable future: it would remain weak and divided; the na-
tionalists and the communists would continue fighting without either side
being completely eliminated. They assumed that the Americans, traditional-
ly interested in the Far East and in China in particular, would not allow a
complete communist victory, and they did not consider China vital enough
to challenge the Americans in this area. The Soviets waited to recognize the
communist government until the complete victory of Mao’s forces.

Soviet behavior at the time of the Korean War was also cautious. The
Stalinists obviously miscalculated: they took it for granted that the Ameri-
cans, who had allowed the conquest of China, would not respond forceful-
ly to an affair that could be depicted as a civil war.2 Once it became clear
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that this would not be a quick victory, the Soviet policy makers made sure
to avoid a military conflict with the United States. The situation implied
risks for the Soviet Union, and therefore Stalinist foreign policy was all the
more cautious.

devastation and reconstruction

At the end of the war, many people in the West saw the Soviet Union, the
country that had vanquished Hitler’s Germany, as a mighty power, bound-
lessly ambitious and ready for new conquests. In fact, the country had been
devastated beyond the imagination of Westerners, and the primary goal of
the Stalinist leadership was not to push the borders of the Soviet Union to
the Atlantic Ocean, but to reimpose discipline and order at home. This was
not an easy task. In the territories conquered between 1939 and 1941, des-
perate guerrillas continued to fight against the troops of the NKVD and the
Red Army for several years. Millions of citizens who had been exposed to
foreign influences – and therefore, from the paranoid Stalinist point of view,
were not fully reliable – had to be reintegrated into Soviet society. Ideologi-
cal orthodoxy that had been dangerously diluted during the war had to be
reimposed. The collective farm system was in disarray. Even if the leader-
ship had been bent on further conquests (as it was not), under the circum-
stances it lacked the means. The war stretched the resources of the country
to the furthest limits.

The human and material losses suffered by the Soviet Union were on a
different scale from those inflicted on the other ex-belligerent countries.
Even today, after the partial opening of the archives, the numbers are im-
precise, but we may estimate that during the war 26–27 million Soviet citi-
zens died. Among citizens of Ukraine and Belarus, the death rate was par-
ticularly high; after all, these were the districts where the fighting was the
heaviest and German occupation had lasted longest. According to numbers
published after the collapse of the Soviet Union, more than eight-and-a-half
million soldiers died on the battlefields.3 Although there are no comparably
exact figures, several million prisoners of war died in German camps, where
they had been cruelly mistreated. The rest died as a result of enemy bom-
bardment, starvation and cold, mass executions carried out by the Nazis, or
became victims of Stalinist terror and died in concentration camps or in
places of exile. In addition, tens of thousands managed to escape forced
repatriation and stayed in the West.

Even this extraordinarily high number of dead does not provide a com-
plete picture of the demographic calamity. On the battlefield it was above
all young men who died, and therefore in the immediate postwar years the
working-age population in particular was reduced. The demographic im-
balance between males and females that began at the time of the First World
War, and had been exacerbated during famines (men are less able to endure
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starvation) and purges (which targeted men more then women) now
reached extraordinary proportions. As late as 1951 there were 21 million
more females than males in the Soviet population; and, according to the
1970 census for every 620 men in the age group that served in the war
(those born between 1916 and 1925) there were 1,000 women.4 In other
words, women had trouble finding husbands, mothers brought up their
children without fathers, and the birth rate came to be depressed.

The Soviet people had experienced material deprivation before: the civil
war and collectivization were both followed by famine. Subjectively, how-
ever, the post-Second World War period was perhaps the worst. People en-
dured cold and hunger during the war, firmly believing that their misery was
only temporary, and consoled themselves with visions of a richer and
brighter future. But that better future was slow in coming. Farm equipment
(25 percent of tractors) and animal herds (87 percent of hogs, 60 percent of
horses) had been destroyed. In 1956 there were still fewer cows in the Sovi-
et Union than there had been before the First World War in the Russian em-
pire. In 1945 the output of agriculture was only 60 percent of what it had
been before the war, and the overwhelmingly important grain output was
less than half what it had been in 1940.5 To the baneful consequences of the
war a series of droughts were added, to producing a dreadful result. In
1946 the grain output was only a little over a third what it had been in
1940. The peoples of the Soviet Union once again suffered a famine: the re-
gions of the country that had been occupied by the Germans, and Ukraine
in particular, were most hard hit. The regime, as in the 1930s, took no pity
on the victims: not only did it fail to organize famine relief, but it covered
up evidence of starvation, continued compulsory grain deliveries in the af-
fected regions, and even exported grain. Indeed, how could the regime ad-
mit it could not feed its own people and at the same time claim to be a su-
perpower, a state that had achieved socialism, an example for others to
follow? Remarkably perhaps, the most shocking picture of misery comes
from the memoirs of Nikita S. Khrushchev, who was at the time first secre-
tary of the Ukrainian party organization. Reports came to him showing that
people went mad of hunger and ate their own children. Corpses were dis-
covered showing evidence that meat had been gnawed from the bones. If we
are to believe Khrushchev, he was moved by these examples of suffering and
pleaded with Stalin for help, but in vain.

It was under these extraordinarily difficult conditions that the task of
economic reconstruction began. At the heart of the difficulties was the
perennial problem sector of the economy, agriculture. After the ravages of
collectivization there had been some improvement in the second half of the
1930s, largely because the regime allowed collective farm peasants to culti-
vate tiny private plots. But the improvements of the second five-year plan
period were wiped out by the war. From the point of view of the regime
there were two agricultural issues: how to increase production in order to
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provide the population with food, and how to reassert control over the vil-
lages. The party leaders pretended that the two goals were not only consis-
tent, but in fact closely connected. The government was more successful in
achieving the second goal than the first.

During the war discipline on the collective farms was substantially loos-
ened. At least in some places, the peasants were able to expand their private
plots at the expense of the collective, and the peasants grew what they want-
ed without state intervention. Indeed, some relatively few fortunate ones
who lived near cities were able to take advantage of the shortage of food and
sell their produce in the markets for high profit. During the war there had
been rumors among the peasants, which the regime did nothing to contra-
dict, that following victory the system of collective farms would be abol-
ished. The government, however, following the disastrous harvest of 1946,
issued a decree that compelled the peasants to return all lands that had previ-
ously belonged to the collectives, and reasserted the primary obligation of
the collective farms to provide deliveries to the state. Not only were the col-
lective farms not abolished, but between 1947 and 1949 the system was ex-
tended to the Baltic states: the methods, the resistance, the consequences
were the same as they had been in the previous decade in the rest of the coun-
try. In their desperation many Baltic peasants joined the guerrillas who were
still fighting the Soviet state. The machine tractor stations, these outposts of
the regime in the countryside, one again organized “political departments,”
which had the task of supervising the collective farms.

The peasantry was the stepchild of the Soviet regime. Conditions on the
collective farms were deplorable. The majority of villages had no electricity,
and hardly any of the peasant houses, most of them overcrowded shacks,
had running water. During the war young men had been drafted from the
villages into the army; many did not survive, and others, who did survive,
showed no eagerness to return to the miserable conditions prevailing in the
countryside. In any case, the regime constantly fearing subversion, had a
policy of not allowing those who had been abroad to return to their vil-
lages. The Stalinists assumed that the returning soldiers or prisoners of war
would be less likely to confide in strangers. Already in the 1930s people
were overmotivated to leave the villages, but now the desire to escape be-
came even greater. The consequence was that the labor force in the collec-
tive farms was a residue: disproportionately old, female, and ill educated.
Combined with the shortage of investment in agriculture, and the low
prices paid for agricultural products, it is understandable that productivity
recovered very slowly. Not until the mid-1950s did Russia reach the per-
acre productivity of 1913. The overall grain output in 1954 was still small-
er than in 1913, and the per-hectare productivity of 1963 was only a shade
higher than in 1913.6

The decisions of the Soviet government were partially responsible for the
slow recovery. Limiting private plots was occasioned by ideological rather
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than practical considerations. But most importantly, the government con-
tinued to favor industry and was unwilling to pay the price that would have
been necessary to increase farm production. The share of investment in
agriculture, as long as Stalin was alive, remained pitifully low. The procure-
ment prices the government paid for compulsory deliveries not only failed
to pay for the cost of production, but on occasion did not even pay for the
cost of transportation to the delivery points. Under the circumstances in-
centives remained nonexistent. Just as before the war, the building of indus-
try was based on the exploitation of the peasantry.

The Stalinist leadership hoped to improve agriculture without paying for
the improvement. Constant reorganizations had always been a characteris-
tic feature of the Soviet political system. Totalitarian Soviet society was nev-
er immobile. The desire to reorganize was based on the gap between high
expectations and a reality that was not easy to mold. The leaders time and
again thought they had found the right solution to their problems, that
everything would work out fine, as ideology had promised. Needless to say,
they were disappointed each time.

At first the regime put its faith in the so-called link system. That system,
associated with the name of Andrei A. Andreev, the member of the Polit-
buro responsible for agriculture, was introduced before the war. It meant
that a few people (ranging from five to eight) assumed responsibility for cul-
tivating a strip of land, and their income depended on their performance.
The advantage of the system was that it offered some incentive to the work-
ers, and in some aspects at least freed them from the constant intervention
of the collective farm authorities. In the immediate postwar period the is-
sue, much discussed in the press, was how suitable this form of organization
was, especially for the most important product, grain. The MTSs under-
standably, opposed the links, pointing out that they made the rational use
of tractors more difficult.

The link system was also suspect for reasons of ideology: it smacked too
much of individual enterprise and a return to private farming. Some even
feared that the system undermined the very foundations of the collective
farm. Perhaps if the system had led to a great increase in productivity, it
would have been allowed to exist. But given the circumstances, it could not
by itself solve the problems of the collective farms, and agriculture contin-
ued to languish.

The link system came to be repudiated, and with it its chief sponsor, An-
dreev. The new organization favored by the regime was the brigade, a much
larger entity, sometimes including as many as one hundred peasants. The
brigade was built on assumptions that were the very antithesis of those on
which the links were founded. This was the system associated with Nikita S.
Khrushchev. Instead of making the working collectives smaller and there-
fore better connected with their work, the new system, adopted in 1950,
aimed to make the collective farms larger. Soviet leaders had always as-
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sumed that giant size, both in industry and in agriculture, was superior and
somehow more “modern.” Furthermore, at a time when the regime found it
difficult to establish control over the farms, the party and the government
considered it easier to control a few big ones rather than many small ones.
As a consequence of the new policy, the collective farms came to be amalga-
mated, and their number was thereby greatly reduced. The ultimate exten-
sion of the idea was to make peasants live like workers in apartment hous-
es – in effect, in small cities. The peasants would have ceased to be peasants,
and would have received higher income and some of the social benefits en-
joyed by workers. This would be the realization of the age-old Marxist
dream of eliminating the distinction between the town and the country.

Nothing came of this plan; indeed, it was explicitly repudiated in 1952
at the nineteenth party congress. Society did not have the means to realize
it, and furthermore, the party leaders understood that the peasants would
resist the idea just as furiously as they had resisted collectivization – not 
so much because they hated to be parted from their villages, but because
they would have lost their private plots, the economic mainstay of their
existence.

Unlike agriculture, the recovery of industry was impressively quick. Aside
from the many dreadful consequences of the war there was also something
positive: as the Germans advanced, the Soviet authorities moved factories
to the east. In the long run, the dispersal of factories benefited the country
and contributed to industrialization of Siberia.

The industrial policy of the regime during the postwar years had the same
features as it had during the great industrialization drive. The economy re-
mained greatly overcentralized. As one would expect, the Stalinist leader-
ship gave primary attention to the rebuilding of the producer goods seg-
ment of the economy, which by 1950, according to the unreliable Soviet
figures, greatly surpassed pre-war standards (although industries that pro-
duced consumer goods took much longer to rebuild). Even if we take into
consideration the exaggerations built into Soviet statistics, it is still indis-
putable that the Stalinist methods worked, and that the speed of recon-
struction was impressive.

The Soviet Union benefited from stripping industries from the defeated
countries, primarily from eastern Germany, and to a lesser extent from the
other countries of communist Eastern Europe. At the same time, the wealth
that the Soviet Union thus acquired made up only a tiny fraction of its
dreadful losses. Soviet economic achievements in the postwar period cannot
be explained by pointing to the exploitation of the defeated.

Although the industrial working class did not suffer the abysmal poverty
of the peasantry, standards of living in the cities did not catch up with low
pre-war standards for several years following the war. Immediately after the
war the government eliminated the two-tiered price system for food, which
meant the elimination of government subsidies. In 1947 the government in-
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troduced a financial reform which devalued the ruble ten to one. The pur-
pose of this move was to confiscate the money that some peasants had man-
aged to accumulate and deposit in the banks.

After 1948 there was a gradual improvement in living standards in the
cities, but nevertheless people suffered from shortages of almost everything.
The favored Soviet method of improving standards of living of the urban in-
habitants was a gradual lowering of prices for food. The decision to lower
prices repeatedly was made on political, rather than economic, grounds. Af-
ter all, food remained in extremely short supply. The leaders rightly believed
that lowering prices would make a greater positive impression than in-
creased wages. The artificial changing of the price structure further wors-
ened the position of the peasantry vis-á-vis the rest of the population.

The diet of the working classes was monotonous: it was largely limited
during the winter to potatoes, cabbage, and bread. Clothing was of bad
quality and so expensive that everything – coats, shoes, and shirts – had to
last for a long time. The situation was most desperate in housing. The in-
dustrialization drive that preceded World War I created a proletariat that
was poorly housed in the fast-growing cities. (In 1913, an urban family had
seven square meters per person of living space.) The Soviet authorities, bent
on a breakneck pace of industrialization, badly neglected housing construc-
tion, and the situation was getting worse. The war demolished entire cities:
Leningrad, Kiev, Stalingrad, and dozens of others were almost completely
destroyed. Housing in the countryside was not spared: in 1945, 25 million
people were left homeless. In the following two decades people in the cities
lived in circumstances that are difficult to imagine. Six or seven families
would share old apartments, most of them in buildings constructed before
World War I. Women had to wait their turn at the stove. There were in-
stances when rooms were assigned to several families and there was not
enough space for beds, so people had to sleep on mattresses on the floor.
(Average living space per person in 1955 was still only 5.1 square meters.
On average, even as late as 1958, 3.2 persons shared one room.) Communal
living and utter lack of privacy were among the most characteristic features
of Soviet life in those years.

political culture

The last years of Stalin were the darkest and gloomiest in all of Soviet histo-
ry. Families mourned their dead, people lived in grinding poverty, and the
Stalinists, instead of relaxing the oppressive features of the Soviet regime,
further tightened the screws. “Traitor peoples” who had been deported dur-
ing the war were not allowed to return, and the concentration camps filled
up once again. People who had collaborated with the enemy, or were accused
of collaborating, ex-prisoners of war, nationalists who had fought against
Soviet power, in particular people who in the Baltic and the western Ukraine
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had resisted collectivization, and people, just as in the 1930s, who had com-
mitted no crimes by any definition but were accused of “anti-Soviet activi-
ties,” were sentenced to years of servitude. At a time when those who lived in
liberty suffered privations, people in the camps were still much worse off.
Men and women weakened by malnutrition and mistreatment, working long
days in labor camps, died by the hundreds of thousands. For the first time in
Soviet history, the unendurable conditions on occasion resulted in riots and
strikes in the camps, which were brutally suppressed.

Communist ideology had long been emptied of meaning, reduced to the
repetition of meaningless phrases. Professional ideologists, people of undis-
tinguished intellectual abilities, asserted that the country had already
“achieved socialism” and now was building communism. The ideological
nakedness of the regime was covered up by the creation of a surrogate ide-
ology of hero worship, which now reached pagan proportions. The leader’s
pictures were everywhere, poets sang his praises, painters painted him, his
name found its way into every book published, including cookbooks. From
the very outset the Stalin cult differed in content and style from Hitler’s cult.
Hitler, as long as he was successful, loved to harangue the masses and see
himself in newsreels; he was an actor. Stalin, by contrast, had little desire for
such satisfaction. A pock-marked little man, speaking poor Russian, and an
indifferent orator, he did not like to appear before audiences. After the war
he gave only two speeches: one at the time of the election campaign in 1946
and the other at the nineteenth party congress in 1952, when he spoke for
five minutes. (He allowed his apparent successor, Georgii Malenkov, to give
the main report.) He did not even like to appear in closeups on movie
screens. On rare occasions when he did appear, the audience gasped in
amazement: this was not the way they had imagined their leader. Instead,
Stalin had an idealized image created for himself that bore little resem-
blance to the historical figure. This imaginary leader fit well into the world
of Soviet propaganda, where equally imaginary happy peasants competed
to produce more food for happy factory workers. It was grimly appropriate
that a mythical leader should head a mythical society.

There is some evidence to show that at least in the early stages of the Stal-
in cult, the dictator had an ironic attitude toward it. Isaac Babel, the great
writer who became a victim of the terror, described an episode to a Hun-
garian friend. Babel and Gorky were visiting Stalin when the dictator’s
daughter Svetlana came in. Stalin said to her: “Tell the father of the peoples,
the leader of the world proletariat, what you learned in the school today.”7

During the Second World War agitators found it advantageous to under-
play communism in their ideological appeals, but they did not deemphasize
the role of the leader. On the contrary, the cult of Stalin as a surrogate ide-
ology developed further. It was at this time that Stalin became a brilliant
general. After all, during the war Soviet soldiers were being sent to battle
“for the motherland and for Stalin.” Films made during this period depict-
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ed Stalin as winning the war practically single-handedly. Stalin was depict-
ed as the father of his people, the greatest philosopher, statesman, and so
on. In order to get a flavor of the adulation it is necessary to quote at some
length from contemporary writings. This one, chosen almost at random, by
a contemporary film director named Chiaureli, appeared in a film journal in
1947:8

Many Soviet artists saw Comrade Stalin frequently, had conversations with
him, heard his voice, looked into his eyes, saw his warm smile, felt his hand-
shake. In the simplicity of his words there is the wisdom of the ages; in his
eyes there is the brightness of genius; in his gestures there is self-confidence; in
his dealings with you there is the simplicity of a great human being. How to
show in art the magnificence of this simplicity? Here in front of you is a per-
son who comprehends with the profundity of a philosopher the complex or-
ganism of the universe, our world, the relationship of classes, societies and
states. In front of you is a person who comprehends the incomprehensible,
who is a carrier of great ideas and the representative of the moving force of
history. He calmly and thoughtfully converses with you, and in his appear-
ance there is nothing extraordinary, he does not seem to differ from any Sovi-
et person, worker, peasant, scholar, artist. For all of these people he is close,
comprehensible – a family member. Involuntarily you begin to think that Stal-
in is more than a human being. This thought arises from the impossibility of
comprehending that everything great is simple. Although your mind affirms
that this is so, your feelings search for some sort of outward sign of greatness.
No! In spite of everything, he is different from ordinary people even in ap-
pearance. I long looked at his hands, followed his every movement, wanted to
preserve in my mind even the smallest details of his appearance, gestures,
every line in his face, his expressions, his way of speaking. And all this time
the thought did not leave me that unconsciously I wanted to “bring down to
earth” the figure of this great man, to bring his figure into our every day lan-
guage. But that very moment I understood the grandiosity of his work and
once again felt everything about him is extraordinary: his hands, his smile, his
eyes. Please forgive me, my artist colleagues, but none of us has succeeded.
None of the portraits of Stalin can be regarded as satisfactory. None of us
artists succeeded in transmitting the warm glow in his eyes, the charm of his
smile, the hidden, deep humor of his well chosen words, those hardly notice-
able details which belong only to him, which make up the figure, which is sim-
ple, but epic. 

Stalin came to be isolated from Soviet reality. He formed an imaginary
picture of the world around him, largely on the basis of movies and news-
reels made for him. He became the primary victim of Soviet propaganda:
other Soviet citizens could evaluate the picture they got from newspapers
and films against the world in which they actually lived, but Stalin believed
what he wanted to believe. In a sense, then, the convinced communists who
survived in camps and were saying to one another, “If Stalin only knew!”
were correct: Stalin did not know what was happening in his own country.
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At first he considered it politically advantageous to foster a personality cult,
but in later years he came to acquire a faith in his own infallibility; it was
impossible to contradict him on however minor an issue, however obvious
his error. Djilas in his book reports on an incident when Stalin insisted that
Holland was not part of “Benelux,” and no one surrounding him had the
courage to point out that the “ne” in the word denoted the Netherlands.

Politics – that is, the discussion of complex issues facing society – contin-
ued to be restricted to a narrow elite; the public saw only the faintest shad-
ows of the disputes as they appeared in the newspapers. As in any society,
decisions had to be made. Although economic decision making was highly
centralized, the issue still remained how much decentralization should be
allowed. To what extent could the setting of prices, a kind of surrogate mar-
ket mechanism, be allowed to function? To what extent should heavy in-
dustry be given priority over the consumer goods? Should investments be
made in the reconstruction of the old industrial base, or should more atten-
tion be given to areas that had been peripheral in the pre-war period, such
as the Far East and Central Asia? Should agriculture be administered by a
single ministry or should different parts of it be administered separately?
The conduct of foreign policy also, of course, presented pertinent issues for
resolution.

Soviet society was totalitarian: no aspect of human life remained outside
the presumed competence of the authorities, no autonomous organizations
were allowed to exist, and fear governed the life of all, from the lowliest
peasant to members of the Politburo. But of course that did not mean that
this political system functioned like a well-oiled machine, that one man
alone, namely Stalin, made all the decisions. On the contrary: totalitarian
societies are never efficient. In this totalitarian society, properly constituted
institutions were emasculated, and decisions were made in a haphazard
fashion. Leaders competed for power – that is, for Stalin’s favor – advocat-
ing different and often conflicting policies. It is impossible to say to what
extent the disputes were genuine, occasioned by deeply held differences of
opinion, and to what extent they were maneuverings, because most likely
the protagonists themselves did not know it.

Stalin allowed his followers to become associated with a set of policies,
and if those policies failed, the person responsible could be demoted or re-
moved. He was never responsible for errors; he only claimed credit for suc-
cesses. It is unclear whether Stalin consciously cultivated this style of lead-
ership or whether, more likely, he was increasingly losing touch with the
surrounding world.

During these years, the standards of political life declined even further
than the already abysmally low standards of the 1930s. Stalin preferred to
have mediocre people around him, people who presented no danger to him,
no possible alternative to his rule. The people who surrounded Stalin and
governed in his name were not a distinguished group. None of them showed
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great intellect or strength of character. People who had long been associated
with him, who had supported him at every turn of past struggles, such as
Molotov, Voroshilov and Mikoian, were pushed into the background, and
their places were taken by younger people such as Zhdanov, Beria,
Malenkov, Khrushchev, and Nikolai Vosnesenskii. All of them were, of
course, beneficiaries and architects of mass murder, and all served Stalin
faithfully. Even now, when the archives are more or less open, it is difficult
to form a picture of these people as individuals. They were singularly de-
void of personality – with the exception Khrushchev, who, after he assumed
power and especially in retirement, revealed himself to be an original figure,
altogether human in his strengths and failings.

We have only glimpses of how high politics worked during these years.
Only a handful of first-hand accounts have come down to us written by
people who had extensive contacts with Stalin. One of the most valuable of
these is Khrushchev’s memoirs, published in the West after he lost power.
Khrushchev, of course, had an ax to grind. He needed to justify himself
both for working for Stalin and also for denouncing him later. We have a
few other descriptions: one from Stalin’s daughter Svetlana, who saw her
father in these years rarely; another, a remarkably insightful description
from Milovan Djilas, the Yugoslav leader, who later repudiated commu-
nism; a third from Molotov, who at that particular time was not close to
Stalin; and one from the well-known Soviet writer Konstantin Simonov,
who saw Stalin rarely.9

Especially from Khrushchev’s description, a horrifying picture emerges.
In his last years Stalin suffered from a variety of illnesses and was only a
shadow of his former self. He was mortally afraid of being assassinated and
trusted no one. Each and every dish had to be tasted first by his guests be-
fore he would eat. Even the highest institutions of the regime, such as the
Politburo, were reduced to insignificance, and major decisions were taken
by an ever-changing and haphazard small group of advisers. Whoever were
at the moment Stalin’s favorites would be invited to long evening sessions in
the Kremlin or to his dacha, where they would watch movies and between
the reels would discuss governmental business. Stalin’s main pleasure was to
humiliate and embarrass those who were closest to him. He insisted that his
entourage drink themselves insensible, and no one dared to refuse. Under
the circumstances it is not surprising that cirrhosis of the liver was an occu-
pational disease in the highest circles. Members of this all-male company
were often forced to dance with each other – something for which they had
no greater talent than they did for statesmanship.

The tenure and power of the handful people at the top at all times re-
mained tenuous. In these years Molotov was not invited to spend his
evenings with Stalin, and his Jewish wife was arrested; Kaganovich’s broth-
er was in a camp, and he himself, as a Jew at the time of the “anti-
cosmopolitan” campaign, was barely tolerated; Zhdanov, who at the height



A History of the Soviet Union176

of his power and influence between 1946 and 1948 was the most powerful
leader after Stalin, died in mysterious circumstances in 1948, quite possibly
murdered; Vosnesenskii was executed; Mikoian’s son was for a time arrest-
ed; Khrushchev’s influence and power declined when Ukraine suffered
famine – he appealed to Stalin for help and regained his influence, perhaps
because he seemed so innocuous; Malenkov in 1946 was sent to Uzbek-
istan, away from the center of power; Beria, the most sinister of Stalin’s as-
sociates, the head of the secret police apparatus, was a particular object of
Stalin’s suspicions during the last months of the tyrant’s life. In this strange
world political fortunes could change from one moment to the next.

Immediately after the war, Zhdanov’s star was on the rise. Malenkov’s
demotion was most likely the result of Zhdanov’s influence, and his closest
associates, Aleksei A. Kuznetsov and Vosnesenskii, received important as-
signments. Zhdanov’s faction is described as “party revivalist,” meaning
that his policies aimed to bring back the ideological rigidity loosened during
the war. He controlled the Leningrad party organization, and his power was
partially based on the party as opposed to government machinery. Zhdanov
also participated in the formulation of foreign policy and was primarily re-
sponsible for relations with foreign communist parties. However, shortly
before his death in 1948 his influence ebbed, and the victors in this struggle
behind the scenes were Malenkov and Beria. Malenkov, who after 1948 un-
til Stalin’s death seemed to be in the strongest position to inherit the leader-
ship, based himself on the vast governmental bodies that oversaw the entire
centralized economy. Those who considered him a liberal (as opposed to
Zhdanov) saw him as a defender of technocrats, factory managers, and
nonideological experts. After the defeat and death of Zhdanov, Malenkov
moved quickly to solidify his position by carrying out the last major bloody
purge aimed at the elite. Malenkov and Beria fabricated the so-called
Leningrad affair. Zhdanov’s most important followers – Vosnesenskii, one
of the most able leaders, a member of the Politburo and a chief economist
among the leaders; A. A. Kuznetsov, a secretary of the central committee;
and P. S. Popkov, the Leningrad party secretary – were not only removed
from their positions and arrested, but executed. Unlike the pre-war years,
they were spared a show trial, and the charges against them were never
published.

The last years of Stalin had a nightmarish quality. There were periodic
purges uncovering “conspiracies,” and people expected even more bloodlet-
ting to come.

the politics of culture

The dark years between the end of the Second World War and Stalin’s death
present us with voluminous material, a veritable case study of a culture un-
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der limitless tyranny. In 1945 no one foresaw what was ahead. In the eu-
phoria of victory many believed that the people had showed their commit-
ment to the Soviet form of government and therefore could be trusted, that
terror was not necessary to maintain stability. The leaders thought other-
wise. During the war for tactical reasons they allowed considerable laxity in
ideological matters. Some time in 1946, however, they decided that it was
essential to restore communist ideology in its most dogmatic and narrow-
minded form, and gradually tightened the screws.

Some Western historians have argued that this tightening was the conse-
quence of the break with the West. It was necessary to mobilize the country
to face a new enemy. More likely it was the other way around: the Stalinists,
fearing social disintegration and aware of the great weaknesses of the re-
gime, recognized that continued friendly relations with the West were too
dangerous and subversive. They needed the cold war.

The major turning point occurred in August and September 1946, when
a series of resolutions were published under the authority of the central
committee of the Communist Party. The decision was made at the highest
level – we cannot tell from archival sources how the decision was made or
whether there were discussions or disagreements – that Soviet style disci-
pline had to be reimposed in all aspects of the life of the nation. This tight-
ening was not limited to the intellectual sphere. During the same period the
regulation concerning “strengthening the discipline in the collective farms”
was also published. The cumulative affect of the condemnations and brutal
attacks on individual intellectuals was to further narrow the sphere of the
permissible in the intellectual life of the nation. More and more topics were
placed beyond legitimate discourse.

We do not know what role Andrei Zhdanov, the man responsible for ide-
ology in the Politburo, played in the adoption of the new policies. But since
he articulated them and was their most visible spokesmen, the two years be-
tween 1946 and his death in August 1948 came to be called Zhdanovshchi-
na.  It would be wrong to see him as the single author. As the “Ezhovshchi-
na” was not Ezhov’s creation, nor was Zhdanovshchina Zhdanov’s. The
policies were Stalin’s, even though it was Zhdanov as chief ideologist whose
task it was to carry them out. The victims of Zhdanov’s denunciations did
not lose their lives, and after Zhdanov’s fall and death in 1948 both the in-
tellectual climate and the terror became worse. For this reason some histo-
rians describe Zhdanov as a moderate. But the changes occurred not be-
cause of the different personalities who temporarily seemed to possess
Stalin’s trust, for Stalin trusted no one. More likely, the changes occurred
because of changed circumstances.

The best known and indeed perhaps the most significant of the staged
events was in literature. The method here as elsewhere was to choose exam-
ples for attack, thereby defining the limits of the permissible and conveying
in most concrete terms what was expected. The party chose two journals,
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Zvezda and Leningrad, and two prominent literary figures, the humorist
Mikhail Zoshchenko and the great poet Anna Akhmatova, as object
lessons. On August 15 1946, Zhdanov delivered a speech to the leadership
of the Leningrad party organization, followed by a day-long discussion in
which the various dignitaries echoed Zhdanov’s arguments and exercised
self-criticism. Next day Zhdanov repeated his performance and participated
in another meeting where he made more or less the same points to an orga-
nization of Leningrad writers. In his speeches he blamed the party leaders
and writers for lack of vigilance. Party leaders and writers then heaped
abuse on the unfortunate artists; in usual Soviet style, the leadership insist-
ed on making everyone into an accomplice. One of the sad ironies of the sit-
uation was that within a few years all the leading figures of the Leningrad
party organization who participated in this meeting themselves became vic-
tims of the so-called Leningrad affair.

Although this was more than an attack on two individual creative figures,
and the intention was to redefine – that is, to further limit – the sphere of the
permissible, the two figures were well chosen from the party’s point of view.
Zoshchenko, a brilliant satirist, had been criticized during the war for his
strange (in Soviet circumstances) autobiographical work, Before Sunrise – it
was called self-indulgent, Freudian, apolitical. Akhmatova, perhaps the
greatest living poet, had always been only barely tolerated. It is correct to
say, and this is of course to their credit, that the two figures stood outside of
the mainstream of Soviet literature. The journal Leningrad was closed down,
and the editorial board of Zvezda was changed. Akhmatova and
Zoshchenko were expelled from the Union of writers.

It would not have been necessary to spend so much time on only two peo-
ple. That the intention of the party was greater than merely condemning
two writers became clear two weeks later, when the party condemned the
repertoire of theaters as apolitical and containing too many second-rate
Western plays. Over the next months it was the turn of the filmmakers.
Once again, the method was the same. A central committee resolution, pub-
lished on September 4, made an example of a mediocre film called A Great
Life, by director L. Lukov. At the same time works of such luminaries of So-
viet cinema as Kozintsev, Trauberg, Pudovkin, and Eisenstein were at-
tacked. It must be admitted that the Soviet treatment of intellectuals was
egalitarian: the outstanding and the second-rate received the same abuse. A
chief accusation against the artists was that they had paid “too much atten-
tion to personal problems” rather than to social issues. A Soviet artist was
not to waste his time worrying about such personal matters as love, jeal-
ousy, or death. The other point made by the critics was that the artists
painted too gloomy a picture of Soviet reality. Zoshchenko, in his story
“The Adventures of an Ape”, gave the impression that it was better to live
in a cage in the zoo than in a Soviet city; and Lukov in his film came close to
giving a realistic picture of the difficult material conditions of the Soviet
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people immediately after the war. Soviet artists, in other words, were ex-
pected to widen further the gap between the world as depicted by them and
reality. The socialist realist artist was to see the germs of the beautiful future
in the less-than-perfect present; the distinction between the “is” and the
“ought” was to be abolished.

The consequences for soviet art were devastating. The party microman-
aged the writing of novels, and requirements changed all the time. Alek-
sandr Fadeev, for example, who wrote about the heroic exploits of a group
of young people during the war in a way that corresponded to contempo-
rary requirements, had to rewrite his novel, The Young Guard.  The writer
now had to show that in fact the Communist Party played a major role in
the leadership of the partisan movement. Filmmaking was almost obliterat-
ed. While in the late 1920s about 120 films were made annually in Soviet
studios, during the last years under Stalin the situation became so difficult
that no more than four or five films were completed each year. These films
were so uniform and so lacking in artistic interest that even contemporary
observers pointed out that dialog could easily be moved from one film into
another without the audience noticing. Because Soviet cinemas had so few
new films to show, they continued to exhibit some of the successful films
made two decades earlier and, absurdly, showed captured films – so-called
trophy films – that were recut and equipped with new subtitles to make
them suitable for Soviet audiences. Most of these were mindless musicals
without political content.

Given the character of the Soviet state, one can understand why the re-
gime considered it essential to control down to the smallest details literature
and cinema, which by their very nature were likely to carry ideological mes-
sages. It is harder to understand why such control needed to be extended to
branches of art which did not carry any ostensible ideological message, such
as music. The Soviet regime, however, did not tolerate the notion that there
was anything outside its competence, or indeed, that experts, artists, schol-
ars in any field whatever had any autonomy beyond the reach of the regime.
The central committee of the party claimed that it could decide better than
musicians which was a good opera and which was not, what was good mu-
sic and what was not. In February 1948 the object of attention was Mu-
radeli’s The Great Friendship, by all accounts a dreadful work by a third-
rate composer. The occasion was used for once again denouncing
“formalist” music, that is, the kind of music that an average listener, leaving
the concert hall, could not hum on his way home. The musicians were crit-
icized for producing “anti-populist,” dissonant music without memorable
melodies. Prokofiev and Shostakovich had the “honor” of being chosen as
the primary representatives of formalism; neither international reputation
nor past services to the regime protected an artist. For comparison, we
should recall that the leaders of Nazi Germany also objected to modern
“decadent” music; however, the boundaries were drawn even more narrow-
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ly in the Soviet Union. Richard Strauss, a favorite of the Nazis, composed
music that could not have been performed at the height of Stalinism.

In the Stalinist conception, Soviet art, music, literature, and cinema were
based on different principles and were superior to anything produced in the
West. The Stalinists extended this idea even to the sciences. In their view
there was a bourgeois, reactionary science and progressive, socialist science.
According to their reasoning it was not the task of scientists to prove or dis-
prove Marxist precepts, for their “truth” had been established, but con-
versely – the correctness of scientific propositions depended on whether
they could be reconciled with the most simple-minded pronouncements of
vulgar Marxism. Since members of the central committee by definition were
better Marxists than let us say, physicists, the ultimate arbitrator of scientif-
ic work was the leadership of the Communist Party.

The social sciences suffered the most. The disciplines of sociology and po-
litical science did not exist, and the writing of modern history came to be so
distorted that no worthwhile texts survive from this period. Stalin at the
end of his life wrote a short pamphlet on economic issues and, oddly, took
a special interest in linguistics. In his essay “Economic Problems of Social-
ism in the USSR” he made the rather unstartling observation that the laws
of economics would continue to apply, and that the Soviet Union could go
on building socialism even without the triumph of world revolution. In his
essay on linguistics, he refuted the nonsensical theories associated with the
linguist Nikolai Marr, according to which language, as part of the “super-
structure,” would change under communism, and all people of the world
would come to speak the same language, an amalgam of all languages. He
proposed his own theory, just as nonsensical but more in tune with the spir-
it of the times: the language of socialism would be Russian.

Neither did the physical sciences escape. In Nazi Germany, Einstein’s rel-
ativity theory was attacked as “Jewish” science, in the Soviet Union it was
dismissed as bourgeois science. Nor could Marxist science accept the idea
that the path of movement of subatomic particles was unpredictable: “elec-
trons could not possess free will,” announced the party secretaries. Despite
the antiscientific and anti-intellectual pronouncements, Soviet physics, un-
like biology, was not destroyed. In their every-day work the scientists could
safely disregard the “theories” promulgated by the vulgar Marxists, be-
cause they were able to produce miracles – that is to say, nuclear weapons.

The situation was different in biology in general, and in genetics in par-
ticular. Soviet geneticists, who were among the most prominent scientists in
their field in the 1920s, by the nature of their discipline could not produce
miracles. As so often in the past, utopian solutions grew out of miserable re-
alities. The Stalinists wanted to revamp backward, miserable agriculture,
but were unwilling to pay the price of heavy investment. At a time when in-
cremental solutions offered little comfort, many came to be attracted to the
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extraordinary, the supernatural. The path was open for a charlatan such as
Trofim Lysenko.

The story of Lysenko is an important one, not only because of the great
harm he did to Soviet agriculture and science, but also because his story is
so revealing of the nature of the Stalinist regime. Lysenko first attracted
some notice in the late 1920s. His achievement was “vernalization,” which
meant that after soaking and chilling the seed – in order to “make them get
used to the cold” – winter wheat was planted in the spring. This process
was completely without scientific foundations and of course never produced
verifiable results. Lysenko and his supporters based an enormous and en-
tirely false superstructure on this half-baked idea. This was the time of “the
great socialist transformation.” The Stalinists proudly proclaimed that
there were no “fortresses that the Bolsheviks could not storm.” One of the
fortresses that they stormed and demolished was genuine science. Lysenko
managed to gain the approval of the authorities by clothing himself in
Marxist garb, and was thus protected from normal scientific criticism. His
“scientific theories,” such as the Lamarckian belief that acquired character-
istics could be transmitted, raised an issue central to Soviet science of the
1940s: the repudiation of the notion that there are any scientific principles
independent of the nature of society.

By the mid 1930s Lysenko had accumulated enough power to destroy his
opponents, and used his power mercilessly. One of the greatest Soviet scien-
tists and Lysenko’s main opponent, Nikolai I. Vavilov, fell victim of the
purges. But the apogee of Lysenko’s success and power came in the postwar
world. At this point that debate on issues raised by Lysenko came to an end,
and the topics of genes and heredity were placed beyond legitimate discus-
sion. During the following years Lysenko’s followers’ nonsensical pro-
nouncements could not be criticized. Soviet science now described genes as
the creations of metaphysical, bourgeois, reactionary science. According to
Lysenko and his followers, under unfavorable conditions wheat could
metamorphose itself into weeds. Furthermore, if there were no genes, of
course there could not be genetically caused illness, and Soviet medical sci-
ence stopped looking for cures for those diseases.

During 1948 Zhdanov gradually lost some of his power; he died in Au-
gust of that year, when his functions as chief ideologist were taken over by
Mikhail Suslov. It is futile to try to guess the reasons for Zhdanov’s dimin-
ishing influence. Some have speculated that he paid the price for not having
taken an energetic enough position in support of Lysenko; others saw the
cause of his fall in the changed Soviet policy toward Tito. Zhdanov was one
of the architects of the Cominform, an organization in which Yugoslavia
was to play a major role. But there is no need to search for any particular
cause: no one could retain Stalin’s favor for long. Being one of the oligarchs
was both a dangerous and an uncertain position.
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Although Zhdanov’s name came to symbolize the worst in the cultural
policies of the regime, his death did not bring any improvement, but rather
the contrary. In the Zhdanov era, people who were denounced lost their
jobs and survived; after 1948 the terror became bloodier. This is not to im-
ply, as some historians have done, that Zhdanov was a moderate in any
meaningful sense; it is simply that the character of the Stalinist regime
changed constantly. Most likely the deterioration was caused by Stalin’s
ever-increasing paranoia. The trends already in motion now accelerated. In
the severely limited public sphere, the same few topics were repeated time
and again: (1) “vigilance,” fear of subversion from the West, (2) “anti-
cosmopolitanism,” and (3) a vastly overblown Russian nationalism.

These themes were closely connected, and all were introduced into Soviet
ideology before the end of the war. Nationalism, which became a strong
component of Soviet ideology in the late 1930s, had become a guiding prin-
ciple during the struggle against the Nazis. Millions of Soviet citizens at that
time acquired some acquaintance with the West and saw that life in Europe
was better and the standard of living higher. These experiences undermined
the claim that the Soviet Union was the most advanced and progressive so-
ciety on the face of the earth. Soviet propagandists dealt with the problem
with a sleight of hand: they greatly exaggerated Soviet and past Russian
achievements. The campaign that reached full flowering in 1948 and 1949
emphasized anti-Semitism, more or less implicitly; insisted on the superiori-
ty of everything Russian, projecting this superiority into the past; and called
for vigilance concerning contacts with the West.

In the development of anti-Semitism, oddly, the war against Hitler was a
contributing factor. The leaders probably feared that Hitler’s identification
of Bolsheviks with Jews could be successful and had to be combated. Per-
haps the Soviet leaders were influenced by Nazi propaganda. Whether Stal-
in in his early career successfully hid his anti-Semitism, or whether this prej-
udice developed later is unclear, but it is evident that gradually he removed
almost all Jews from positions of power and influence. He very much ob-
jected to his daughter Svetlana marrying a Jew, and Svetlana later reported
that her father made the crudest anti-Semitic remarks. The creation of Israel
was a major factor contributing to the anti-Semitic policies of late Stalin-
ism. It was not so much that a pro-Arab policy was considered superior, but
rather that the creation of a Jewish state presented the danger of divided
loyalties among Jews. Given the ambitions of a totalitarian state, such di-
vided loyalties could not be tolerated; Jews could not be trusted.

During the last years of Stalin, anti-Semitism reached murderous propor-
tions. Most of those who participated in the state-sponsored Jewish antifas-
cist committee, which had the task of collecting money abroad during the
war, were killed. The “doctors’ plot,” devised by Stalin during the last
months of his life, was directed against doctors, almost all of them Jewish,
who were accused of attempting to murder high government functionaries.
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The government more or less openly discriminated against Jews, and many,
though not all, were removed from scientific and educational institutions.
Jews ceased to play significant roles in the party or in administration. The
country was a hairbreadth away from the revival of pogroms, this time or-
ganized by the government.

“Rootless cosmopolitan” was frequently used as a synonym for Jew, but
the vast and brutal anticosmopolitan campaign also had other goals: by
overstating past Russian achievements it aimed to compensate for the Rus-
sian feeling of inferiority and backwardness, particularly among the mil-
lions who during the war came into contact with Europe. Claiming credit
for past achievements reached ludicrous extremes. According to Soviet pub-
licists, all major scientific achievements of the nineteenth century were
made by Russians. Russian philosophy of the nineteenth century had to be
described as the most “advanced.” Marx and Engels became honorary Rus-
sians. Such nonsense could be propagated because there was no one who
could have pointed out the emptiness of the pretensions. According to the
newly formulated ideology of the Stalinist publicists, the tsarist state was
not to be blamed for suppressing small nations, or even for being the pro-
tector of the rich against the poor, but above all for being an incompetent
defender of the national interest. Who would have dared to point out that
the Bolsheviks in 1904 and 1905, during the war against Japan, hoped for
the victory of the enemy?

In order to prevent or at least limit subversive influences, the regime went
to extraordinary lengths to prevent contacts with the outside world. Of
course, no ordinary citizen could travel abroad, and no one was allowed to
marry a foreign national. A film critic who wrote with admiration about the
films of Charlie Chaplin (whose films at the time could not be shown in the
U.S. because he was suspected of communist sympathies) was denounced
for groveling before the West. The notion that science knew no borders was
described as a reactionary, anti-Soviet idea. Soviet scientists, who in the dif-
ferent atmosphere of the war had published with official permission in
Western scientific journals, were now punished and had to exercise self-
criticism. Needless to say, it was not Western but Soviet science that suf-
fered as a consequence. 



8

The age of Khrushchev

Stalin made such a profound impression that our image of Soviet history is
largely determined by him. Just as Nazism is unimaginable without Hitler,
so the Soviet form of communism is inconceivable without Stalin. The ques-
tions that occupied – and divided – Western historians of the Soviet Union
concerned the causes of Stalin’s victory in the 1920s and the nature and ex-
tent of continuity from the era of Lenin to the era of Stalin. What was it in
Marxism and Leninism that made the rise of a Stalin inevitable, as some his-
torians think, or at least possible, as others are constrained to admit? Were
there genuine alternatives to Stalin? Stalin’s rule also presents us with many
difficult issues: Why did the tyrant kill so many? How did the Soviet form
of totalitarianism function? How much support did he receive from the
people? After 1953 the central issue for the leaders and peoples of the
U.S.S.R. was how to deal with Stalin’s monstrous legacy. It was obvious
that the continued existence of the political system without Stalin was an
impossibility, yet in 1953 neither the Soviet people nor the political elite
could imagine a different government. For many years Soviet society groped
for a new equilibrium, one that was not easily found.

khrushchev’s victory

Stalin suffered a stroke and after a brief illness died on March 5, 1953. His
death must have brought relief to many who feared a new purge. His clos-
est collaborators feared for their lives. Beria, in particular, saw himself in
danger: there were signs that the suspicious Stalin was turning against him,
and Beria was losing his grip on power. If we are to believe contemporary
observers, such as Stalin’s daughter Svetlana, and Khrushchev, Beria could
hardly contain his joy at the demise of his master. Yet, as recently available
documents concerning the public mood at the time testify, the most promi-
nent emotion both among the leaders and among the common people was
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not relief but anxiety. People understood that an era had ended, but few
could imagine their lives without Stalin. The uncertainty was frightening,
and people – incredibly for the distant observer – genuinely mourned the
tyrant’s passing. Even many among those who had been victims of his vi-
cious dictatorship wept, and the country was near mass hysteria.

The first days after Stalin’s death seemed to justify the fears of those who
believed that only he could guarantee order. The body was put on display at
the House of the Trade Unions in the center of Moscow, and at four o’clock
on the afternoon of March 6 the doors were opened. The organizers of the
funeral attempted to choreograph the occasion with the same precision that
such events had always been staged in the Soviet Union, but this time they
failed. In subfreezing temperatures, hundreds of thousands of Moscovites
thronged to take their last look at the body. Beria brought reinforcements

Stalin’s funeral: Kaganovich, Bulganin, Molotov, Malenkov, and Beria
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The people of Moscow mourning Stalin

from Leningrad, but even his troops could not control the masses. We do
not know the exact numbers, for such figures were not published in the So-
viet press, but eyewitnesses spoke of hundreds of people crushed to death.
Like an Egyptian pharaoh who had slaves buried along with him, Stalin
compelled some of his people to accompany him to the other world.

Who could succeed a Stalin? It is a general characteristic of dictatorships
that they are without an orderly succession system. The normal institutions
of government fall into disuse, for they would be a limitation on absolute
power. No one can be groomed as an heir apparent, for anyone lasting too
long in that position would be suspected as a competitor of the dictator.
Heir apparents therefore frequently change and often are physically elim-
inated. There is constant struggle behind the back of the seemingly all-
powerful dictator, and when he disappears from the scene that struggle be-
comes sharper and visible to all.

The character of the Soviet system as it developed under Stalin demanded
a single ruler. Nevertheless, the top leaders, those who had attended Stalin’s
miserable midnight dinners, called for “collective leadership”; it seemed im-
possible for any of them to fill Stalin’s shoes. In any case, they wanted to pre-
vent the rise of another dictator because they feared for their personal securi-
ty; they had every reason to fear and distrust one another. They had had a
great deal of practice in internal struggle, backstabbing, and hypocrisy.

The country was exhausted by war, terror, and poverty. The Stalinist state
had paid little attention to the welfare of its citizens, and the state budgets
composed during the last years of Stalin were in fact a continuation of a
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war economy. The oligarchs, who had surrounded Stalin during the last
years of his life, and from whom the top leadership would have to emerge,
desired the establishment of a normality the like of which had not existed
since the 1920s. All of them agreed that it was necessary to ameliorate ter-
ror and improve the standard of living of the people. They had not been so
isolated as Stalin had been, and therefore were more aware of the weak-
nesses of the regime and the desperation of the peoples of the Soviet Union.
Even from the point of view of their narrow self-interest, a continuing ter-
ror of which they were likely to be the first victims was obviously not
desirable.

The new leaders saw the maintenance of order as their immediate task.
They wanted to assure the Soviet people and the rest of the world that the
country would carry on without Stalin. As an expression of their desire to
make collective leadership a reality, they reduced the size of the recently ex-
panded presidium of the central committee (formerly and later called the
Politburo) from twenty-five members to a more manageable ten. In the new
regime this was to be the decisively important organ.

The Soviet people and world opinion saw Malenkov, Beria, and Molotov
as the three most prominent leaders. Molotov had the longest record as a
major figure in the party, and after Stalin was the best known Soviet leader
in the rest of the world. However, he was never a serious contender: Molo-
tov had suffered an eclipse in power during the last years of Stalin and did
not possess an adequate base of support. The other main contender was Be-
ria, the head of the NKVD since 1938. He was perhaps the most able mem-
ber of the top leadership, but undoubtedly the most monstrous. He under-
stood that as another Georgian and as head of the feared and hated terror
organization he could not, at least right away, assume the top job, and
therefore suggested Malenkov for prime minister. In return he got complete
control over the security organs, reuniting under his leadership the ministry
of the interior and state security.

Malenkov’s position was the strongest. He was a rather colorless figure
who had spent his life in the party bureaucracy. Like all the top leaders, he
had been involved in many of the bloodiest purges of the regime, most re-
cently and importantly in the so-called Leningrad affair, where he – with Be-
ria’s help – had had the followers of Zhdanov eliminated. That he was al-
lowed to give the major report at the nineteenth party congress in 1952
indicated his standing in the party. This is not to say that Stalin trusted him
or accepted him as his successor. Still, since the old and infirm Stalin was in-
capable of giving a speech several hours in length, Malenkov got the job.
We do not know the nature of the relationship between Beria and
Malenkov – the evidence is contradictory – but it seemed at the time that
they were allied, and that together they possessed ultimate power.

In retrospect it is clear that Malenkov made a mistake in choosing the
premiership rather than assuming leadership of the party. We must recall,
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however, that Stalin had emasculated the party apparatus. The bloated min-
istries carried out the day-to-day business of government, most importantly
running the economy. Under the circumstances the governmental organiza-
tion appeared a better base of power than the seemingly moribund party.

Khrushchev was mentioned only in fifth place among the members of the
Presidium; no one could have predicted that he would ultimately emerge
victorious. But perhaps it was the seeming remoteness of his chances that
smoothed his way. In some ways the situation was similar to that follow-
ing Lenin’s death: no one could see Stalin as Lenin’s successor, therefore his
competitors did not consider him dangerous. It is easy to understand why
his competitors did not see in Khrushchev a future dictator. Like many of
his colleagues, he came from a humble background. He had very little for-
mal education, and as a young man had worked in a mine. An energetic
and ambitious person, he benefited from the opportunities offered by the
revolution, received education in party schools, and quickly rose to the
highest levels of leadership in the 1930s, at a time when the old elite was
eliminated.

Krushchev differed from the other faceless functionaries of his generation
inasmuch as he retained his earthy ways. Unlike the other members of the
Politburo, he moved easily among the common people. Indeed, he sought
them out; he could be imagined as one of them. One can only wonder how
such a person could survive and flourish in a political atmosphere that de-
manded conformity. Khrushchev conformed only outwardly. For the histo-
rian it is difficult to form a picture of Stalin, and it is almost impossible to
see the human being behind his actions, but the case of Khrushchev is alto-
gether different. He remained the rather crude but intelligent and sly person
that he always was. He proved himself to be a resourceful fighter, and an in-
dividual character.

Khrushchev as secretary of the Moscow party committee was entrusted
with the organization of Stalin’s funeral, but speeches were given only by
the top three leaders. Although Khrushchev ranked only fifth in the Presidi-
um, he was the only member of that body who also was a member of the
Secretariat. This double responsibility turned out to be a decisively impor-
tant advantage. Through the Secretariat, Khrushchev was able to revitalize
the party, and in addition to build a power base for himself. Like Stalin
three decades before, he gave party jobs to his followers, and their support
soon enabled him to make his bid for supreme power.

The struggle for power and disagreements over policies came to be inter-
twined. Ironically, the most odious of the leading figures, Beria, was the one
who wanted the most far-reaching reforms separating the current regime
from its Stalinist past. These reforms concerned the lessening of terror,
abandoning some grandiose and economically questionable Stalinist pro-
jects, and investing in the consumer sector of the economy, thereby rais-
ing the standard of living. The first sensational move came in less than a 
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month after Stalin’s death: the rehabilitation of the victims of the “doctors’
plot.” An implicit attack on Stalinist terror, this was to be the first of a se-
ries of rehabilitations.

Khrushchev took a decisive step in his struggle for power by organizing a
risky but successful plot against Beria. He prevailed because he had won
over his fellow leaders in the Presidium, all of them terrified by the sinister
chief of the political police. In addition, and very importantly, he had the
support of the top leadership of the army. Marshal Zhukov personally ar-
rested Beria at a meeting of the Presidium at the end of June. He carried out
this task, as he later confessed, nervously but gladly. Ironically and fittingly,
Beria was the last victim of a Stalinist-style purge. Needless to say, he fully
deserved his fate; but nevertheless it is worth noting that he was punished
not for his real crimes against millions – like his own victims, he was arrest-
ed on the basis of utterly fanciful and false accusations. The charges against
him were spying against Bolshevik Russia as early as 1919, and ever since
working against the interests of the Soviet state; working for the British se-
cret service; and undermining Soviet collective agriculture. In December, Be-
ria and six other KGB leaders were executed. (According to some historians
Beria was executed immediately after his arrest, and therefore his “trial,” to
put it mildly, was only a formality.) Although Malenkov was a participant
in the anti-Beria plot, the removal of a powerful potential ally from the Pre-
sidium weakened him in the coming power struggle against Khrushchev.

Although the entire leadership agreed on the necessity of immediately im-
proving the lives of the people, it was Malenkov who came to be associated
with the new policies in the eyes of the people. As premier it was he who
enunciated these policies. Malenkov acquired a degree of popularity as a re-
sult of these reforms, but in the internal struggle Khrushchev was more suc-
cessful, for he was the better politician. Malenkov’s notion that the party
and government hierarchies could be separated turned out to be unrealistic.
Not only were these two organizations intertwined, but everywhere the par-
ty organizations turned out to be more powerful. At this time, just as in the
1920s, factional struggles were not decided by popularity among the com-
mon people, but by a narrow circle of the elite. Khrushchev’s strength lay in
his ability to use the revitalized party organization and his close relationship
with the top leaders of the army. The generals were grateful to him for re-
moving Beria, but above all they supported him because Malenkov’s stress
on the production of consumer goods seemed a dangerous policy to them.
They regarded Khrushchev as a friend of what came to be called the mili-
tary industrial complex.

After the disavowal of the doctors’ plot, the victims of the so-called
Leningrad affair were also rehabilitated, and this act was a further blow to
Malenkov’s standing. Malenkov, as an heir apparent, had greater responsi-
bility for this particular crime than Khrushchev. By the end of 1954, Khru-
shchev, firmly in control of the party organization, eclipsed Malenkov, and
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in February 1955 Malenkov was forced to resign as premier – although he
retained his seat in the central committee’s presidium. Khrushchev’s friend
and ally Nikolai Bulganin became prime minister. By this time it was clear
to the rest of the world that Khrushchev was primus inter pares. The first
act of the power struggle was over, and Khrushchev, unexpectedly, had
emerged victorious.

de-stalinization

From the very outset the leaders of the new regime faced insoluble dilem-
mas: on the one hand, they neither could nor wanted to rule by Stalinist
methods; on the other, they could not repudiate the past. These people, af-
ter all, had not been innocent bystanders but were heavily implicated in the
crimes of the previous era. Stalinist institutions – such as the political police,
prison camps, the one-party state, and the collective farms – continued to
exist, and the new leaders did not even contemplate doing away with them.
Most importantly perhaps, the legitimacy of the regime was inextricably
bound up with past policies. How could one admit that the majority of the
people had never supported the revolution? How could one describe the ter-
ror that accompanied collectivization while retaining the fruit of that terror,
the collective farm system? How could one insist on the monopoly of the
party in the politics of the nation and at the same time describe openly the
crimes committed in the name of that party? Post-Stalinist Soviet society
was built on rotten foundations.

The party functionaries considered extraordinarily important how the
past was depicted, because the legitimacy of the regime depended on the
“correct” presentation of past events. As a consequence the writing of his-
tory was strictly supervised. The problems were delicate: it was not easy to
find a reasonably consistent and authoritative interpretation and stick to it.
In fact, evaluation of the Stalinist past in open discourse constantly
changed, depending on the correlation of forces within the leadership.
Books written by historians on some aspects of the Soviet past – such as the
revolution, collectivization, the nature of terror, and foreign policy – were
so misleading and written in such a stilted language as to be almost unread-
able. Although several hundred such books were published each year, the
vast majority of them remained unopened.

History writing was the voice of the Soviet regime and was therefore
heavily controlled. By contrast, the work of artists could be left open to in-
terpretation, could be regarded as something contingent. As a result, writers
and filmmakers could get much closer to telling the truth. From the point of
view of creative artists, the difficulty was that the line between what was
permissible and what was not constantly changed. In one year a writer
could achieve success for discussing an issue openly, but next year, a differ-
ent writer saying more or less the same thing could get into serious trouble.
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Indeed, the single best indicator of the liberalism of the moment was the
current state of the so-called “Stalin problem.” When writers were allowed
to publish works about their past sufferings in the camps, that implied
openness, reform, and liberalism; by contrast, when Stalin was at least par-
tially rehabilitated and his “historic achievements” stressed, that suggested
a turn to conservatism and increased repression.

Immediately after Stalin’s death Soviet intellectual life experienced a peri-
od that came to be called, after a novella published by Ilia Ehrenburg in ear-
ly 1954, the “thaw.” By the mid-1950s many of the old restrictions were
lifted, and every component of Soviet culture benefited. Works produced by
writers and film directors reasserted the significance of the individual, the
reality of emotional life, and thereby extended the private sphere. Artists
turned to genuine issues and expressed themselves with passion. Since the
Soviet system politicized all aspects of life and claimed credit for all achieve-
ments, a film or a novel that depicted the world more or less realistically
and thereby pointed to problems was inherently subversive. Vladimir Dud-
intsev’s novel Not by Bread Alone, published in 1956, by its very title ex-
pressed the spirit of this new generation. Dudintsev attacked a soulless bu-
reaucracy incapable of appreciating talent. Artists who had done interesting
work in the distant past once again took advantage of the opportunity and
returned to experimentation. The fine directors Sergei Iutkevich and Grig-
orii Kozintsev once again made films well worth watching, and the younger
director Mikhail Kalatozov made The Cranes are Flying in 1957, which had
a stylistic exuberance that reminded viewers of the golden age of the Soviet
cinema, the 1920s. From this time on among Soviet intellectuals one could
distinguish between the friends and foes of change, and the Soviet Union
ceased to be a totalitarian society.

The concept of de-Stalinization included a set of connected yet distinct
policies. Initially it meant the rehabilitation of at least some of the victims
and their return to Soviet society; but it also came to mean relatively greater
openness in treating some historical issues, liberalization of economic poli-
cies, and at least a small degree of change in the political system. Usually,
though not always, these different aspect of de-Stalinization proceeded
hand in hand.

We may say that the process began even before Stalin’s body was buried.
By adopting the principle of collective leadership, the new leaders attempt-
ed implicitly to distance themselves from Stalin and his methods. Openly
acknowledging that the “doctors’ plot” was based on trumped-up charges
had far-reaching implications: it was the first attack on a pillar of the Stal-
inist system, the political police, that had been the primary instrument of
terror. In the three years following Stalin’s death, however, only a few polit-
ical prisoners was freed. At the same time, the new rulers gave a much more
generous amnesty to common criminals. However, even freeing a small
number produced some ferment: if some were found innocent, than why
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not others? After all, the methods by which the newly freed had been con-
victed were no different from the methods used in other cases.

The official approach to Stalin changed implicitly but markedly in the pe-
riod from 1953 to 1956. A brief examination of the party newspaper, Prav-
da, for this period demonstrates the change. Stalin was still revered as the
“continuer of Lenin’s work,” but the ludicrous excesses of his deification
stopped and politically sophisticated readers of newspapers noticed that his
name appeared less frequently. Some daring authors even made some indi-
rect criticisms of his rule. Within the leadership, for example in the plenum
of the central committee, Stalinist policies even received modest but explic-
it criticisms as early as July 1953.

This was an unstable status quo. People were returning from the camps;
cinema and literature were becoming freer; pressure was building for the re-
pudiation of terror, and thereby of Stalin. At the same time Stalinist politi-
cal institutions remained intact, and no one in the leadership had an un-
tainted past. The great change, surely one of the pivotal events of Soviet
history, occurred in February 1956 at the twentieth party congress. Khru-
shchev, after being elected first secretary by the congress, gave a four-hour-
long, so-called secret speech. Although this speech was not published in the
Soviet Union until 1989, it was not really secret. It was given in front of
1,500 delegates, among them some prominent foreign communists, and was
almost immediately published abroad. In the following months party cells
discussed it, and soon every politically conscious Soviet citizen knew more
or less what Khrushchev had said at the party congress.

In his speech Khrushchev denounced Stalin’s autocratic rule, his terror,
his falsification of history, and blamed him for the reverses the country had
suffered at the outset of World War II. Of course, Khrushchev did not give
a fair and reliable evaluation of Soviet history. In his description Stalin had
departed from the correct path only in 1934, that is, at the time of the Kirov
murder and the beginning of mass terror. Khrushchev accused Stalin of
Kirov’s murder, but did not hold him responsible for the terror connected
with collectivization. He emphasized Stalin’s communist victims, but not
the murder of ordinary citizens who were caught in the machinery of terror.
Although by implication he exculpated the chief victims of the purge trials,
he did not explicitly rehabilitate them, and their names continued to be ab-
sent in discussions of the Soviet past. In “scholarly” articles, for example,
describing the first steps of Soviet diplomacy, the name of the first commis-
sar for foreign affairs, Trotsky, still could not be mentioned.

Nevertheless, it is undeniable that Khrushchev risked a great deal, both for
himself and for his regime. By attacking Stalin’s methods, Khrushchev un-
dermined the very legitimacy of the Soviet system. Dangerous questions were
inherent in Khrushchev’s presentation. Why draw the line in 1934? Why re-
habilitate some figures from the Soviet past but not others? What is one to
say about a system in which such horrendous crimes could be committed?
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One can only speculate about Khrushchev’s motives. It seems likely that
he genuinely intended to make a clean break with a past that he recognized
as criminal. He realized that it was necessary to examine the past in order to
move forward. At the same time the speech was a crucial move in his strug-
gle for power. Khrushchev was a gambler, and probably believed that how-
ever much he might suffer by the revelations, his competitors for power
would be harmed more. Almost all the top leaders – Kaganovich,
Malenkov, Molotov – were more directly involved than he, who in the
darkest years of 1937–1938 had been away from Moscow in the relative
backwater of Kiev.

The consequences came quickly. After the speech it was impossible to keep
most political prisoners in the camps any longer. The freeing of the innocent
that had begun as a trickle in 1953 became a flood after the twentieth party
congress. Millions returned to their homes, demanding and in most cases re-
ceiving formal rehabilitation. These events were not publicized, but Soviet
citizens could not help knowing about them. The return of so many of Stal-
in’s victims to Soviet society made the Stalinist horrors visible to all.

Khrushchev dealt a major blow to the entire world communist move-
ment. Communists in foreign countries who had felt compelled to defend
every Stalinist act and lie, now had the rug pulled out from under them.
Thousands found their situation untenable and left the Communist Party.
The consequences of Khrushchev’s revelations were particularly harsh in
the Soviet satellites. Here communist bosses who had committed crimes by
copying Stalinist methods were still in power. On the one hand, they could
not prevent the adoption of a new Soviet line coming from Moscow, but on
the other, they wanted to retain their posts. This contradiction resulted in
revolutionary situations in Poland and Hungary in October 1956. In Po-
land bloodshed was narrowly avoided, but the Hungarians revolted, dem-
onstrating for everyone to see that the communist regimes could be sus-
tained only with the aid of Soviet troops. Many foreign communists who
had not given up their commitment even after the admission of Stalin’s
crimes could not stand the spectacle of Soviet tanks crushing the revolution
in Hungary and left the party.

The Stalin question came to be the dominant issue in the internal struggle
within the leadership. The central committee resolution of June 1957,
drawn up by conservative leaders such as Malenkov, Molotov, and
Kaganovich, stemmed from the fear that Khrushchev had unleashed uncon-
trollable forces. While this resolution recognized some “mistakes” in Stalin-
ist leadership during the last period of his rule, it maintained that Soviet
achievements during this period outweighed the “mistakes.” The resolution
was a major step backward on the road toward greater freedom and open-
ness. The ferment within the Soviet camp in the fall of 1956 proved to con-
servative forces that Khrushchev had damaged the Soviet cause. The at-
tempt to remove him from office – an attempt that Khrushchev named the
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“anti-party” group, was the direct consequence of the “secret speech.” To
his fellow leaders Khrushchev seemed a dangerous adventurist, and the Pre-
sidium voted eight to four to remove him from office. Khrushchev respond-
ed that since he was elected by the central committee, only that body had
the right to remove him. Then, with the aid of his friends in the military in-
cluding Marshal Zhukov, he hastily assembled the central committee, and
here he prevailed. Khrushchev’s enemies had miscalculated. They failed to
appreciate that the process he had started could no longer be stopped.
Khrushchev’s policy line had supporters not merely among the Soviet popu-
lation, which would not have had much political consequence, but also in
the apparat where Khrushchev had placed supporters in crucial positions.

The attempt of the “anti-party” group was a first in Soviet history. It was
the first time that the top policy-making body had formally attempted to re-
move a leader, and it was also unprecedented that the leader, insisting on
observing formal rules, was able to retain his office. Furthermore, it was the
first time that an opposition movement was politically defeated while com-
ing to no physical harm. Malenkov became a plant manager in Kazakhstan,
and Kaganovich was appointed director of a cement factory in the Ural
Mountains. Molotov, an ex-premier and ex-foreign minister, had to suffer
the indignity of taking over the Soviet embassy in Ulan Bator, Mongolia.
The following year, in March 1958, Khrushchev assumed the premiership
in addition to leadership of the party. With the defeat of his enemies Khru-
shchev reached the apogee of his power. He never became the dictator Stal-
in had been; but the idea of collective leadership, enunciated only four years
before, was now forgotten.

The most sustained attack on Stalin during Khrushchev’s tenure in office
took place at the twenty-second party congress in 1961. This time Khru-
shchev’s speech, in which he broadened his attack, was given in a public fo-
rum. Now he explicitly held his ex-colleagues Malenkov, Molotov,
Kaganovich, and Voroshilov responsible for crimes. Newspapers published
documents over the signatures of these people demonstrating their involve-
ment in the terror. The crowning moment in de-Stalinization occurred at
this congress, when an old party member reported that Lenin had told her
in a dream that he found it unpleasant to have Stalin as his companion in
the mausoleum. Consequently – to be sure, only at night, with no public an-
nouncement – Stalin’s body was reburied in the Kremlin wall, where other
major figures of the Communist movement had found their eternal rest.
This was a considerable postmortem demotion.

agriculture

In economics, as in politics, Stalin left behind a disastrous legacy. The con-
centration on heavy industry and military preparedness had resulted in a
highly unbalanced economy, and neglecting the production of consumer
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goods had caused dire poverty. In 1952, for example, Soviet factories pro-
duced barely one pair of shoes, and that of the flimsiest quality, per citizen.
From the point of view of the average person, the improvement of the stan-
dard of living was perhaps the most significant aspect of de-Stalinization.

The new leaders immediately recognized that far-reaching changes were
needed to make the system viable. They saw that at this politically danger-
ous moment they had to cement their position by introducing popular re-
forms. The imbalance in the economy had to be righted, and incentives had
to be given to workers to raise productivity. Some of the reforms were ne-
cessitated by the needs of the moment and made little economic sense. The
government paid higher prices to the collective farms for compulsory deliv-
eries, increased wages in factories, and reduced pressure on the population
to buy government bonds. At the same time it lowered food prices. Neither
industry nor agriculture could satisfy the increased demand: lines in stores
got longer, and frustrated consumers put further pressure on the state for an
improved standard of living.

Khrushchev was a fervent believer in the superiority of the Soviet political
and economic system. Like the founders of the Bolshevik regime, he saw in
economic growth and modernization the justification and legitimization of
the vast historic undertaking. Once safely installed in power, he was ready
to challenge the rich Western nations, especially the most powerful, the
United States. He had no doubt that societies and economies were infinitely
malleable, and that the powerful regime he headed gave his country great
advantages. All that was necessary was to find the right system, the right
combination and incentives, coercion, and encouragement, and then the So-
viet Union would flourish more than any country on earth. He was ready to
try. He introduced one reform after another, some of them necessary and
wise, some necessary but ill-conceived, and some foolishly utopian and ulti-
mately disastrous.

By far the most serious economic problem facing the nation was the state
of agriculture – the always neglected stepsister of heavy industry. How
could one talk about improved standards of living when the population was
on the verge of starvation? The memory of famines was still fresh. The de-
moralized, exploited peasants, deprived of investment that would have en-
abled them to modernize their farms and use machinery and fertilizers, were
barely able to feed the population. The peasants were second-class citizens;
unlike workers, they were not allowed to carry their own domestic pass-
ports, and therefore their freedom to travel depended on the good will of
the chairman of the kolkhoz. Whoever had the opportunity to escape to the
cities did so.

Khrushchev from the very beginning took a major role in agricultural re-
forms. He had been born into a peasant family; of all the major leaders of
the Stalin era, he had the best understanding of the disastrous conditions of
the countryside. He visited farms and, unlike other bureaucrats, moved eas-
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ily among the peasants. As the leader of the Ukrainian party organization
he had overseen the recovery of the countryside after the war, and had
called Stalin’s attention to the famine of 1947. On returning to Moscow, in
a desperate attempt to lessen the distinction between peasants and workers,
he sponsored the utopian idea of creating agricultural towns.

As leader of the U.S.S.R., Khrushchev spent a considerable portion of his
time dealing with the problems of the countryside. He was a man of extra-
ordinary energy, willing to try various methods to overcome backwardness.
He was full of ideas. Any brief schematic description of the agrarian re-
forms would give a misleading picture, as it would give the appearance of
systematic thinking and order in a process that in fact was haphazard. At
times Khrushchev’s government allowed the farms greater independence in
deciding what to plant and how to carry out their work; on other occasions,
the independence of the collective farms came to be further limited; at times
the government encouraged peasants to take advantage of the private plots;
at other times the entire system of private plots came under fire as “insuffi-
ciently socialist.”

The first and most significant and necessary step was so obvious that one
could hardly call it a reform. The government needed to reduce the great in-
come inequality between workers and peasants. This was done by raising
prices on products that the collective farms had been compelled to deliver to
the state, and by lowering the tax that the peasants paid on profits from the
sale of produce and domestic animals. In the following years several further
reductions took place. Although only a tiny segment of the land under cul-
tivation was affected, the policy led to rapid improvement, for it gave in-
centives to the peasants to increase their holdings of livestock and to pro-
duce more on their small plots. Increased investment in the production of
fertilizers and agricultural machinery did not have such immediately benefi-
cial results, but clearly was a necessary and wise step.

The slow and steady rise of total output and productivity was not enough
for Khrushchev. He had far more ambitious plans. On his initiative the So-
viet government decided to increase the availability of food, not by further
improvement in productivity but by bringing new lands under cultivation.
By definition this meant cultivating marginal lands where the climate was
inclement or unreliable. In the course of the next two or three years vast ar-
eas, mostly in central Asia and southern Siberia, were brought under culti-
vation. All the newly cultivated regions lacked the necessary superstructure
to make life reasonably comfortable, or even tolerable. In Soviet circum-
stances, of course, there could be no question of attracting people by offer-
ing them land and freedom. The government instead organized an elaborate
campaign, largely among Komsomol youth, of persuading people to accept
the inevitable hardships and move to these lands. During 1954 alone,
300,000 young people went east. This heroic large-scale undertaking, a
mass mobilization calling on the population to sacrifice in the hope of a bet-
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ter future, was very much in the usual Soviet style. The campaign was simi-
lar to the campaigns of the 1930s, when the government persuaded, ca-
joled, and compelled young people to build cities, power plants, and steel
mills in remote locations in Siberia.

How should we evaluate the success of the virgin land program? The first
harvest in 1954 was good, but the next year, a drought year, was disas-
trously poor in the virgin lands. The failure undermined Khrushchev’s still-
precarious position within the leadership. Fortunately for him, in 1956 the
weather conditions were favorable in the newly cultivated areas, but not in
European Russia, so he could argue that the newly cultivated lands had
saved the country from starvation. After a few years, because of ecological
problems, the average yield declined. It also became obvious that the grain
produced in these lands, partly because of the cost of transportation, was
several times more expensive than what was grown in the traditional grain-
producing areas. The country paid a high price for the virgin land program.
Much of the new agricultural machinery produced by Soviet factories was
sent to these regions, and therefore the much-needed mechanization of the
traditional Russian village had to be further postponed. After a few years
people started to return to European Russia, and a substantial portion of
the newly cultivated lands had to be abandoned. Still it would be wrong to
write off the virgin land program as a mistake. Despite the errors of man-
agement and the vagaries of weather, the newly cultivated lands continued
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to make up a substantial portion (between one-third and one-half) of the to-
tal grain output of the country.

It is also difficult to give a simple verdict on the most significant agricul-
tural reform of the Khrushchev era – the abolition of the machine tractor
stations in 1958. When these stations were first established, at the time of
collectivization, the regime could not have managed without them. The
country possessed few tractors, and there was no other way to provide 
the newly established collective farms with mechanized labor. Furthermore,
the Stalinist regime needed these outposts of the city in the still incomplete-
ly controlled countryside for political reasons. They acted as intermediaries
between the regime and the peasantry, carrying out tasks of control and in-
doctrination. Although temporarily necessary, they were hardly an efficient
way to deal with the problems of agriculture. The collective farms constant-
ly had to negotiate with the MTSs regarding when and how the necessary
work would be carried out. The kolkhozes could never be certain that the
work would be carried out on time. Divided responsibility was obviously
harmful.

Khrushchev decided that both the collective farm system and the econo-
my were strong enough to do away with this unnecessary division of re-
sponsibility. He may have been correct, but the reform was carried out hur-
riedly, without sufficient planning and preparation. Instead of taking
several years, in which the farms could have accumulated enough capital to
purchase the necessary machinery, the reform was completed within a single
year. In the case of the largest collectives the problems were manageable: of-
ten a machine tractor station served a single kolkhoz, and under the cir-
cumstances it made good sense to consolidate them. The smaller and poor-
er collective farms, however, could not manage. Often they had to abandon
building projects in the middle of construction, or assume crippling debts
that deprived them of capital for years to come.

The abolition of the MTSs had other negative consequences. The workers
were reluctant to become kolkhoz members, which meant not merely a re-
duction of income but – even worse from their point of view – a reduction
in status. The skilled and ambitious among them sought jobs in the cities,
and the farms were left without enough people to take care of the machin-
ery. The exodus produced increased waste. Machinery that could have easi-
ly been repaired stood idle, gathering rust. In the following years the
kolkhozes were in no position to buy new machinery, and the overall out-
put of the Soviet agricultural machine-making industry actually declined. In
the mechanization of the Soviet countryside, the abolition of the MTSs rep-
resented a step backward, and it took a long time to catch up even with the
previous low standards.

The large collective farms could cope with the new situation better, and
this was yet another reason for Khrushchev to encourage the amalgamation
of small kolkhozes into giant ones. However, one suspects the main reason
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was a communist belief that large size equaled modernity and progress. For
a communist, and especially for Khrushchev, the larger farms also seemed
more socialist than the small ones. Hand in hand with the process was the
transformation of many collective farms into state farms. From the point of
view of the individual peasant, working on a state farm meant having a
more reliable income, but losing the option of keeping a private plot, which
in some circumstances could be quite profitable. Generally, the large farms,
whether collective or state farms, were better administered. However, the
increased size of the farms further removed the individual peasant from the
place where the decisions were made, and thereby contributed to alienation.

Khrushchev paid particular attention to animal husbandry. The con-
sumption of meat, milk, and eggs seemed to him the most reliable sign of
material well-being. In order to prove, therefore, that the Soviet Union was
going to be the richest country on earth, he had to raise output in meat and
meat products. In 1957 he made a utopian, foolish, but somehow touching
announcement that within a few years the Soviet Union would overtake the
richest country on the face of the earth, the United States, in the production
of meat, milk, and butter. The Soviet Union would be not only the most
egalitarian society on earth, but also would provide its citizens with the
highest standard of living.

Khrushchev’s choice for the arena of competition was particularly unfor-
tunate, for of all aspects of the economy it was animal husbandry that had
suffered most in Soviet times as a result of collectivization and the Second
World War. Khrushchev would have needed a miracle to achieve his goal,
and miracles seldom happen. An incident that occurred in Riazan, hardly
significant in itself, is symptomatic of the Soviet dilemma, approach, and ul-
timately tragedy. The party sent out a circular to the districts to pay in-
creased attention to meat production. The first secretary of the Riazan dis-
trict committee, a certain Larionov, committed his district to more than
double its meat production in 1959. As was the custom in the Soviet Union,
the achievement of one person, or at least in this instance the promise of
achievement, served as a mobilization device for the entire nation. Larionov
and his district received a great deal of national attention and honors, and
other districts were instructed to follow the Riazan example. Indeed, quotas
were raised, and promises of vastly increased output came from different
parts of the country.

It is impossible to know if Larionov really believed that he could achieve
this goal, or if he knew that he was participating in a rigged public relation
effort. The realization must have come to him that by normal methods he
could not possibly achieve his goal. He therefore compelled the collective
farms to slaughter their animals, and made his agents buy animals in the
surrounding districts – until the authorities in those districts discovered
what Larionov was doing and resisted his efforts. His people used various
subterfuges, such as buying meat in the shops and reselling to the state at
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vastly lower prices. Riazan’s “accomplishments” were celebrated nation-
wide, and Larionov received medals and distinctions. He promised further
increases for the following year, although the agriculture of the district was
on the verge of collapse. When at the end of 1960 the scandal could not be
covered up and Larionov’s methods were investigated, the unfortunate man
committed suicide.1 At the time of Khrushchev’s departure from the politi-
cal arena in 1964, the nation’s output in meat and meat products was low-
er than in 1959.

Khrushchev believed that the best animal feed was corn. He enthusiasti-
cally supported the expansion of the area devoted to corn growing from the
beginning of his tenure. He embarked on the project of increasing meat pro-
duction and, especially after his visit to the United States, became almost
obsessed. Corn was planted in regions that were clearly unsuited for this
plant, with obviously unfavorable consequences for Soviet agriculture. The
planting of corn required much time, labor, and machinery, and the results
were disappointing. Converting from other animal feeds made little sense
given the climatic conditions, and after Khrushchev’s removal from office
the campaign was abandoned.

Unfortunately for Khrushchev, 1963 was a drought year, leading to such
a shortage of bread that rationing had to be reintroduced. The agricultural
failure was one of the contributing factors to Khrushchev’s ultimate politi-
cal defeat. This time, for the first time in Soviet history, the authorities de-
cided to alleviate the suffering of the people by buying grain abroad. In the
following decades such purchases became a regular occurrence.

industry

During the Khrushchev era, as before, the industrial sector of the economy
performed better than the ever-troubled agriculture sector. Despite serious
problems, industrial growth continued to be impressive. The government
made substantial investments both in national defense and heavy industry,
while raising the standard of living of the people of the Soviet Union. The
performance of the economy allowed Khrushchev to believe that the future
belonged to communism and to issue his foolish challenge to the capitalist
West. “We will bury you” he said, meaning that his system would prove it-
self superior and win the economic competition. The rest of the world, see-
ing Soviet achievements, would inevitably follow the communist path.

The remarkable fact is that the impressive economic performance took
place despite appalling inefficiencies and irrationalities. The problems were
the consequence of the very nature of the highly centralized Soviet planned
economy, based at least partially on Marxist ideology. The problems, there-
fore, could not be resolved. Khrushchev, aware of some of the problems, re-
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sponded by constant attempts at reform and reorganization. Instead of im-
proving the situation, he sometimes made it worse by creating confusion.

The problems which retarded the normal development of industry re-
mained the same: the economy was overcentralized, and planners, in the ab-
sence of a market and realistic prices, found it increasingly difficult to give
meaningful instructions. Methods that had worked when the economy was
reasonably simple, worked less and less well. Since according to Marx only
human labor, not capital, produced value, planners had great difficulty de-
ciding how scarce capital should be allocated. On what basis, for example,
would a Marxist economist calculate whether it was better to build a capital-
intensive electrified railroad line or one that used steam engines? Since inter-
est on capital could not be calculated, capital came to be inefficiently used
and overcommitted.

The absence of a realistic price structure, due to the lack of a market
mechanism, was an even more serious problem. Since the simple measure of
producing profit could not be used, economists had to wrestle with the
problem of success indicators. They could find no other way of measuring
the performance of enterprises than their fulfillment of the plan. Since the
income (in the form of bonuses) and career of the factory manager, party
secretary, chief bookkeeper, chief engineer, and so forth, depended on the
factory’s fulfillment of the plan, they were overmotivated to meet specific
plan targets. It was in their interest to persuade the planners to set these
goals as low as possible. Furthermore, they avoided the introduction of any
new product and were suspicious of innovations that might produce uncer-
tainty. How the planning figures were expressed almost always gave the fac-
tory managers irrational incentives. If, let us say, the plan of a factory that
produced nails was expressed in terms of weight, it was in the interest of
that factory to produce large and heavy ones. If the plan of a shoe factory
was expressed in terms of the number of shoes produced, the director of the
factory had an incentive to produce shoes of a smaller size.

The position of the planners was very difficult, and as the economy be-
came more complex and consumer demand increased, it became untenable.
They made their calculations on the basis of past production, input-output
requirements, political considerations, and were often under pressure from
powerful political forces. In order to avoid the irrationalities built into a
process which did not have the guidance of a market, the planners had to
give more and more precise instructions to the factories regarding what was
expected. The inevitable irrationalities of the system became most evident
and disturbing in the consumer sector. The factory manager who was vital-
ly interested in the fulfillment of the plan, because his bonus and his career
depended on it, had no great concern whether the shoes produced by his
workers could actually be sold in the shops. It was a sign of material prog-
ress when for the first time, stores had to face the problem of unsalable
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goods. Some of the consumer goods produced were of such shoddy quality
that even the long-suffering Soviet consumers would not accept them.

In an article published in 1962, an economist Evsei Liberman came up
with the daring idea that at least as far as the production of consumer goods
was concerned, the performance of the enterprises should be measured by
profit. In other words, it was not enough to produce shoes – the shoes had
to be of such quality that they could be sold. It was, however, impossible to
divide the economy between light and heavy industry. Since a Soviet-type
economy could not provide realistic prices for the raw material used in the
consumer sector, the concept of profit continued to be more or less mean-
ingless. Still, Liberman’s idea was a good one, and Khrushchev and his
successors experimented with this and similar reforms in the following
decades.

Excessive centralization was built into the Soviet economy from the time
of the Bolshevik revolution. The branches of the economy were headed by
ministries, and the ultimate coordinator of the economy was the council of
ministers. But bureaucrats making their decisions in Moscow could not be
aware of local conditions, and often they did not take advantage of geo-
graphical proximities and as a consequence gave irrational directions. A fre-
quently cited example of such waste was the proverbial freighter belonging
to one ministry that carried material up river, but returned empty, while an-
other freighter, belonging to another ministry, carried material down river
and made the return journey empty. Factories that depended on bureaucra-
cies in Moscow sometimes had to acquire raw material from distant
sources, even though the same material could have been acquired locally.

In 1957 Khrushchev introduced a revolutionary change. He abolished the
economic ministries and in their place created over 100 local economic
councils, the so-called sovnarkhozy, each responsible for a district. He
placed all enterprises within their territorial limits under them. Although
Khrushchev had sound economic reasons for desiring decentralization, at
the same time the move was also a maneuver in the political battle he was
waging. At that time his opponents were still in control of the vast ministe-
rial apparatus, and destroying them served his immediate political interests.

The establishment of the sovnarkhozy was a typical Khrushchevian re-
form: it grew out of a genuine need, but it was insufficiently considered, in-
adequately prepared, and ultimately created more problems than it solved.
The local leaders did not and could not have had a national perspective,
and therefore were in no position to establish priorities. The abolition of
economic ministries did not diminish bureaucracy. Instead, decisions were
handed over to generally less capable bureaucrats in the provinces, who felt
unable to cope. Enterprises now could not count on raw material coming
from a different district. National coordination fell to the state planning
board, Gosplan, in Moscow, but this agency did not have the resources and
power to enforce its decisions. Gradually committees were established,
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which functioned like the previously abolished ministries. The power and
authority of the sovnarkhozy were gradually reduced, and after Khru-
shchev’s removal they were abolished and the ministerial structure reestab-
lished. It is fair to say that Khrushchev’s attempt at reorganization made
matters worse.

foreign relations

The Stalinist worldview did not tolerate shades of gray. The Soviet Union
had only friends and enemies; one could be either a servant, willing to fol-
low every whim of the tyrant, or an enemy, to be opposed by all available
means. In 1948, when the Yugoslav communists rebelled against Stalinist
high-handedness and claimed a modicum of independence, Stalin excom-
municated them from the bloc. Soviet propaganda attacked the Yugoslav
leaders with a venom that surpassed even the extraordinarily vicious ver-
biage used against the worst enemies of communism such as Dulles,
Churchill, and Truman. Stalin chose to have a smaller but monolithic bloc.
Because he imposed a mind-numbing uniformity within his own country, it
would have been inconsistent to allow people beyond the border to follow
their own ideas and still call themselves communists. Stalinists, while they
caused boundless misery to those who had the misfortune of living under
them, nonetheless conducted foreign policy in a more or less predictable
fashion and were generally averse to taking great risks. Soviet foreign poli-
cy makers took an active interest only in regions that were contiguous to
their empire. Given limited Soviet capabilities, it could hardly have been
otherwise.

De-Stalinization in foreign affairs necessitated a thorough revision of an
entire worldview. The new theoretical underpinning of foreign policy came
to be called “peaceful coexistence.” Khrushchev and his fellow leaders re-
pudiated the long-standing Soviet belief that war was an inevitable conse-
quence of the capitalist world order. Publicists went to a great deal of trou-
ble finding proper quotations showing that a desire for peace had always
been the cornerstone of Soviet foreign policy. Malenkov first, and later
Khrushchev, openly acknowledged the obvious: a war between the nuclear
powers had become unwinnable. Peaceful coexistence, however, did not
mean that the Soviet Union would forever be satisfied with the existing cor-
relation of powers. On the contrary: Khrushchev, the last Soviet leader with
a boundless faith in the communist cause, took it for granted that the Sovi-
et system would be victorious without war; its egalitarian ideology and eco-
nomic successes would prove irresistible to the population of the world. Co-
existence, therefore, meant both the plan to extend Soviet influence, and at
the same time, perhaps paradoxically, a desire to lessen international ten-
sion to avoid the danger of conflagration.
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The Soviet leaders took a new approach to all areas of the world. First of
all, they attempted to find some kind of modus vivendi with the West, pri-
marily with the preeminent capitalist power, the United States. Second, they
were willing to reconsider the nature of Soviet control over international
communism and to allow a degree of independence, a change that brought
turbulence within a short time. Third, they took a far greater interest in the
underdeveloped world, courting and often using poor nonallied countries
to spread Soviet influence. A greatly increased military strength for the first
time enabled the Soviet leaders to make the influence of their country felt
everywhere in the world. By the end of the Khrushchev period the Soviet
Union was participating in a vast chess game on a global scale. Aspects of
Soviet foreign policy, of course, are distinguished only for descriptive and
analytical purposes. In reality Soviet behavior in one part of the world
greatly influenced Soviet opportunities and problems elsewhere.

Immediately following Stalin’s death, the new rulers had much to worry
about and were in no mood or position to risk any ambitious foreign ven-
tures. But they well understood that in the West, Stalin’s death was per-
ceived as a possible source of confusion and therefore weakness. It was es-
sential both to ameliorate international tension and at the same time to
convince possible adversaries that the Soviet Union was able and willing to
defend its interests. Fortunately for them, the explosion of the first Soviet
hydrogen bomb in August 1953 demonstrated the fact that the Soviet
Union was now a major power.

Soviet leaders took concrete steps to show the world that they wanted
to start a new era. First of all, they pressured their Chinese and Korean
allies to end the stalemated war in Korea. In this respect the political inter-
ests of the new president of the United States, Dwight D. Eisenhower, and
the new rulers in Moscow coincided. In Europe, the Soviet government
decided to give up its bases in Finland, which had little military signifi-
cance but could have become tools for pressuring Finland. From that time
on, propagandists argued incessantly that in contradistinction to the United
States, the Soviet Union was peace-loving because it possessed no foreign
bases. Perhaps the most significant Soviet concession was the acceptance
of the Austrian state treaty in May 1955. Austria at the end of the war
had come under four-power control. But unlike in Germany, the Soviet
Union never attempted to set up a satellite regime in Austria, which would
have made the withdrawal of Soviet forces a great deal more difficult.
We of course cannot know exactly what was going on in the minds of
the Soviet leaders, but it is likely that acceptance of a non-Soviet con-
trolled but neutral Austria was primarily a signal to Germany. It was to
whet the appetites of the Germans for a unified, independent, but neutral
country.

For understandable reasons Soviet policy makers, barely a decade after
the conclusion of the devastating war, were very much concerned about the
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revival of German military strength. The chief goal of Soviet policy in Eu-
rope was the prevention of the rearmament of the Federal Republic as a
part of NATO. But how could the Soviets prevent such a development? Pro-
paganda, as always, was a useful tool; Moscow deployed the communist
parties of Western Europe, most importantly among them the French party.
The communists played on Western European fears of revived German ag-
gression, but propaganda alone was not enough. Soviet policy makers inti-
mated that they were willing to sacrifice their East German comrades if the
West was willing to accept a united but neutral Germany. From the point of
view of Western politicians, sacrificing West Germany’s contribution to
NATO in exchange for the exclusion of the much smaller and weaker East
Germany from the Soviet alliance system would have been a bad bargain, so
Soviet intentions were never tested.

The situation in East Germany was becoming untenable. Four-power
control over Berlin was a major obstacle in the process of legitimizing the
East German regime. Berlin was an open door for the citizens of the East,
and three million Germans simply took the subway and found themselves in
the West. A Soviet-style regime could not tolerate giving its citizens the op-
tion of simply walking away. When Khrushchev finally recognized that his
German policy had not succeeded – that he could not squeeze the Allies out
of Berlin, and that a united, neutral Germany was an unattainable vision –
he drew the necessary conclusions. In August 1961 he allowed the East
German communist leadership to build a wall across the middle of Berlin,
making further escapes impossible for all practical purposes. This solution
led to much derision of international communism, but it is hard to imagine
any other means of stabilizing the East German regime. This policy was ul-
timately vindicated when some years later East Germany was recognized as
a member of the international community.

The rest of the Soviet bloc presented a different set of problems. The
death of Stalin had the most immediate and far-reaching consequences in
Hungary and Poland. Soviet high politics and politics in the satellites came
to be intertwined. Imre Nagy, for example, a prominent Hungarian leader,
was Malenkov’s man in Budapest. In 1953 Nagy introduced a popular new
program that increased investment in the production of consumer goods
and allowed at least some of the victims of the terror to leave prison and
concentration camps. However, when Malenkov lost his position in Mos-
cow in 1955, Imre Nagy was also forced to give up his position as premier,
and Matyas Rakosi, perhaps the most hated Stalinist leader in Eastern Eu-
rope, regained control of the government.

Most but certainly not all the members of the ruling elites in the satellites
welcomed the changes: diminished Soviet economic exploitation, repudia-
tion of the terror, and a chance to grope for legitimacy by pursuing more
popular policies. At the same time, the little Stalins – people who had com-
promised themselves by leading the bloody purges – were now exposed and
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found their positions undermined. Like the Stalinist leaders in Moscow,
Khrushchev’s enemies, it was in their interest to resist the changes. But that
put them in a paradoxical position: how could those whose power derived
from the willingness to follow Moscow’s instructions, suddenly, when the
Soviet Union became somewhat more humane, begin to resist?

When Khrushchev had successfully elbowed out his fellow leaders and
emerged on top, he decided to patch up the quarrel with Tito. After the vio-
lent Soviet denunciations of the Yugoslavs, bringing Tito back into the bloc
was obviously a difficult and embarrassing matter. Khrushchev visited Bel-
grade, and in effect admitted past Soviet errors and blamed them all on Be-
ria. Yugoslavia could never again be reduced to the level of a satellite; from
this point on it was an ally that usually, but not always, supported Soviet
positions in the international scene. That Tito was allowed to pursue his in-
dependent policies and still be recognized as a communist meant that other
Eastern European leaders would also have greater latitude. The seeds of
polycentrism were now planted.

The reconciliation with Tito and the twentieth party congress had signif-
icant effects everywhere in Eastern Europe. In Hungary and Poland the re-
gimes teetered on the edge of collapse. The crisis became particularly severe
in those two countries because of the disintegration of the leadership. In Po-
land the death of the Stalinist leader, Boleslaw Bierut, was followed by a
struggle within the Communist elite. Anti-Communist forces among the
working classes took advantage of the situation, with workers in the fore-
front of the struggle. In Poznan in June 1956, clashes occurred in the course
of which dozens of people were killed. In October Poland was on the verge
of revolution, and the party leadership was split on the question of how to
deal with the crisis. Soviet leaders came to Warsaw to discuss the crisis and
accepted Wladislaw Gomulka as first secretary. Since Gomulka had been
excluded from the leadership in 1948, he possessed a degree of popularity.
The Poles expected that Gomulka’s leadership would mean the beginning of
a new era, and the revolutionary wave subsided.

In Hungary events turned out differently: there members of the Commu-
nist intelligentsia were the most active agents for change. Writers, poets,
and scholars were searching for the new limits of freedom; in their writings
and speeches they attempted to push the limits of the permissible. As would
happen again in Prague in 1968 and in Moscow in 1989, permission to ex-
amine the past produced a momentary euphoria. But Rakosi, the old Stalin-
ist leader who had successfully opposed the reformist course of Imre Nagy,
remained in power. An anomalous situation was created: courageous people
ever more explicitly expressed their rage against past crimes, and yet those
responsible for the very same crimes remained in power. The leadership
gave ground only under pressure, and so slowly that it satisfied no one. Al-
though Rakosi was forced out in July, the man who assumed his position,
Erno Gero, was only slightly less reprehensible.
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On October 23, university students organized a demonstration in sup-
port of the Poles. This was at a time when revolutionary changes were oc-
curring in Poland. The demonstration almost immediately turned into a
revolution. After only a few days of hesitation, the united Soviet leadership
decided to suppress the revolution by force. Khrushchev and his comrades
did not fear losing Hungary’s contribution to the Soviet military alliance,
which was in any case minimal. Nor did they worry about the possible es-
tablishment of NATO bases in Hungary. However, they rightly believed
that allowing Hungary to leave the alliance would have a devastating effect
on the rest of the bloc. Nor could they tolerate a communist society ceasing
to be communist: their ideology dictated that history move in the direction
of communism – there could be no reverse course.

Difficult as Soviet problems with the Eastern European “allies” were,
worse was to come: relations with the other major communist power, Chi-
na, gradually deteriorated. China was never a Soviet satellite: the Chinese
communists won power for themselves with minimal Soviet help, so the
Russians were never in a position to control Chinese policy. Nevertheless,
in the 1950s the two major communist powers found a common interest in
maintaining the appearance of “unshakable unity.” Now, however, the
Chinese had a series of complaints: they disliked the theory of peaceful co-
existence, viewing it as a loss of revolutionary zeal in Moscow. They con-
sidered the denunciation of Stalin a dangerous precedent at a time of an
ever-growing, insane cult of Chairman Mao. They blamed the Russians for
an unwillingness to share nuclear secrets with them. The Soviet leaders in
turn were concerned by Mao’s independent and aggressive policies. The ap-
pearance of a major and soon-to-be-nuclear power on their Asian border
filled the leaders in Moscow with consternation. The disputes first took
place behind closed doors. Then the two sides used proxies and an Aesopi-
an language: the Chinese attacked Yugoslav “reformist” policies, and the
Russians reciprocated by attacking Albania, which was gradually becom-
ing a Chinese satellite.

The Sino-Soviet split was a major setback for Khrushchev: now the Sovi-
et Union had to compete for ideological leadership within the Communist
camp. Khrushchev was put on the defensive. The enemies of the Soviet
Union would sooner or later exploit the open enmity, and the satellites
would use the opportunity to increase their leverage. The Rumanians went
furthest: they soon started to pursue an independent foreign policy.

Khrushchev showed a great interest in the underdeveloped world. It
would be idle to speculate whether an increased involvement in the policies
of distant countries benefited the Soviet Union. The elite saw in the expan-
sion of Soviet influence a sign that the future belonged to communism, and
took pleasure and pride in this development. However, there was a price to
pay. “Friends” were won over not by the power of communist ideology, but
by the expectation of economic and military help. Such help was a great ad-
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ditional burden on the Soviet economy, and Soviet involvement in trouble
spots created the possibility of dangerous conflict with the West.

Khrushchev went out of his way to court the leaders of Asia and Africa.
As relations with China deteriorated, Khrushchev successfully cultivated a
relationship with India. France and Britain had been forced to retrench
from their previously vast colonial empires, and they had left behind turbu-
lent regions. The growth of Soviet influence was particularly strong in these
most troubled areas. In the Middle East, the opening was provided by the
creation of the state of Israel. Here, as elsewhere, Soviet foreign policy mak-
ers encouraged nationalist movements to challenge and undermine the posi-
tion of the West. In October 1956, England and France in a desperate and
ill-considered move unsuccessfully attempted to prevent the nationalist
Egyptian leader, Gamal Abdul Nasser, from nationalizing the Suez Canal.
Ridiculously, the Soviet Union, while suppressing the Hungarian revolu-
tion, posed as the defender of the underdog in the Middle East. Khrushchev
threatened Western “imperialists” with missiles. The Soviet Union became
ever more involved in Middle Eastern affairs, acquiring one client after an-
other, each desirous of economic and military help. As long as American
support for Israel was undiminished, the Soviet Union could count on hav-
ing friends in the Middle East.
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In time the Soviet Union came to sponsor almost all “liberation” move-
ments around the world, and could do so without much cost to itself. Al-
though the Soviet Union never gained permanent friends in the underdevel-
oped world, Soviet help enabled the elites in these newly independent
countries to take a more anti-Western stance than they would have other-
wise.

Unlike Soviet involvement in the Middle East and Africa, where the ad-
vance took place without substantial risks, Soviet sponsorship of the Cuban
revolutionary Fidel Castro turned out to be a dangerous business. In Stalin’s
time the Soviet Union took very little interest in Latin America. From the
point of view of the Soviet leadership this was not a promising area – the
continent had no powerful communist movement, and it was too close to
the United States.

Although the Soviet Union had nothing to do with Castro’s coming to
power, nevertheless, soon after Castro’s victorious march into Havana,
U.S.- Cuban relations quickly deteriorated. The socialist, antidemocratic,
and anti-American policies of the young revolutionary leader were bound
to alienate American policy makers. As Castro took steps against the mid-
dle class, and as some of his disenchanted followers came to the United
States, the American attitude quickly solidified into hostility. American eco-
nomic warfare and the threat of military intervention made the Cubans
look for help where they could get it. After an American-sponsored inva-
sion of the island failed, Cuba’s move into the Communist orbit was alto-
gether predictable.

In 1962 Khrushchev embarked on his most dangerous foreign policy ven-
ture: he placed intermediate-range missiles in Cuba, missiles capable of car-
rying nuclear warheads and thereby threatening the United States itself.
Since the affair would quickly end with a great humiliation for the Soviet
Union, the question has often been asked, why did the Soviet leader make
this mistake? Obviously, he expected that the installation of the missiles
could occur in secret and would confront the United States with a fait ac-
compli. Since the Soviet Union was ringed by American bases, he assumed
the Americans would be in no position to be indignant. We will never know
his motives, but there are several possibilities. A prominent historian of So-
viet foreign policy suggested that he intended to impress his Chinese com-
rades with his daring.2 He may have wanted to assure Cuban security by
making an attack on the island impossibly costly. He may have regarded
this move as a first step in increasing Soviet influence in the Western hemi-
sphere. Of course, these options were not mutually exclusive.

He obviously did not expect the strong American response, and willing-
ness to take the gravest risk. The difference was that as of 1962 American
missile strength, and more importantly American logistical ability so near
the American mainland, were incomparably superior to Soviet strength.
The Soviets were simply not capable of projecting strength to this distant
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part of the world. The Soviet backdown was humiliating for the country,
and no doubt for Khrushchev personally, and surely contributed to his ulti-
mate downfall. In the long run, however, the consequence was a commit-
ment by the Soviet leadership to an increased military buildup.

khrushchev’s defeat

On October 14, 1964, the plenum of the central committee of the Commu-
nist Party of the Soviet Union freed N. S. Khrushchev from his state and
party responsibilities, ostensibly at his own request, on account of his dete-
riorating health. This was the only successful palace coup in Soviet history.
Obviously, Khrushchev’s numerous opponents learned from the lessons of
the abortive 1957 coup. They prepared their move carefully: they chose an
occasion when the first secretary was away from the capital, gained the as-
sent of almost all the top leaders, and made sure they observed all party
rules and regulations.

The charges leveled against Khrushchev by Mikhail Suslov at the plenum –
not published at the time – included mismanagement of the economy and
“errors” in foreign policy. Neither the Cuban missile crisis nor the deteriora-
tion of relations with China were mentioned, presumably because on these
major issues there were no differences within the leadership. One gets the im-
pression that although foreign policy setbacks weakened Khrushchev’s posi-
tion, these were not the major reasons for his removal. The fact that the
country had endured a couple of disastrously bad harvests was a great blow
to him. He obviously failed to solve the most serious economic problem of
the country – the inability of collectivized agriculture to provide the country
with cheap and plentiful food. His successors were not much more successful
than he, and this implies that Khrushchev was not entirely at fault, that the
problems were inherent in the system.

Khrushchev’s opponents succeeded because he had managed to alienate
large segments of the population, and most especially the political elite that
really counted. Even if the common people had given him their support, it is
doubtful this would have assured his political survival. Most of the charges
against him were well founded: his constant changes in the administrative
structure – they could hardly be called reforms – had created confusion and
a sense of instability.

Nikita Khrushchev was the last Soviet leader with a firm belief in the su-
periority of Marxist-Leninist ideology. He never doubted the justice of his
cause. Ironically, perhaps, it was the strength of his beliefs that was the
source of much of his political troubles. Because he believed in the egalitar-
ian promise of the revolution, he considered it his task to reduce inequality.
He was well aware of the unseemly privileges of the elite: shopping in spe-
cial shops for items otherwise unavailable, access to good apartments at a
time of extraordinary shortage, connections that enabled them to send their
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children to the best and most prestigious schools. This elite, like most elites,
was very successful in perpetuating itself.

Khrushchev attempted to narrow the ever-widening gap in the standard
of living between the privileged and the rest of society. He made an effort to
narrow wage differentials by raising the standard of living at the bottom of
the social scale; collective farm peasants, unskilled workers, and pensioners
benefited. The first secretary had a populist faith that the Soviet people
could be mobilized against the vested interests of the bureaucracy. His ill-
fated reform of destroying the ministerial structure of the economy and cre-
ating instead territorial organs, the sovnarkhozy, was conceived in this spir-
it. Not surprisingly, with his attacks on privilege and bureaucratic power he
made himself unpopular among the politically powerful. However, the kind
of mass participation he had in mind had little to do with pluralism or the
genuine autonomy of social organizations. Mass mobilization, meaningless
“voluntary” organizations, were of course not new in Soviet history. The
practice of sending agitators to apartments to “explain” the issues in pur-
poseless elections had been used before Khrushchev. But he made concerted
efforts to revitalize the Komsomol and the trade unions.

Some of his ideas for mass mobilization were novel. Most significant of
these was the druzhina, a “volunteer” people’s militia, that was to help the
authorities in maintaining order. These came to be one of the least attractive
forms of social control and enforcement of conformity. The authorities used
the druzhiny for combating “parasitism,” and at times for harassing dissi-
dents. The druzhiny often deteriorated into brawling bands, interfering
with the lives of citizens.

From the point of view of the entrenched elite, Khrushchev’s educational
reforms were particularly distasteful. The Soviet Union was supposed to be
a country of the working classes, yet it was obvious that the workers pos-
sessed little prestige. The elite was able to reproduce itself by sending their
children to schools of higher education, which alone within the Soviet sys-
tem promised jobs of high status. Khrushchev’s worthy but utopian goal
was to bring education and physical work closer together. Students and
scholars from schools and universities were required to spend a day in a fac-
tory or farm and to learn a trade. The requirement was universally hated.
On the one hand, specialists and scholars whose expertise was much need-
ed spent useless hours on the factory floor or picking potatoes; on the other,
the genuine workers considered it a waste of time to teach these uninterest-
ed and unmotivated students, who contributed practically nothing to the
overall output.

A place at a university was a scarce commodity. Children of the intelli-
gentsia, as everywhere, were in a good position to compete. By contrast, the
working classes, and especially the collective farm peasantry, were greatly
disadvantaged. In order to improve the chances of those who came from the
lower classes, Khrushchev abolished tuition at institutions of higher educa-
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tion and made financial aid dependent not only on academic performance
but also on financial need. These steps, while well intentioned, were not
enough. Khrushchev took more radical measures. At first a certain number
of places were put aside for candidates with a few years of work experience;
they did not have to take competitive exams with students who had just
completed high school. Despite these attempts, the proportion of students
from disadvantaged backgrounds did not substantially rise. In 1958, there-
fore, the regime took a more drastic step. It required students, after the
completion of a compulsory eight-year course, to work in factories or farms
for three years. The law was increasingly circumvented: it was absurd for
talented young mathematicians, for example, to waste three valuable years
learning to be proletarians.

Khrushchev, a fervent communist, saw inefficiencies and irrationalities all
around him. It was the wide gap between reality and the promises of ideol-
ogy that inspired his ceaseless attempts at change. Under his rule the con-
servative Soviet system was subjected to constant proposals for reform. His
fertile mind and willingness to experiment, and his courage in undertaking
ambitious reforms, were the appealing aspects of his rule. Often his reforms
were hopeless because the problems he wanted to solve were essential fea-
tures of the regime and therefore irremediable. But at other times he could
be fairly blamed for attempting to introduce reforms that were insufficient-
ly considered and created more trouble than they were worth. Those who
accused him later of “hare-brained” schemes were not unjust.

Two of his reforms aimed at the party elite caused the most serious dis-
content among those who mattered most politically. One of these reforms
aimed at preventing the ossification of the leadership and encouraging mo-
bility within it. The new rule required that one-third of the membership of
the governing bodies, both at the regional and the national level, had to be
replaced at each election. The constant evaluations of the party secretaries
at each level aimed at improving work, but it created a sense of instability.
Those whose jobs were now subject to this scrutiny not surprisingly turned
against the first secretary.

His second reform of the party created even greater dissatisfaction. It was
a strange and ill-conceived idea: in 1962 Khrushchev decided to split party
committees at the local level into agricultural and industrial sections, each
substantially independent of the other. In this way it was thought that the
local leaders would have greater expertise over the area they were supposed
to supervise.  But the unintended consequence of the reform was unfortu-
nate: the industrial sector freed itself from the burden of helping the agri-
cultural sector, producing further deterioration in the conditions of agricul-
ture. This was the first “reform” of Khrushchev to be rescinded on his
removal from power.

October 1964 marked the end of a period of relative optimism, a period
during which many people inside and outside of the Soviet Union believed
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that the flaws of the system could be remedied. Khrushchev in spite of his
unpromising background as Stalin’s bloody henchman, his crudity, his lack
of constancy, and his numerous poor judgments, deserved credit for allevi-
ating the worst aspects of Stalinism. During his tenure the Soviet Union
ceased to be totalitarian; his rule can be better characterized as authoritari-
an. Ultimately his failures showed that the problems he recognized were in-
herent in the system that he wanted to save. It is understandable that when
a Soviet leader, Gorbachev, once again embarked on a course of significant
reforms, he also attempted to rehabilitate Khrushchev’s memory.
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Real, existing socialism

politics

The aftermath of the removal of Khrushchev in October 1964 bore distinct
similarities to the power struggle that followed Stalin’s death. Once again
the newly installed leaders insisted that they would avoid “the cult of per-
sonality” – a fault for which they blamed Khrushchev – and institute “col-
lective leadership,” which they assured the peoples of the Soviet Union was
the only appropriate form of government for a socialist country.

Leonid Brezhnev assumed the most important post, the first secretaryship
of the central committee, and Alexei Kosygin became premier while re-
maining a member of the Politburo. Nikolai Podgornyi took the chairman-
ship of the Supreme Soviet – in other words, he became the president of the
republic. Gradually, Brezhnev emerged as the supreme leader, and in ap-
pearance at least the Soviet Union once again had a single leader. While in
the mid-1960s it was the premier – i.e., Kosygin – who met with important
foreign leaders, as time went on Brezhnev more and more often assumed
this role. It was Kosygin, for example, who met with Lyndon Johnson in
Glassboro, N.J.; but a few years later Brezhnev received Richard Nixon in
Moscow.

Brezhnev gradually developed a modest personality cult: he had a city
named after himself; collections of his boring, rambling speeches were pub-
lished. His idealized pictures were plastered all over the enormous country,
and schoolchildren learned about his “magnificent achievements” as leader
at the time of the “great patriotic war.” In reality, however, he was only
primus inter pares. Lenin, Stalin, and even Khrushchev had had far-reaching
ambitions to refashion the society over which they ruled. This almost manic
energy was missing in the Brezhnev era, and consequently the leadership
style was different. The country was governed by consensus, and decisions
were made by a remarkably stable oligarchy.

214
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All the prominent figures – Brezhnev, Kosygin, Podgornyi, and the chief
guardian of ideology, Mikhail Suslov – were entirely products of the Soviet
system who had made their careers in the party organization. None of them
had experienced the 1917 revolution. They came from modest back-
grounds, acquired some technical and political education in the 1920s, and
made their careers in the 1930s at a time when there were many openings in
the top leadership. In other words, they were the beneficiaries of the terror.
These were people of the new Soviet middle class who shared the tastes and
prejudices of this class.

The regime deteriorated into senescence. As time passed the leadership be-
came increasingly conservative: turnover in important positions slowed
down, and the incompetent were not removed. Brezhnev and his comrades
saw in the process of liberalization above all a danger that change might lead

N. S. Khrushchev in retirement
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to disintegration. During roughly the last five years of Brezhnev’s life there
were constant rumors of his failing health. When he did appear in public, his
speech was slurred, and he made a pathetic impression. He had to be sup-
ported by aides when he walked. Indeed, his condition was so bad that his
last appearance at a party congress could not be televised. His comrades in
the Politburo, almost all of them as old as he, were also tired, unimaginative
people. The Soviet leadership became the butt of jokes at home and abroad.

Publicists of the Brezhnev era described the political and social system of
their country as “real, existing socialism.” This phrase well described the
difference between Khrushchev’s and Brezhnev’s Soviet Union. The new
leaders felt uncomfortable with a utopian ideology, unconsciously realizing
that the promise of a just and affluent society in the distant future had out-
lived its usefulness: people were tired of waiting. The publicists simply de-
clared that “socialism” had arrived. The implication was that constant ex-
perimentation, mass mobilization, and exhortation for new and ambitious
campaigns would largely be abandoned. The era was one of complacency
and conservatism.

The institutions of the regime had not changed since Stalin’s time. At the
top of the formal hierarchy was the Supreme Soviet, a body “elected” by
noncompetitive elections; it met twice a year and simply accepted all the
resolutions proposed. Not even the most naive person believed that this
body was in fact a policy-making one. Membership in this body carried no
responsibility and certainly no power. One meaningless election followed
another: aside from national elections, there were also republican and dis-
trict elections, all taking place at different times. These elections were pre-
ceded by meaningless campaigns which served only to promote the current
policies of the regime.

The Soviet Union was burdened by an enormous bureaucracy: ministries
proliferated, not only on the union level but also in the republics. The gov-
ernmental structure became so very large because aside from the tasks that
any government had, it also controlled the entire economy of the nation.
Each small branch of the economy had its own ministry, sometimes several
ministries. In theory the party congress, which met every five years, elected
a central committee and chose a Politburo of approximately fifteen people.
Reality was otherwise. The system operated as a feudal hierarchy: when a
new leader assumed office, he placed his own people in key positions, and
they in turn selected their own subordinates. In the Brezhnev era the Polit-
buro continued to evolve. The foreign minister, the head of the KGB, the
minister of defense, and of course the premier, who stood at the top of the
ministerial structure, were now all members of the Politburo. They were
there, for all practical purposes, ex officio. It was on this level that conflicts
were resolved and different interest groups fought for resources. The affairs
of the nation were decided in secret, because although the Politburo met
regularly and frequently, no protocols were published.
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This was the golden age of the nomenklatura, an original Soviet concept.
Its concrete meaning was a list of office holders who required approval by
the relevant (national, republican, or provincial) party agencies. However,
nomenklatura came to mean a political elite, which in this period included
approximately half a million people. It was this group, rather than the vast-
ly larger 19-million-member party, that ruled the country and enjoyed priv-
ileges. The elite had access to closed shops where goods unavailable any-
where else were found in abundance; and at a time of great housing
shortage, they had not only comfortable apartments but also weekend
houses (dachas) in restricted areas. The nomenklatura itself was highly
stratified: the most privileged among them were even able to travel on occa-
sion to the West, returning with foreign goods that greatly added to their
prestige. They were also able to send their children to schools where admit-
tance was difficult. They enjoyed their positions not only because of their
abundant privileges but also because of a new sense of security. Now they
did not have to worry about the uncertainties of the Khrushchev era, to say
nothing of the bloody threats of Stalin’s Soviet Union.

Members of the nomenklatura resented Khrushchev because of his pop-
ulist attacks on their privileges, and disapproved of his constant changes and
ill-thought-out experiments. They wanted to enjoy their privileges in peace.
To achieve that goal, they got rid of their unpredictable boss, and in Brezh-
nev they got what they wanted; he was their man. The anti-Khrushchev coup
of 1964 achieved its goal. Not surprisingly, the first moves of the new leader-
ship were to do away with precisely those reforms of Khrushchev that went
contrary to the interests of the elite: the compulsory rotation of party posi-
tions, the division of the party into agricultural and industrial wings, and the
educational reforms. The industrial ministries, the centers of bureaucracy
ensconced in Moscow, regained their original powers.

No political system is free of corruption. However the Soviet Union in the
Brezhnev era encouraged corruption to a fabulous extent. Political power
could easily be turned into economic advantage, and the country was ruled
by people who lacked a tradition of service. The members of the nomen-
klatura protected one another. Since these people had lost faith in the noble
ideas of equality and freedom as essential features of the future communist
society, there were no psychological obstacles to using their positions to
achieve as much mundane personal gain as possible. But primarily corrup-
tion was widespread because the Soviet system did not tolerate openness,
and journalists did not consider muckraking one of their tasks.

Corruption spread to the very highest levels, and very much involved
Brezhnev’s family. Like other Communist bosses, such as Ceausescu in Ro-
mania and Kim Il Sung in North Korea, the first secretary of the party
placed his relatives in positions of leadership. It was widely known in Mos-
cow that Brezhnev’s daughter, Galina, with the help of her lover, a gypsy cir-
cus performer, had secreted large sums of money abroad. This was occur-
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ring at a time when her husband, General Iurii Churbanov, was first deputy
minister of internal affairs, that is, the second most powerful person in the
police.1 Corruption was particularly odious in the Central Asian and Cau-
casian republics. Some party chiefs became millionaires who kept their
wealth in dollars. One of them, a man in Uzbekistan, maintained a harem
and a torture chamber. Such behavior on the part of the powerful of course
greatly contributed to the demoralization that characterized this twilight
period. It was a society where cheating and bribe-taking were for all practi-
cal purposes universal.

In contrast to the utopian promises of the Khrushchev era, the publicists
in this conservative period toned down their rhetoric: they stopped giving
dates when the output of the Soviet economy would surpass that of the
American. Since the Soviet regime collapsed shortly afterward, the era that
preceded it is generally regarded as a period of missed opportunities and
stagnation. In its own terms, however, the Brezhnev regime was not unsuc-
cessful. The problem was, rather, that in view of the decline of ideological
commitment and the inability of the economy to live up to oft-repeated
promises, the source of legitimacy, the main measurement of success, came
to be military strength.

Only in retrospect are the signs of the beginning of disintegration obvi-
ous. At the time, the Soviet Union epitomized stability and order, and al-
most everyone assumed that the regime would continue for several more
generations. The very fact that the Soviet system had survived for so long
conferred on it a degree of legitimacy. Although seemingly the Soviet Union
was the most stable society, governed by a conservative leadership, in-
evitably changes occurred. As urbanization continued, as more engineers,
doctors, and scientists were trained, for the first time in history a sizable
middle class developed. These people desired bourgeois comforts and want-
ed to be treated with dignity.

The eighteen-year-long Brezhnev era was full of paradoxes. It was a time
when the Soviet Union achieved its greatest international success: it became
a world power, second to none. But it was also a time of wasted opportuni-
ties, a time when the country’s economic decline, now seemingly inevitable,
commenced. It was a period of much-desired stability and tranquillity, cer-
tainly the quietest in the country’s troubled twentieth-century history. In
light of subsequent developments Brezhnev’s era came to be described as a
time of stagnation, yet most people of Russia today look back on it with
nostalgia.

the economy

The loss of idealism, the ever-present corruption, and the deterioration and
aimlessness of the leadership were factors that led to the disintegration of
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the Soviet system. However, none of these factors were as important as the
failure of the economy. It was this failure that shook the confidence of the
leaders in the system and ultimately persuaded them that changes were
needed. The decline in economic performance mattered so much because
the communist elite had come to base the legitimacy of the regime on the
belief that planned economies by their very nature were superior to the
chaos of the market. Stalin took the first step in this direction. He promised
his listeners not a just and egalitarian society, but a well functioning econo-
my. Khrushchev in a rather crude fashion equated communism with a de-
gree of economic well being: in his view communism would come when the
citizens would not have to pay for streetcar tickets and apartments.

This method of legitimization worked for some time. People inside and
outside the Soviet Union were impressed by the performance of an economy
based on central planning, and many accepted that this method of organiz-
ing the economy was the wave of the future. But, of course, the argument
had power only as long as the economy functioned satisfactorily – that is, as
long as it was able to satisfy the extraordinary requirements of the military,
a prerequisite of an ambitious foreign policy, and at the same time to im-
prove the standard of living of the population. In this respect the best years
of the Soviet regime were from the death of Stalin until the mid-1970s –
from the time the government started to pay attention to the neglected
needs of the consumer, to the moment when the economy began to run out
of steam. However, methods that had worked at least reasonably well in an
earlier period, when the economy was a great deal simpler, ultimately
ceased to work.

The new leaders of 1964 wanted to undo some of the acts of Khrushchev
which – not without reason – they considered unwise, but they did not in-
tend to change direction completely or to stop economic reforms. Although
the constant campaigns and extravagant promises of immediate abundance
were abandoned, there was no complete break with the Khrushchev period.
Just as in the previous era, the leaders were determined to continue to raise
the standard of living. How exactly this was to be brought about, however,
was subject to debate. Premier Kosygin stressed the need to increase the
production of consumer goods, while Brezhnev considered the primary task
to be the improvement of the overall output of agriculture.

Since Brezhnev and his colleagues were unable or unwilling to accept the
obvious fact that the source of weakness in Soviet agriculture was structur-
al and therefore could not be remedied without abandoning the entire col-
lective farm system, they experimented with incremental change and placed
their hope in increased investment. Indeed, investment kept growing during
the Brezhnev period, but without achieving the much desired breakthrough.
Although overall output substantially increased, and even productivity im-
proved, agriculture continued to be the major problem for economic plan-
ners. An increased standard of living (including that of collective farm peas-
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ants) meant that people wanted to eat better. As a result, the demand for
meat and milk products increased faster than Soviet agriculture could pro-
vide the supply. The solution was to buy grain regularly from abroad, most-
ly from the United States. Foreign grain freed Soviet products for animal
feed. The government used its precious supply of convertible currency to
improve the diet of the people. Although the people ate better than during
the dreadful years of late Stalinism, shortages did not disappear; on the con-
trary, they became ever more troublesome. That the state possessed the nec-
essary supply of convertible currency was the consequence of fortuitous cir-
cumstances: the Soviet Union, the largest producer of oil in the world,
benefited from the rise in oil prices following the 1973 war in the Middle
East. The inflow of convertible currency postponed the crisis that was
bound to follow.

In concrete terms, increased investment in agriculture meant a willingness
to pay higher prices for agricultural products to the collective farms. The
planners assumed that these material incentives would encourage the peas-
ants to produce more. In addition, as a result of Brezhnev’s program, the
country expanded industries that provided the farms with fertilizer and ma-
chinery. Khrushchev for ideological reasons had imposed various limita-
tions on the private plots of the collective farm peasants. Now, in this less
ideological age, these restrictions were loosened. However, investment in
agriculture had to come at the expense of consumer goods production and
investment in further economic growth. Only the defense industries were
spared; in fact, resources continued to be lavished on them.

For the first time since the beginning of the industrialization drive, agri-
culture came to be subsidized by the Soviet state. The higher prices paid by
the state were not passed on to the consumer; the government budget ab-
sorbed the difference. For example, in the early 1980s the government paid
to the collective farms almost double what the stores charged retail cus-
tomers. As time passed the weight of this subsidy increased, and ultimately
agricultural subsidies took up one quarter of the Soviet budget. This was an
ironic development: the Soviet Union devoted a larger share of total invest-
ment to agriculture than any major industrial country, and was still unable
to provide the population with a satisfactory diet.

Pouring in money could not make up for past errors: the Soviet Union
had destroyed the best and most ambitious farmers, killed incentives, and
motivated people to leave the countryside for the cities, where life was more
tolerable. In comparison with other industrial countries, the Soviet Union
had a far larger share of the population living in the countryside, but there
was still a constant labor shortage because of extremely low productivity in
the agricultural sector. This problem was dealt with in a ridiculously ineffi-
cient way: time and again in the fall, schools, universities, and even scientif-
ic institutions sent people to harvest potatoes. The Soviet economy, which
had been built on the exploitation of the agricultural sector to benefit future
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growth, now was compelled to pay the price for past decisions. Brezhnev
and his colleagues sacrificed the prospect of future growth for current con-
sumption. They were not visionaries.

Kosygin, who as prime minister was responsible for the economy, intro-
duced reforms in the industrial sector, but these were no more successful
than the agricultural reforms. The pace of growth of the Soviet economy
slowed, and the gap between the advanced economies of the West and espe-
cially the fast growing economies of Southeast Asia continued to widen.
The situation was especially worrisome in the case of the most strategically
important and most technologically advanced branches of industry. Meth-
ods that had produced impressive growth in the past did not work any
longer. The increase in productivity that had resulted from urbanization –
i.e., transforming peasants into workers – did not pertain any longer, and
planning became increasingly inefficient as the economy became more com-
plex. Furthermore, from the 1970s onward the Soviet Union suffered from
a labor shortage. The chief cause of the shortage was low productivity:
there were too many idle hands in factories, and managers had no incentive
to fire them. There were also still far too many people engaged in agricul-
ture (over a quarter of the labor force). As birth rates declined in European
Russia (as opposed to Central Asia, where birth rates remained high) new
factories had trouble finding workers. The Soviet Union proved incapable
of moving from extensive to intensive growth, from labor intensive to capi-
tal intensive methods. It could not take advantage of labor-saving mecha-
nization because of its technological backwardness.

Although Kosygin attempted to give greater independence to the factory
managers, he also wanted to retain centralized planning directed from Mos-
cow. The industrial ministries regained the power that Khrushchev had tak-
en away from them. However, Kosygin’s reforms were far too modest and
did not touch the real sources of weakness. In spite of the increased auton-
omy of the factory managers, the basic situation remained: the primary in-
terest of the manager was to fulfill the plan, and these plans were less and
less able to keep up with an ever more sophisticated economy. It was in the
interest of the factory management to keep the specified plan figures as low
as possible. Doing too well in one year implied that the planning figures
would be raised for the next period. The introduction of new products – in-
deed, innovation of any kind – went contrary to the immediate interests of
the factory management, and therefore was likely to be resisted.

The Liberman reforms (introducing profit calculations in the evaluation
of the performance of factories that produced consumer goods) created new
economic irrationalities. As long as prices were not set by supply and de-
mand, the calculation of profits not only remained an irrational exercise,
but worse, often provided the wrong incentives. The factory manager had
no incentive to lower the cost of production. There was an excessive de-
mand for capital, and the economic system proved incapable of allocating it
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rationally. Since no interest had to be paid on capital, there was no incentive
to keep inventories small. The factory manager never knew whether raw
material would be available when needed and therefore attempted to keep
as much on hand as possible. When the choice arose between quantity and
quality, managers always opted for quantity, since that was easier to mea-
sure and was more likely to be rewarded by bonuses.

Giving greater power to factory directors, centralizing and decentralizing,
and introducing “improved” planning by use of computers ultimately made
little difference. Meaningful changes would have endangered the political
system, and the reformers did not have the will to push through such re-
forms. The political elite resisted, and at the same time there was no strong
constituency for change. Although the Soviet people in the long run would
have benefited, in the short run meaningful economic reforms would have
meant the loss of job security for millions, the demand for greater work dis-
cipline, and a temporary fall in the standard of living resulting from the
withdrawal of wasteful subsidies.

By the end of the Brezhnev period it became clear that genuine economic
reform – i.e., the creation of a system in which prices reflected the pressures
of supply and demand – could not be reconciled with the Soviet system of
planning on which the political power of the party was based. The priori-
ties, the thinking of Soviet leaders on economic questions, had of course
greatly changed since the time of Stalin. The structure of the economy, how-
ever, remained impervious to change. Ultimately the reforming zeal petered
out.

Economic stagnation ended the slow but steady rise in the standard of liv-
ing to which the citizens had become accustomed. Wages continued to rise,
but that increase was not accompanied by a greater availability of food or
consumer goods. The consequences were predictable: consumers had noth-
ing to spend their money on, and so savings increased; and the gap between
official prices and free market and black market prices widened. Social dis-
tinction was achieved not by income differences so much as by access to
goods not easily available. The Liberman reforms stressed material, as op-
posed to ideological, incentives. Such an approach might have made eco-
nomic sense, but the inevitable consequence was an increase in social in-
equality – i.e., an abandonment of Khrushchev’s egalitarian policies.

The black market, the so-called second economy, came to flourish as nev-
er before. The attitude of the regime was ambivalent. On the one hand, by
definition the second economy violated the law and the ideological assump-
tions on which the regime was based. On the other, the second economy ful-
filled a necessary function: it smoothed over the difficulties that the
planned, highly centralized, and therefore rigid system created. Taking en-
ergetic steps to stifle the underground economy would have made consumer
dissatisfaction even worse.
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dissent

Dissent is a difficult concept to define. In pluralist societies one cannot talk
about dissent, since by definition a multiplicity of views can be freely ex-
pressed. On the other hand, in the most repressive societies there also can be
no dissent, because, as the history of the twentieth century demonstrates,
modern totalitarian states can succeed in repressing the expression of all
unorthodox political ideas. A minimum degree of freedom is necessary for a
situation in which even friends would dare to share their opinions. The con-
cept of dissent, therefore, makes sense only in a twilight zone between free-
dom and unfreedom, where on the one hand political alternatives cannot be
freely formulated and expressed, but on the other, repression is not so over-
whelming as to make it impossible for some courageous individuals to ex-
press their views.

Soviet dissenters did not form and did not even aim to form a movement
of political opposition. They did not plan to take over the government and
did not offer an alternative set of policies. They did not agree with one an-
other concerning the large political issues of the day, and they came to ob-
ject to official policies for a wide variety of reasons. The heterogeneity of
this small group became ever more obvious. Yet this group had something
in common: its members were courageous people who were willing to ac-
cept considerable risks for principles in which they believed. They repre-
sented a moral voice, and their willingness to accept persecution showed
that the Soviet regime was hypocritical and did not live up to its own ideas.
Their behavior demonstrated that it was possible to “live in truth,” as the
great Czech dissident Vaclav Havel put it.

Dissent arose gradually in the Khrushchev period – that is, at a time when
the Soviet Union ceased to be a totalitarian state. One factor was the ame-
lioration of terror, and another was the ever-increasing contact with the ad-
vanced capitalist countries. Soviet propagandists were correct when they
maintained that the West was a subversive force, though not of course in
the way that they believed or pretended to believe. The number of Soviet
visitors to the West remained pitifully small, but movies, novels, and espe-
cially radio did penetrate and made an impression. By the 1970s even sim-
ple Soviet citizens who fully accepted the existing social and political order
knew well that people in the West enjoyed a much higher standard of living.
The West provided the country with grain, and Soviet citizens believed that
absolutely everything made in the West was superior to domestic products.
Even Western films that showed the plight of the unemployed were impres-
sive for Soviet audiences. They could not help but notice that even the un-
employed lived better than they did.

But perhaps the most important source of dissent was the gradually di-
minishing power of ideology. The ubiquitous and silly slogans on the walls
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were never taken seriously by most people, but still there were many who
believed that the country was in fact building a better, more rational and
just society. But in the Brezhnev era the ideological promise began to ring
hollow. Newspapers and orators at meetings spoke one language, but peo-
ple spoke differently at home. At first very few, but gradually more and
more men and women with integrity found such behavior intolerable. For
them it was often not so much a desire to remake society (few had illusions
about their power to do so) but a certain self-regard that made it impossible
to go on lying – lying about the nature of society in which they lived and ly-
ing about the past of their country.

The year 1956 was a pivotal one. Khrushchev’s “secret” speech filled
many with hope and enthusiasm, and a conviction that a new era would
come into being. After all, the first secretary himself had called for an hon-
est examination of the nation’s past. In the first blush of enthusiasm a great
deal of truth was spoken. Inevitably, in the aftermath of a more or less open
discussion of Stalin’s crimes and after the return of tens of thousands of in-
nocent people from concentration camps, ideas would be expressed that
went beyond the officially approved views. Writers were struggling to find
the limits of the permissible, but those limits were difficult to find, for Khru-
shchev’s regime was rather unpredictable. Some individuals honestly be-
lieved that their ideas might meet with governmental approval. Since Khru-
shchev’s personality was mercurial and circumstances were constantly
changing, it was often hard to know what was permitted and what was not.
Many people inadvertently found themselves in trouble.

The authorities were terrified by the visible effects of openness: the al-
most revolution in Poland and a full-fledged revolution in Hungary. The
Pasternak affair mirrored the mood of the moment. Boris Pasternak, one of
the greatest twentieth-century poets, wrote his novel Doctor Zhivago at a
time when it could not possibly have been printed. He had, however, sub-
mitted the manuscript to Soviet publishing houses in 1956, in the year of
the twentieth party congress, obviously believing that his profoundly anti-
communist novel could be published in the new era. Pasternak later gave his
manuscript to the Italian left-wing publishing house Feltrinelli, which
brought out the book in 1957.

Although there was no law against a Soviet author publishing abroad,
Pasternak was subjected to an officially inspired and furious campaign.
When in the following year he received the Nobel Prize for his work, the de-
nunciation became extraordinarily shrill. Most of the best-known figures of
the literary world participated in this shameful affair. Pasternak, in order to
avoid expulsion from his native land, was forced to renounce the prize, and
to exercise a cleverly phrased and ambiguous self-criticism.

But this was not the Stalinist regime any longer. On the one hand, the
memory of terror was fresh enough to convince some prominent members
of the intelligentsia that they had no choice but to participate in the vicious
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campaign; but on the other hand, Pasternak was not arrested and even re-
tained his dacha in Peredelkino, in the village of dachas for privileged
artists. At this time there were people who, at least in private, dared to ex-
press support for Pasternak. When Pasternak died in 1960, many who be-
lieved that the authorities drove him to his grave gathered in the cemetery in
silent support of the anti-Stalinist cause. This was the first post-Stalin polit-
ical demonstration. The dissident movement, a small group of courageous
intellectuals, slowly was coming into being.

While the events in Poland and Hungary in 1956 frightened the Soviet
elite, and convinced them that even limited freedom of expression is a dan-
gerous matter, the brutal repression of the Hungarian revolution created
soul searching and dismay among a small number of students, writers,
artists, and scientists. The majority of these people considered themselves
good communists and desired nothing more than to return to the so-called
Leninist norms (though they no doubt misunderstood those “Leninist
norms”).

The dissidents began to spread their ideas by typescripts produced in
many carbon copies. The writings passed from hand to hand, sometimes
reaching thousands of people. This way samizdat (self-publishing) was
born. This form of “publishing” became a regular part of the life of a large
part of at least the urban intelligentsia. In the early stages of the cold war
the United States established a set of radio stations in Munich, West Ger-
many, in order to broadcast news and entertainment to communist Eastern
Europe. The station which broadcast in Russian, Radio Liberty, made avail-
able to Soviet audiences Pasternak’s entire long novel. This particular form
of “publishing” was called tamizdat (published elsewhere). The songs of
dissenter bards such as Aleksandr Galich, Bulat Okudzhava, and Vladimir
Vysotskii were spread by passing audio tapes from hand to hand. Of these,
Vysotskii was by far the most popular, although his songs were not as bit-
terly biting as those of the other two.

In the course of the second wave of the anti-Stalin campaign in 1962,
Khrushchev personally intervened in order to allow the publication of Alek-
sandr Solzhenitsyn’s novella A Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. This
work was a subtle but unequivocal denunciation of Stalinist terror, perhaps
the most daring work published up to that time in a Soviet journal. But at
more or less the same time, people got into trouble for relatively trivial of-
fenses, such as having in their possession some typewritten pages from
Pasternak’s novel in English. While the author of that book was not arrest-
ed – for the arrest of Pasternak would have caused an international scandal,
further harming the standing of the Soviet Union – the unknown and there-
fore unprotected reader could spend years in a labor camp for such an
offense.

In this respect the Brezhnev era was substantially different. There contin-
ued to be periods of relaxation and periods of more intense repression, but
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by and large the regime became more predictable. The authorities wanted
to end the de-Stalinization process initiated by Khrushchev, which seemed
too dangerous to them. As we now know from archival documents, the
Politburo in 1969 even considered a partial rehabilitation of Stalin. But
without the use of bloody terror it was impossible to return to the silence of
an earlier period. It is not even clear whether on balance the Brezhnev peri-
od was more repressive than the Khrushchev era. Those who went to prison
or camps were genuine martyrs, because they chose their fate: they accepted
suffering for committing acts that their conscience dictated. They knew the
risks, and yet they acted courageously. Perhaps the turning point in the his-
tory of the dissident movement occurred in 1965 with the arrests of two
writers, Iulii Daniel and Andrei Siniavskii.

Daniel was not a well-known author, but Siniavskii, a respected literary
critic, was. He had published works in the West under the pseudonym Avram
Tertz and acquired a considerable reputation, reviving the tradition of satire
and fantasy altogether missing from socialist realist literature. In February
1966, for the first time, the Soviet regime put a prominent writer in the block
and organized an open trial. Siniavskii and Daniel were tried not for any un-
derground subversive acts, but for published works. Since there had never
been a political trial in the Soviet Union in which the accused were not found
guilty, the verdicts were not surprising: Siniavskii was sentenced to seven
years and Daniel to five for “spreading anti-Soviet propaganda.”

From the point of view of the regime, however, this judicial persecution
badly backfired, and the authorities never committed this mistake again.
The news of the trial brought ill repute and even ridicule to the regime
abroad, and even some Western communists found it necessary to distance
themselves from the Soviet regime. More importantly, instead of frightening
potential dissidents into silence, it gave them a platform to organize. It was
only from this time forward that one can talk about a self-conscious move-
ment of courageous and mutually supportive individuals. Dissidents com-
piled a record of the trial, spread it among themselves, and even sent it to
the authorities. By undermining the monopoly of the regime in spreading
information, and by acting openly, the dissenters attacked the regime at a
vulnerable point. When the organizers were arrested, that action spawned
further protests.

The principles and tactics of the dissenters grew out of the situation in
which they found themselves. First, they decided to act as openly as was
possible under Soviet circumstances. Second, they made the point repeated-
ly: the regime was not observing its own announced principles. The dis-
senters were willing to accept a great risk by maintaining connects with for-
eign journalists and letting them know about what was happening. Their
protests, and Soviet responses, were published in Western newspapers, and
more importantly broadcast over Western radio stations, and this way pen-
etrated into the Soviet Union itself.
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The crowning achievement of the dissenters was the publication of the
purposely modestly titled Chronicle of Current Events. This samizdat pub-
lication, beginning in 1968, went from hand to hand, typed and retyped
with so many carbons that at times it was hardly legible. It simply described
arrests and searches of apartments for compromising materials, wisely re-
fraining from comments. In most instances comments were unnecessary, for
the regime was self-evidently hypocritical. The always anonymous editors
were periodically arrested, but others took their place. That this publication
could survive – with shorter or longer gaps – for approximately a decade,
showed how much the Soviet Union had changed. However faintly, one
could see in the dissident movement the emergence of public opinion, the
gradual opening of the public sphere.

Like the Daniel-Siniavskii trial, the Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia
in 1968, which was aimed at suppressing intellectual and political ferment,
had a contradictory impact. On the one hand, it inspired fear in the conser-
vative, unimaginative leadership that could see only threat in change and
which was increasingly concerned over the power of ideas. On the other
hand, some Soviet citizens found the repression by the Red Army shameful
and appalling, and had the courage to protest it openly, thereby practically
courting arrest. The impact of the invasion of Czechoslovakia on Soviet
public opinion was considerably greater than the bloodier repression of the
Hungarian revolution eleven years before. The country had changed; public
opinion had evolved.

In 1975 Western and Soviet diplomats signed the Helsinki accords. Sovi-
et diplomats considered it a great success that the West recognized the ex-
isting territorial status quo in Europe. In exchange for this Western conces-
sion, the Soviet Union committed itself “to observe human rights.” At the
time this concession from the Soviet side seemed a minor one. However, the
dissenters took advantage of it and established “Helsinki watch commit-
tees” which monitored Soviet behavior.

The regime fought back. Although the difference between the Stalin and
Brezhnev eras was vast, the Soviet Union in the 1960s and 1970s remained
a repressive society. Dissenters were called into the offices of the KGB,
where agents tried to reason with them and persuade them to mend their
ways. The agents let them know that the Soviet state possessed powerful in-
struments to enforce its will. The recalcitrant lost their jobs and were sent to
prison or labor camps. A particularly gruesome method, increasingly used
by the KGB, was to declare dissenters mentally ill. From the point of view
of the state, locking up dissenters in mental hospitals was a clever strategy
because it saved the authorities from having to observe legal niceties. Fur-
thermore, sending opponents to mental institutions conveyed the message
that only lunatics would oppose the just and powerful Soviet system.

The two giants of the dissident movement were Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
and Andrei Sakharov. Solzhenitsyn acquired his reputation when Khru-
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shchev allowed him to publish his novella A Day in the Life of Ivan Deniso-
vich. Although after his success he was able to publish a few other novellas,
his semiautobiographical novels Cancer Ward and First Circle could not be
published in the Soviet Union, and so were published abroad. As he became
unpublishable in Brezhnev’s Soviet Union, Solzhenitsyn acquired an ever
greater reputation both at home and abroad. In the mid-1970s he was
working on a most ambitious work, the history of concentration camps in
the Soviet Union, The Gulag Archipelago. When the KGB discovered his
manuscript, Solzhenitsyn instructed his foreign contacts to print the first
volume. For this offense in 1974 he was put on an airplane and against his
will flown to Germany.

In time, Solzhenitsyn’s views evolved. While his early writings could be
construed as a liberal-democratic criticism of totalitarianism, in his later
works he claimed to find the solution to his country’s ills in religion and a
return to traditional Russian values, which did not include the Western con-
cept of democracy. Living in the West, he did not become an admirer of
Western institutions; on the contrary, came to deplore much that we associ-
ate with modernity. While Solzhenitsyn was considered a neo-Slavophile,
the other great dissenter always remained within the democratic, liberal
camp. Andrei Sakharov, one of the country’s best known and greatest physi-
cists, a man who for his contributions to the development of nuclear weap-
ons had come to enjoy all the privileges and benefits that the Soviet regime
could bestow, became a defender of the unjustly persecuted. For his defense
of liberal, democratic, and humanitarian values, he willingly accepted per-
secution and exile into the provincial city of Gorkii.

In retrospect the question emerges, how important a contribution did the
dissidents make to the ultimate collapse of the Soviet regime? On the one
hand, one would like to believe that these courageous and often lonely op-
ponents of the regime played a major role. They pointed out the failures,
weaknesses, and injustices of the system, when the chances of their success
seemed remote. On the other hand, many historians argue that the small
group of dissenters remained ineffective, that not only did they fail to make
an impression on the vast majority of workers and peasants, but even the
intelligentsia to the very end remained basically conformist and therefore
loyal. It is impossible to deny that a Sakharov or a Solzhenitsyn found few
supporters among ordinary citizens. At the same time, it would be a mistake
to write off the role of the dissidents altogether. They did change the char-
acter of the Soviet Union. Even loyal members of the party, indeed even
high-ranking officials, read Pasternak and Solzhenitsyn and others, and the
fact that the unsayable was said made an impression.

Furthermore, the line between open dissent and tolerated opposition was
not always sharp. After all, at least for a while Solzhenitsyn was able to pub-
lish. Other important figures, such as the historian Roy Medvedev, who con-
sidered himself a Leninist, could not have their writings published but never-
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theless were tolerated and managed to stay out of prison. (Many assumed
that Medvedev had supporters in the leadership of the party.) Writers and
filmmakers in the age of Brezhnev were able to publish novels and make
movies in which the attack on the fundamental assumptions of the regime
was barely disguised. For example, the excellent writer Iurii Trifonov pub-
lished novels in which the Soviet regime from the very beginning was shown
to have corrupted people, and Valentin Rasputin in his writings celebrated
village life and implied that Soviet modernization destroyed traditional val-
ues. These and other writers enjoyed far greater freedom of expression than
those who attempted to make explicitly political statements. Interestingly,
much of the best of Soviet art in this twilight period of the regime came to be
almost openly subversive of the fundamental claims and assumptions of the
regime. The dissidents by their resistance to lies and injustice pushed the lim-
its of tolerance further. In post-Soviet days, the memory of these courageous
individuals serves the cause of democracy in Russia.

nationalities

At a time of intense repression, the expression of nationalist sentiments was
impossible. That allowed many to think that the Soviet Union was solving
the nationality problem and was in the process of creating a new, Soviet
identity. Indeed, there were people in the Soviet Union who considered
themselves Soviet patriots. Others saw themselves as, let us say, both Geor-
gian and Soviet, taking pride in their heritage but also in the power and ac-
complishments of the state of their citizenship. Khrushchev was among
those who believed that Soviet patriotism was indeed being born, and as a
convinced communist underestimated the power of nationalist sentiment.

Early in his tenure Khrushchev had to deal with the consequences of one
of Stalin’s worst crimes: the deportation of entire nations. The clamor of
these unfortunate people to return to their native lands increased and this
was a difficult situation to remedy. Allowing people to return was bound to
lead to personal and ethnic conflicts that the state had trouble handling.
The property of the victims had been confiscated, and their houses occupied
by others. When the Chechen, Ingush, Karachai, and Balkar were allowed
to return to the Caucasus in 1957, they encountered hostility from the local
Russians, and ethnic clashes took place in 1958 in Groznyi, the capital of
the region.

The Crimean Tatars (as opposed to the Tatars of Kazan, who had a dif-
ferent history and culture) had also lost their homeland as a consequence of
Stalin’s declaring them a “traitor people.” In the Crimea their autonomous
republic had been eliminated and their places of residence given to Russians
and Ukrainians. Neither the Khrushchev nor the Brezhnev government was
able and willing to redress this particular historical wrong. In order to mark
the third centenary of Ukraine joining Russia, in 1954 Khrushchev de-
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tached Crimea from the Russian federation and gave it to Ukraine. To allow
the Tatars to return would have caused trouble with the Ukrainians. The
Tatars demonstrated peacefully, collected signatures, and appealed to world
public opinion. An important segment of the dissident movement, most im-
portant among them General Petr Grigorenko, championed their cause. The
authorities responded predictably: they arrested hundreds of activists.

The German minority was also a nation without a homeland. The ap-
proximately 1.8 million Germans in the Soviet Union were the descendants
of colonists brought to Russia by Catherine in the eighteenth century who
had settled in the Volga region. At least until the Second World War these
people to a remarkable extent retained their culture and language. During
the interwar period they enjoyed the benefits of an autonomous republic,
but immediately after Hitler’s attack they were deported – not as a punish-
ment, but as a prophylactic measure. In the 1960s, like the Crimean Tatars,
they received amnesty, but their autonomous republic was not recreated.
They enjoyed a great advantage over the Tatars, however: the Federal Re-
public of Germany took an interest in their fate, and Germany was a signif-
icant trading partner whose good will mattered. As a result, the fate of the
Volga Germans came to be connected with the status of Soviet-West Ger-
man relations. As a consequence of Socialist Chancellor Willy Brandt’s Ost-
politik, which resulted in much improved relations of Germany with the So-
viet bloc, in the Brezhnev era tens of thousands of Germans managed to
emigrate to West Germany.

The third “nation” without a territory were the Jews. (On the passport
that every Soviet citizen had to carry, the fifth entry was nationality, and Jews
counted according to Soviet understanding as a nationality.) It is difficult to
measure the strength of popular anti-Semitism, but we may assume that it
continued to exist after the Bolshevik revolution in more or less the same
form as before. The attitude of the authorities to the Jews, however, varied.
During the 1920s the government attacked the Jewish religion as it attacked
all other religions, but it cannot be said that it treated Jews any worse than
others. Jews became victims of the purges out of proportion to their num-
bers, but largely as a consequence of the fact that they were overrepresented
in precisely those groups that suffered most during the Stalinist terror: peo-
ple who had relatives abroad, the intelligentsia, and party leaders.

It is only after the Second World War, during Stalin’s last years, that Sovi-
et policy could be characterized as more or less explicitly anti-Semitic. Dur-
ing the Khrushchev and Brezhnev eras, overt anti-Semitism was toned
down, but undoubtedly the ruling elite shared the anti-Semitism of the Rus-
sian and Ukrainian peoples. Consequently, Jews were often discriminated
against in receiving promotions or admission to universities, though it must
be added that Jews continued to be overrepresented both in the party and in
the intelligentsia. The 1967 war in which Israel managed to defeat its Arab
enemies raised Jewish pride, but also increased the governmental struggle
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against “zionism,” which inevitably had an anti-Semitic component. The
continued presence of anti-Semitism and the rise of Jewish consciousness re-
sulted in a desire on the part of many Jews to leave the Soviet Union. In an
age of relaxed international tensions, and largely as a consequence of U.S.
pressure, some Jews were allowed to emigrate. How many left in any given
year was largely the measure of the status of U.S.-Soviet relations. By the
time of Brezhnev’s death, some 300,000 Jews left mostly to Israel and to the
United States.

In the 1970s and 1980s observers of the Soviet Union took it for granted
that the existing social and political system would survive for a long time.
There was a general agreement among these observers that if there was a
dangerous weakness of the regime, it was the nationality question. Cycles of
liberalization in which a degree of cultural and political autonomy was al-
lowed, were followed by cycles of repression. It was necessary to find a del-
icate balance: the Soviet state was by its very nature essentially a centraliz-
ing one; on the other hand the leaders believed that allowing a modicum of
autonomy would actually strengthen the system by satisfying the demands
of the moderates. The recovery of national histories included a particular
danger: many of these histories might have been construed as a struggle
against past Russian imperialism.

The injustice and the consequent hostilities done to the smaller nationali-
ties did not endanger the stability of the state. From the point of view of the
regime, far more dangerous were the budding nationalist movements in
Ukraine, the Baltic Republics and in the three Caucasian Republics: Arme-
nia, Azerbaidzhan and Georgia. Although the nationalist movements as yet
had not developed in the Central Asian republics, the emergence of militant
Islam in Iran, just beyond the Soviet border, frightened the leadership in
Moscow.

Ukrainians made up the largest minority. From the mid-1960s some
members of the Ukrainian intelligentsia began to oppose russification open-
ly. As a consequence, Viacheslav Chornovil, Valentin Moroz and Ivan Dziu-
ba, among others, were arrested and spent years in camps for “nationalist
agitation.” The arrests did not stop the spread of the movement, and even
the party hierarchy came to be infected. Petr Shelest lost his job as first sec-
retary of the Ukrainian party organization in 1972 for taking Ukrainian in-
terests too much to heart. The Ukrainians believed, perhaps wrongly, that
the Union exploited their native land and they got less, economically speak-
ing, than they gave.

No one, of course, at this time thought of independence. The nationalists
demanded respect for the economic interests of the nation, and above all
promotion of the national culture and language. They insisted that the re-
public give preference to Ukrainian language over Russian. Contrary to So-
viet expectations, the use of the national languages actually increased rather
than decreased.



A History of the Soviet Union232

Aside from Ukraine, the Baltic states, and especially Lithuania, concerned
policy makers in Moscow. The Latvians and Estonians were largely Protes-
tant, but the Lithuanians were Catholic, and the Lithuanian church played
a central role in the self-definition of the nation. From Moscow’s point of
view the mutual reinforcement of religious and nationalist sentiments was
especially worrisome. The three Baltic states, forcibly reincorporated in
1940 after twenty-two years of independence by the infamous Molotov-
Ribbentrop pact, were economically the most advanced republics. The fact
that in this period the standard of living in Estonia and Latvia was appre-
ciably higher than in the rest of the Soviet Union did not, however, satisfy
these peoples. They compared themselves to the Scandinavians: the gap be-
tween the standard of living of their republics and the Scandinavians had
greatly widened since the introduction of Soviet rule. The memory of inde-
pendent statehood was fresh, and the Baltic people resented the Russians
more than other minorities did. Some intellectuals in these states went fur-
ther than the Ukrainians and expressed hope for the re-establishment of in-
dependent states.

In the Brezhnev period the awful uniformity imposed by Stalinism on the
entire vast country began to change. The Baltic states, the Caucasian states,
and Central Asia regained at least some of their original cultural character-
istics. Estonia, for example, came to be a far more tolerant place for mod-
ern art than the rest of the Soviet Union. The same trends appeared in Geor-
gia and Armenia as in the Baltic. The ferment among Georgian intellectuals
was especially noticeable. Armenia was the most ethnically homogeneous of
the Soviet republics, but perhaps it was Georgia that managed to preserve
its culture and way of life best. The response of the Soviet state to resurgent
nationalism was familiar: many of the prominent dissidents were arrested.

By contrast, Central Asia was only a potential problem. In the Soviet pe-
riod this region went through a vast transformation. The degree of industri-
alization that took place, however, was largely the work of Russians and
Ukrainians who moved into the region, some of them forcibly, but most of
them voluntarily. It is likely that the Soviet leaders in Moscow worried
about the potential problems of Islam. Soviet values and mores were least
successful in penetrating this ancient civilization. Then there was a demo-
graphic problem. Population growth in European Russia had slowed to
such an extent that the Soviet leadership had to be concerned about the
shortage of labor, but such a slowdown did not occur in Muslim societies.
As a consequence, the percentage of Central Asians within the Soviet popu-
lation constantly grew. Soviet policy makers evidently worried that their
army would soon be disproportionately made up of young Muslim men.

In the twilight period of the Soviet regime, in the Brezhnev era, national-
ist passions did not diminish, and a supranational Soviet identity did not
come into being. Theorists who had expected that modernization, urban-
ization, and large-scale population movements would undermine the foun-
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dations of nationalism turned out to be wrong. The very factors that they
imagined would create a Soviet identity in fact furthered nationalist causes:
universal literacy, mass mobilization, and above all the movements of mil-
lions of people within the borders of the Soviet Union. Russians and
Ukrainians moving into Central Asia or into the Baltic states did not simply
melt into a Soviet people. On the contrary, their very presence created a de-
sire among natives to get rid of outsiders. People in their home republics be-
came aware of their national identity in opposition to outsiders. It was not
Stalinist or post-Stalinist repressive policies that created nationalisms; it was
the very fact of modernization, factors inherent in living in the modern
world. The fact that nationalism was becoming an ever-stronger force
among the peoples of the Soviet Union did not, however, mean that the col-
lapse of the system was caused by seething nationalist passions.

the soviet paradox

Soviet standing in world affairs was not based on ideological appeal, but on
military strength. At the end of the Brezhnev era, when the Soviet economy
ceased to perform well and the political system was troubled, the Soviet
Union possessed an influence in the international arena that neither it nor
its predecessor, imperial Russia, had ever before achieved.2

At the time, American intelligence estimated Soviet military spending as
15 percent of GNP. Later, Edward Shevardnadze, Gorbachev’s foreign min-
ister, who was presumably in a position to know, said that the country had
spent approximately a quarter of its GNP on the military. We will never
know the exact figure, but it is now clear that the Soviet leaders spent an ex-
traordinary proportion of the country’s resources building up its military
strength. If Shevardnadze was correct, the proportional burden on the Sovi-
et economy was five times greater than that on the U.S. economy. But even
this high figure is somewhat misleading: in an economy of scarcity, most of
the much-needed resources were used for ultimately nonproductive purpos-
es, and the most able and best educated people worked for the military in-
dustrial complex.

It would be simple-minded to attribute the collapse of the Soviet experi-
ment entirely, or even largely, to heavy military investment; however, it
stands to reason that such a policy was a contributing factor. The question
arises, why these heavy investments? Undoubtedly the Soviet leaders per-
ceived threats. The lesson of the Cuban missile crisis was that the Soviet
Union was not yet a global power, one able to project its strength anywhere
in the world. As relations with China deteriorated, the leaders were con-
cerned for the security of the extremely long border between the two coun-
tries. The Soviet leaders considered the Eastern European satellites the first
line of defense of the fatherland, and this region was obviously insecure.
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Ford and Brezhnev

The politicians in Moscow understood that the communist regimes there
depended on the presence of the Red Army. Yet it is obvious, at least in ret-
rospect, that the military buildup went beyond the needs of simple defense.
After all, Brezhnev and his colleagues did not need a powerful army to keep
Poles, Hungarians, and Czechs in line, and it was highly likely that the
United States could be deterred by the Soviet nuclear arsenal.

We must look for psychological explanations. The Soviet leaders were in-
secure. One could easily read between the lines of their statements: they
craved respect, and above all they wanted to be treated by the Americans as
equals. It was obviously easier to achieve prestige by building up military
strength than by creating a modern, vibrant economy able to take care of
the needs of the people. During the early decades a major source of strength
of Soviet foreign policy had been its ideological appeal; but in the age of
“real, existing socialism,” an assertive foreign policy could be based only on
military power. Brezhnev and his comrades built up a vast military colossus
in order to acquire prestige, respect, and legitimacy. This policy was not un-
successful. Not only did members of the Politburo enjoyed the prestige that
came with the leadership of a superpower, but many if not all the citizens of
the Soviet Union probably took some satisfaction in the military power of
their country. In purely military terms, in terms of influence in world affairs,
a Soviet citizen could legitimately think that the direction of change favored
his system, and that the future was on the side of his regime. Such a belief
was an important legitimizing force.
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Relations between the two superpowers were of paramount importance
for Soviet policy makers. Soviet spokesmen advocated a policy of peaceful
coexistence and relaxation of tensions. This relaxation, however, from the
Soviet point of view, did not mean that the Soviet Union would not make
further efforts to extend its influence by supporting “wars of national liber-
ation” or take advantage of the problems faced by the West. Indeed, the
temptation was irresistible: the United States in the late 1960s and early
1970s was torn apart by the Vietnam War and later by the Watergate affair.
The Soviet goal was to continue the expansion of Soviet influence and at the
same time lessen the danger of war. As the enemies of detente in the West
never failed to point out, the relaxation of tensions allowed the Soviet
Union to achieve its greatest success in the international arena.

Improved Chinese-American relations also compelled Soviet policy mak-
ers to find a modus vivendi with the United States, for they were concerned
that their two enemies might come to an agreement at their expense. It was
important for them that President Nixon and his chief foreign policy advis-
er, Henry Kissinger, after their remarkable trip to China in 1971, also trav-
eled to the Soviet Union. But perhaps the most important reason for pursu-
ing the policy of detente was the desire to get access to Western technology
and credits. Western technology has always been an important factor even
in the earliest stages of Soviet industrialization; in an age of vast technolog-
ical expansion, access to this technology was essential.

The time was ripe. Western policy makers, especially Nixon and Kissinger,
thought in terms of realpolitik: they assumed that since communist ideology
was a visibly spent force, the Soviet Union had ceased to be a political entity
governed by ideology. They saw it as an expansionist power, but nevertheless
a participant in the global balance of power, a state among others – in a
word, a fit partner for negotiations. In particular, Nixon and Kissinger hoped
to gain Soviet help in settling the Vietnam War. From the Western point of
view the purpose of détente was to lessen the danger of war, of course, but
also to tie the Soviet world to the Western economies and thereby to encour-
age more restrained and responsible behavior. Rightly or wrongly, many in
the West believed that the integration of Soviet-style economies into the
world economy would give leverage to the developed countries. Ironically,
Western businessmen who overestimated the possibility of commercial bene-
fits for themselves from such contacts became the most enthusiastic promot-
ers of détente.

In 1972 American and Soviet negotiators signed the SALT (strategic arms
limitation treaty) agreement, which in affect legitimized the existing balance
of nuclear forces. Almost immediately the two sides entered negotiations
for SALT II, a treaty that would have resulted in an actual reduction of the
number of weapons. The Soviet Union also enthusiastically joined the U.S.
effort to prevent nuclear proliferation, because it was in the Soviet interest
to prevent Germany and China from acquiring nuclear weapons.
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In 1975 European and American diplomats gathered in Helsinki for a Eu-
ropean “security conference.” On this occasion the contracting parties
signed three sets of treaties; the first dealt with political and diplomatic is-
sues. It was this section that included the famous paragraph in which the
signatories promised to respect “human rights,” such as freedom of thought
and religion. From the Soviet point of view, the paragraph that really mat-
tered was the one in which the participants recognized the existing borders
in Europe as inviolable. Soviet diplomacy had worked for this goal for a
long time. It meant a formal recognition of borders regarded as only tem-
porary since the 1945 Potsdam conference. At the time this was regarded as
a major Soviet gain. However, it had been clear for a long time that the
West had not the slightest intention of changing these borders in any case,
and it is therefore hard to see this as a major concession.

The second set of agreements concerned economics, scientific exchanges,
and trade relations. Undoubtedly these agreements were far more important
for the Soviet side, which hoped to gain credits and access to advanced tech-
nology. In the third set of treaties the Soviet side gave concessions: it accept-
ed the obligation of allowing the reunification of families and in general im-
proved and extended international contacts. Few people at the time
believed that outside powers would be able to assure that the Soviet side
lived up to its commitments. Nevertheless, the vague obligation to “observe
human rights” accepted by Soviet diplomats in Helsinki turned out to be a
powerful weapon in the hands of dissidents, who time and again embar-
rassed the regime by pointing to international treaty obligations.

In retrospect it is unclear who got a better deal in Helsinki. It was, of
course, an advantage to have the gains of the Second World War fully and
officially recognized, and the Soviet Union undoubtedly needed extended
economic contacts with the West. However, as the Soviet leaders realized,
these ties were dangerous. The West was inherently subversive, because the
vision of Western affluence undermined the Soviet regime.

The Helsinki agreements made little difference on the international chess
board. In every trouble spot in the world the Soviet Union and the West
supported opposite sides; the path of détente was not smooth. It would hap-
pen, as it did happen in Ethiopia and Somalia, that two sides in the dispute
actually changed sponsors in mid-course of a conflict. In most of these con-
flicts, save the Middle East, Soviet involvement, while expensive in terms of
resources, was not such as to risk military confrontation with the United
States. When it came to actual fighting, the Soviets preferred to use a proxy;
their Cuban allies in fact participated in several civil wars in Africa. The de-
sire to be a superpower and to have worldwide influence was not cheap. As
so many powers before and since have found, such participation rarely
gains genuine allies or brings material benefits. Third world countries and
movements within them managed to use the great powers at least as much
as they were used by them.
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The Middle East was different. Here American commitment to the state
of Israel was so great that Soviet support for the other side created a most
dangerous situation. In the 1973 war leaders in Moscow faced a dilemma:
on the one hand, another military defeat of the Arab states, armed by Sovi-
et weapons, might fatally weaken Soviet influence in the Middle East; but
on the other, an Arab victory would bring American intervention and the
danger of a Soviet-American confrontation. After the initial Egyptian victo-
ries, achieved by surprise, the tide of battle quickly turned and the Israeli ar-
mies moved forward victoriously. At this point the goal of Soviet diplomacy
was to conclude an armistice as soon as possible.

Although Soviet arms and training methods proved inferior, and the Sovi-
et Union did not emerge from the crisis with increased respect among its
Arab clients, nevertheless the conflict had beneficial consequences for the
Soviet Union. The skyrocketing price of oil weakened Western economies
and benefited the Soviet Union, the world’s largest oil producer. Further, the
1973 war weakened Western unity, because Western Europe was unwilling
to follow the pro-Israeli American policy.

Ironically, following the Second World War, Soviet soldiers fired in anger
only at citizens of other communist countries. The promise that in a world
of classless societies wars would become impossible turned out to be as
utopian as many other Marxist predictions. In fact, Soviet policy makers
had no greater problem than how to deal with a bellicose communist Chi-
na. The Chinese became competitors in the struggle for ideological su-
premacy within the communist camp, and the dispute allowed Soviet satel-
lites to maneuver between the two communist giants. Chinese denunciation
of Soviet policy as revisionist was damaging because it was true: Moscow
had long since abandoned the cause of international revolution.

The hostile relations between the two major communist powers differed
from U.S.-Soviet relations. Presumably there was much in Western and par-
ticularly U.S. policy that surprised the men in the Kremlin, but nevertheless
the two sides came to know one another fairly well, and the Soviet leaders
did not really expect the Americans to embark on an action that would have
unforeseeable consequences. By contrast, Chinese policy in the age of Mao’s
cultural revolution seemed altogether unpredictable and, from the Soviet
point of view, highly dangerous. Mao’s statement that the country could af-
ford to sacrifice the lives of hundreds of millions of its citizens could not al-
together be regarded as a bluff in the age of the “cultural revolution,” at a
time when millions went on rampages, waving the “little red book” of
Chairman Mao’s largely infantile sayings. Soviet strategy was to make it
clear to the Chinese – and not only with words, but with actions – that the
Soviet Union was ready to defend its borders and interests. The conse-
quence was a protracted border war along the Amur river for the possession
of insignificant islands. While the majority of the Soviet people may have
been ambivalent about the West, they had unmitigated dislike verging on
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racist hatred for the Chinese. The hard line taken by the leaders against Chi-
na was undoubtedly popular.

The bloc was disintegrating; the awful uniformity imposed by the Stalin-
ist Soviet Union gradually lifted. The direction taken by individual satellites
depended on past tradition and political culture, but also on the accident of
personalities. Yugoslavia never again became a satellite; Albania was taking
advantage of the Sino-Soviet split and preferred to have a distant sponsor,
Romania’s Ceausescu, who started out a reformer, became the worst tyrant
but exhibited increasing independence from the Soviet Union in foreign pol-
icy; in the Balkans, only Bulgaria remained unfailingly loyal. Moscow had
the most trouble with the East Central European satellites; and these were
considered most important, both from an economic and a strategic point of
view.

The German “Democratic Republic,” as East Germany was called, func-
tioned surprisingly well. A reasonably high standard of living, combined
with an efficient repressive machinery, assured stability. The Hungarians
also found an acceptable compromise with the communist regime of Janos
Kadar. The man who came to power with the help of Soviet tanks that sup-
pressed the Hungarian revolution amazingly managed to convince his coun-
trymen that his brand of liberalism was the best they could get under the
circumstances. He allowed a degree of free public discussion and criticism
and used the slogan that “those who are not against us are with us.”Most
significantly, he introduced economic reforms that for a while at least
brought a degree of prosperity. In the 1960s and 1970s, Hungary was the
most livable country in the Communist bloc, or as it was said at the time:
“Hungary was the gayest barrack in the camp of socialism.”

In the Brezhnev era the Czechoslovaks were the first to challenge the
communist regime. Arguably, other countries in the region had needed thor-
oughgoing social and political changes after 1945 and therefore to some ex-
tent benefited from the communist revolution. A country that had main-
tained a decent democratic regime until 1938, when it was betrayed by the
Western allies, and which had an advanced economy, needed no such revo-
lution. Communist methods of organizing the economy had caused only
harm.

By the early 1960s it was clear that the Czech economy was in trouble
and that much-needed reforms necessitated a relaxation of political con-
trols. However, the neo-Stalinist Antonin Novotny was in power and would
give no concessions. The nationality question also added an explosive ele-
ment. Although economically the Slovaks benefited from being part of the
Czechoslovak state, they felt themselves discriminated against by the richer
and better educated Czechs. They well remembered that their leadership,
accused of “bourgeois nationalism,” had been particularly hard hit in the
purges of the late Stalin period. The demands for de-Stalinization, for eco-
nomic reforms, and for increased Slovak autonomy proved too strong for
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Novotny to resist. When the Soviet leaders did not come to his aid, in De-
cember 1967 he was forced to give up the leadership of the party.

Alexander Dubcek, a Slovak who became first secretary on Novotny’s re-
moval, was a leader in the mold of Imre Nagy and Gorbachev – that is, a
convinced communist who believed that it was possible to do better within
the existing system. However, when things got out of hand he refused to
turn against his own people. The spring and early summer of 1968 was a
period of euphoria in Prague. Courageous individuals spoke increasingly
openly and honestly, overcoming inhibitions instilled by two decades of ter-
ror. For a while it seemed that socialism would not be merely a promise in
the distant future, that its humanistic potential would be immediately real-
ized. Maybe, after all, the promise of socialism was not altogether empty.
Maybe it was possible to build a society that combined freedom and social
justice and thereby to construct “socialism with a human face.” This was
the last flicker of the communist ideological flame. Events within a commu-
nist country, if only for a historical moment, could still inspire enthusiasm
beyond the boundaries of the camp. 

The Czechoslovaks had learned from the Hungarian experience and were
extremely careful not to provoke Soviet intervention. They continued to
speak of “the leading role of the party,” whatever that meant under the cir-
cumstances, and did not aim to return nationalized property to the previous
owners. Most importantly, they continued to toe the Soviet line in foreign
policy. Nevertheless, in August 1968, after repeated warnings, Soviet troops
invaded the country and ended this experiment of “socialism with a human
face.” The military operation was carried out with impressive efficiency,
and there was little resistance against the occupiers. The politics of the op-
eration, however, was clumsy. For some time the Soviet authorities could
not find a Czechoslovak Kadar, a Party leader of standing who would take
responsibility for having invited the Soviet intervention.

The fact that Moscow was willing to tolerate Ceausescu in Romania, a
man who followed a much more independent line than Dubcek, indicates
that Soviet concerns were not with foreign policy. Their fear, perhaps well
justified, was that the Communist system was disintegrating in Czechoslo-
vakia, that this would have an inevitable effect on the rest of Eastern Eu-
rope, and that ultimately the reformist spirit might infect the Soviet Union
itself. In view of what happened a couple of decades later, such fears can-
not be dismissed as altogether unrealistic. The Soviets justified this partic-
ular brutal action by the “Brezhnev doctrine.” Soviet spokesmen main-
tained that the “victory of socialism” was irreversible, and therefore it was
the duty of other “socialist” countries to protect it wherever it was under
siege. This articulation may have been novel, but the policy, of course, was
not. Ultimately, under Gustav Husak (another Slovak) in the 1970s and
1980s, Czechoslovakia became the most repressive communist state in East
Central Europe.
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In Czechoslovakia by brutal oppression, in Hungary by a mixture of con-
cessions and repression, the Soviet-sponsored regimes achieved equilibrium.
In Poland, by contrast, that stabilization never took place. The consequences
of the Polish October of 1956 were long-lasting: a semi-independent Catho-
lic Church survived, agriculture was never recollectivized, and a degree of
freedom of the press and travel to the West was allowed. Most importantly,
perhaps, the lesson that Polish workers drew from the extraordinary events
of 1956 was that they could put pressure on the government by demonstrat-
ing. It was soon evident that the hero of 1956, Gomulka, had no vision of a
post -Stalinist Poland. When in 1970 the government attempted to raise food
prices, a confrontation with workers in the streets forced Gomulka out of of-
fice. A regime that gave concessions not out of strength, like Kadar in Hun-
gary, but out of weakness, proved itself particularly vulnerable to further at-
tacks.

Gomulka’s successor, Edward Gierek, was successful at first. He attracted
foreign investment, and his easygoing style was more congenial to the aver-
age Pole than that of the severe and puritanical Gomulka. But then success
turned to failure. The government did not use the foreign loans wisely. In-
stead of investing in the modernization of the economy, the loans were used
to maintain consumption standards, because the regime desperately wanted
to preserve stability. When Western economies floundered following the oil
crisis of 1973, these markets came to be closed to Polish products. Conse-
quently, the country could not repay the loans and came to be heavily bur-
dened by an ever-growing foreign debt. In 1976, when the government once
again attempted to raise food prices, demonstrations followed and the gov-
ernment had to back down. It was an ironic situation: a tyrannical commu-
nist regime was unable to make economic changes that any democratic re-
gime could easily have made.

The disturbances that started in the summer of 1980 at first seemed to re-
peat the old pattern. However, within a short time the most deadly chal-
lenge to the Soviet system developed. The Hungarian revolution was too
brief for the anti-Soviet coalition to break down: reform communists and
anticommunists fought together. In Czechoslovakia in 1968 reform com-
munists were in the foreground, and the working classes were hardly in-
volved. In Poland, by contrast, the moving force was the working class. The
workers formed a labor union which they appropriately, but provocatively
named “Solidarity.” The organization soon became much more than a la-
bor union. The entire country came to be united not to reform the regime,
but to repudiate it altogether. The country enjoyed an extraordinary sense
of unity: workers, farmers, and intellectuals joined the noncommunist Soli-
darity movement. The party disintegrated, and the pretense that communist
Poland was a workers’ state was forever demolished.

For a while the Soviet leaders and the Polish communists hesitated, but
after the passage of more than a year they decided to act. The denouement
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came in December 1981. This time the operation was carried out by the
Poles themselves; and from a purely technical point of view, the job was
done impressively well: the military cut communications and arrested Soli-
darity activists quickly, making resistance impossible. However, for the first
time communist forces utterly failed in the second stage of normalization.
The military action against the united Polish nation succeeded only because
the Soviet army stood behind the oppressors, and it was better that the re-
pression be carried out by Poles than by hated Russians. Poland in the
1980s came to be a running sore in the side of communism: here was a re-
gime where the economy was in shambles, the population sullen, the politi-
cal system unreformed and unreformable, and the machinery of repression
hesitant.

If at the end of the Brezhnev period Soviet foreign policy makers attempt-
ed to evaluate their successes and failures, they must have come up with a
mixed evaluation. Within the bloc, the failures outweighed the successes.

Demonstration in Moscow in the days of Brezhnev
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Although the rhetoric of the Sino-Soviet conflict moderated somewhat, and
the danger of military conflict ameliorated, no genuine normalization of re-
lations could take place. Regional interests in Southeast Asia, and a Russian
dislike of the Chinese which can fairly be characterized as racist, continued
to stand in the way of improved relations. Eastern Europe became a drain
on Soviet resources. Worst of all, the Soviet leaders allowed themselves
carelessly and stupidly to be drawn into an Afghan civil war in 1979, plac-
ing themselves in an unwinnable situation. That war not only inflicted casu-
alties, it also acted as a break on improved relations with the West.

The election of a Republican administration in the United States ended
détente and led to a new arms race that the Soviet Union could ill afford.
Soviet diplomacy initiated a campaign aimed at blocking the deployment of
American middle-range missiles in Europe. Although this campaign had
some successes in separating the U.S. from its European allies, ultimately it
failed to block deployment. The revolution in Iran in 1979 weakened West-
ern standing in the Middle East; however, that revolution did not ambigu-
ously advance Soviet interests. The Soviet Union expanded much-needed re-
sources to influence events and gain allies in different parts of the world. On
occasion some of those responsible for the formulation of foreign policy
must have asked themselves: was it all worth it?
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Failed reforms

interregnum

Stalin’s death created a temporary panic; Khrushchev’s removal from office
surprised most people; but Brezhnev’s death in 1982 had been anticipated,
and even eagerly awaited by many. Leonid Brezhnev had suffered a stroke
in 1975, and by the time of his death he was obviously infirm and increas-
ingly senile. Soviet citizens and foreigners saw this unimpressive, old, tired
man as the symbol of the country he headed. It was a regime that had ran
out of new ideas.

The power struggle that brought Iurii Andropov to the top had been de-
cided even before Brezhnev’s death. The decisive moment was Andropov’s
move from the KGB to the secretariat of the central committee. Even in the
Soviet Union of the 1980s it would have been unseemly to go directly from
the political police to the head of the empire. When Andropov took over
Mikhail Suslov’s job – Suslov had just died – it was clear that he was well
positioned in the power struggle. He was somewhat younger than the other
members of the geriatric Politburo, and clearly more energetic and intelli-
gent. (The average age of the members of the Politburo at the time of Brezh-
nev’s death was 71.) He had achieved his first major distinction at the time
of the Hungarian revolution of 1956, when he was the Soviet ambassador
to Budapest. His sly and duplicitous behavior won the admiration of his se-
nior colleagues. In that crucial time in Budapest he came in touch with the
top leaders of the party and called attention to himself. Soon he was made
head of the department of the central committee that handled relations with
the other communist countries. From this post he was moved to the power-
ful position of head of the KGB, and in 1973 became a member of the Polit-
buro. Andropov was thus the first top Soviet leader who had spent a sub-
stantial part of his career in service of the political police.

In that most important post Andropov showed himself to be a smart,
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ruthless figure in struggling against subversion – i.e., against the dissident
movement. It is interesting, therefore, that on his ascension to the top posi-
tion he was regarded not only within but even outside the Soviet Union, at
least in some circles, as a reformer, a moderate, and indeed a liberal. It is of
course absurd to see a man partially responsible for the bloody repression
of the Hungarian revolution, a determined and ruthless enemy of the dissi-
dent movement, as a liberal in any meaningful sense. It is not surprising,
however, that as an intelligent man he understood that the country needed
reforms of some kind. Indeed, his intimate knowledge of the ideas of the
dissidents probably made him more open-minded than most of his col-
leagues. In a similar vein, we now know that in 1953 it was the unspeakable
Beria, another chief of the terror machine, who had advocated the most
thoroughgoing reforms.

It was not difficult to appear more competent than Brezhnev. In fact,
however, Andropov’s proposed solutions to the country’s problems were su-
perficial; presumably he saw no need for systemic reforms. Andropov advo-
cated enforcing labor discipline in the factories and initiated a struggle
against corruption. He stayed in office too short a time to realize how pro-
found the problems were; his tenure lasted only fifteen months, and during
most of this period he was incapacitated by illness. It is at least conceivable,
though unlikely, that had he stayed in office he might have followed the
same path as Gorbachev.

The details of the complex political struggles that took place within the
highest leadership are not altogether clear, but it is obvious that there was a
faction more conscious of the failings of the system and therefore more will-
ing to experiment with reforms, a sort of reformist party, and another
group of old men for whom reforms seemed dangerous. Matters had to be
settled by compromise. While the seemingly more daring Andropov re-
ceived the top job, the number two man remained Brezhnev’s closest associ-
ate, Konstantin Chernenko. When Andropov died in February 1984, Cher-
nenko was elected first secretary; but this time the relatively youthful
Mikhail Gorbachev, Andropov’s protégé, was made second in command.
The 73-year-old Chernenko was surely the least intelligent, capable, and
charismatic of all the Soviet leaders. His achievements were minimal – he
owed his eminent position entirely to his closeness to Brezhnev. In that feu-
dal political system, Chernenko’s political star rose in conjunction with that
of his friend and mentor.

Chernenko failed to put his stamp on the political system. Most of the
time he was not in charge because he was ill. In the absence of the ailing
general secretary, Gorbachev often chaired Politburo meetings, and thereby
acquired experience in areas where formerly he had had little. One might
say that the most important political development during Chernenko’s brief
tenure was the increase of Gorbachev’s stature. Gorbachev traveled abroad
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Nevskii prospect in Leningrad

and made a good impression on Western leaders, among them Margaret
Thatcher. She uttered the famous phrase: “Gorbachev is a man with whom
we can do business.” This trip to London was a significant event in Gor-
bachev’s rise to power, for not only did he give a good account of himself,
but for the first time he appeared on television in the West, and more im-
portantly at home. He proved himself to be a natural television personality:
he exhibited poise and also a curious kind of warmth for a Soviet leader.
Gorbachev appeared in London with his wife, Raisa, a stylish and well-
educated woman. This was an extraordinary change: at the time of An-
dropov’s death, the U.S. State Department did not even know whether the
Soviet leader had a wife!1

When Chernenko died, the Politburo was determined to prevent the em-
barrassment of having yet another ailing leader. They wanted to select a first
secretary who was young and vigorous, and Gorbachev was the obvious
choice. There was no doubt a struggle behind the scenes; some of the lead-
ers were more favorably inclined toward initiating reforms than others.
However, it would be a mistake to think of the top leadership as neatly di-
vided between the friends and opponents of reform. Most of the leaders
were ambivalent. None could have completely failed to see the seriousness
of the problems that the Soviet Union faced, but all must have been some-
what afraid of the risks inherent in experimentation.
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“acceleration”

Russian and Soviet history has always been characterized by alternating sta-
sis and reform. After the quiet period of Brezhnev and the two short-lived
regimes of Andropov and Chernenko, the country was on the threshold of a
time of rapid changes. The newly elected first secretary, Gorbachev, may
have imagined himself an Alexander II, the tsar liberator, who with a series
of reforms transformed the tsarist system, and perhaps extended its life
span by fifty years. Politicians, statesmen, and revolutionaries never actual-
ly accomplish what they set out to do, so it is not surprising that the Soviet
leader achieved something very different than he would have liked. No one,
including Gorbachev, could have foreseen the magnitude of the changes the
country was embarking on.

Brezhnev and Chernenko were conservative men, faceless representatives
of the Soviet bureaucracy. It is hard to see them as individuals, their back-
ground and upbringing hardly mattered, for they did not put their own
stamp on Soviet society. Gorbachev, by contrast, belongs to the category of
Stalin and Khrushchev, leaders who embarked on their tasks with a desire
to introduce change. It is safe to say that had Gorbachev not emerged victo-
rious in the power struggle, or had he been a different person, the fate of the
Soviet Union would have been different. Who Gorbachev was, how his
worldview developed, and how he saw his tasks are therefore matters of
historical significance.

Intelligent as he undoubtedly was, and aware of the seriousness of the
problems, it is highly unlikely that even he appreciated the depth of the cri-
sis in which his country found itself. In this respect he was similar to two
other figures of recent communist history, the Hungarian Imre Nagy and
the Slovak Alexander Dubcek. Like them he initiated a process. When mat-
ters got out of hand, when the process went too far or in the wrong direc-
tion, he was presented with a choice of brutal repression or acquiescence. In
these circumstances, as Nagy and Dubcek had done before him, Gorbachev
almost always made the morally correct choice.

How could the Soviet system produce a man like Gorbachev? This ques-
tion is based on the false assumption that the Soviet regime had indeed suc-
ceeded in creating “the new socialist human being” – faceless bureaucrats
without individuality, without the ability to think for themselves. Human
beings turned out to be much less malleable than some hoped or than oth-
ers feared. Most likely there were hundreds if not thousands of middle-level
party and governmental figures who, while echoing the official line, could
see perfectly clearly that the Soviet Union was approaching a crisis. It is
true, however, that since the political system rewarded conformity, the real
Stalin, the real Khrushchev, and indeed the real Gorbachev could emerge
only after they achieved supreme power.

Gorbachev was born in the fertile Stavropol region of south Russia in
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1931. His paternal grandfather was a victim of the anti-kulak campaign that
accompanied collectivization. He was deported and allowed to return only
years later. To what extent the experience of his grandfather played a role in
his political development is impossible to say. Being a convinced supporter of
the system and having a close relative who was a victim of terror was not un-
usual. Most of the Stalinist leaders had relatives in camps, and nonetheless
they continued to serve the “master.” Gorbachev’s close colleague and later
an opponent of his reforms, Egor Ligachev, also had victims of Stalinist ter-
ror in his family, yet remained fundamentally conservative.

Gorbachev had received a much better education than leaders of the pre-
vious generation. Unlike most other leaders, who had technical educations,
Gorbachev studied law and took a correspondence course in agricultural
economics. He came to intellectual maturity in the post-Stalin era: as a stu-
dent in Moscow, he witnessed the intellectual and political ferment of the
period. It is an interesting coincidence that one of his friends at the univer-
sity was Zdenek Mlynar, later an architect of the Prague spring.

Gorbachev’s rise within the hierarchy was typical of a successful member
of the apparat. First he achieved distinction in the Komsomol organization
and found powerful supporters who recognized his talent and ambition.
Then at a relatively early age he was promoted to the powerful position of
first secretary of the party organization of the Stavropol district. Since this
district was a favorite vacation place for members of the party hierarchy,
the young politician quickly acquired important contacts. Gorbachev also
gained first-hand experience with the Achilles’ heel of Soviet economics,
agriculture. He proved himself an adept, imaginative, and flexible organiz-
er, and as a consequence achieved remarkable jumps in his career: in 1978
he was brought to Moscow as a secretary of the central committee, next
year became a candidate member of the Politburo, and in 1980 he became a
full member of that body. Gorbachev, a relatively young, vigorous, and ar-
ticulate man, was clearly different from his predecessors. Unlike them, but
much like Khrushchev, he was not afraid to appear in different parts of the
country, mingling with the common folk and listening to their problems.

After Gorbachev became first secretary, a change in the style of leadership
was immediately evident. The difficulties the Soviet Union faced were con-
siderable, and the new leader had to start out in several directions at once:
he had to reinvigorate the party and governmental apparatus, institute re-
forms that would improve the sluggish economy, and in order to gain time
ameliorate the hostility with the West, in particular with the United States.
Like Soviet leaders before him, he consolidated his power by bringing his
own followers into the highest levels of the government and of the party.
Since the Brezhnev regime had turned into a gerontocracy, where the politi-
cal system operated under the slogan “stability of cadres” and the goal was
to assure as much security for high officials as possible, the average age of
the leadership had risen to ridiculously high levels. Under the circum-
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stances, the change of personnel was not only the result of Gorbachev’s de-
sire to consolidate power, but also the natural consequence of the long-
postponed housecleaning. He removed those who had been in office too
long and were very old, and those who had been his rivals. The eighty-year-
old conservative prime minister Nikolai Tikhonov went into long overdue
retirement, and his place was taken by Nikolai Ryzhkov, who soon also
joined the Politburo. Andrei Gromyko, who had the distinction of being the
longest-serving foreign minister of a major power, was eased out of his job.
But because he had supported Gorbachev’s appointment, he was rewarded
with the largely honorary post of president. Grigorii Romanov, the first sec-
retary of the Leningrad party organization, a rather unsavory character
who had been Gorbachev’s chief rival, was now removed from the Polit-
buro. Viktor Grishin, another possible alternative to Gorbachev who head-
ed the Moscow organization, lost that post in 1986.

Had Gorbachev been a radical reformer in 1985, he would have appoint-
ed like-minded people to positions of power. In fact, the new appointees
were a remarkably heterogeneous group. They included Viktor Chebrikov,
the head of the KGB, who for his early support of Gorbachev received a
seat on the Politburo. Ligachev, an Andropov associate, was also made a
Politburo member. Soon these two politicians came to be leaders of the con-
servative forces within the top leadership. On the other hand, a close asso-
ciate of Gorbachev – Edward Shevardnadze, the chief of the Georgian par-
ty organization – took Gromyko’s job in the foreign ministry; and Boris
Yeltsin, a maverick already in the dull age of Brezhnev, became first secre-
tary of the crucial Moscow organization. Aleksander Iakovlev, the future
theorist of perestroika and the most consistent liberal in the new top leader-
ship, became a member of the Politburo in 1987. As a long-time ambas-
sador to Canada, where he had been “exiled” for his liberal views, he had a
better knowledge of the West than other members of the Politburo. (While
in Canada, naturally, he had never voiced his heterodox views.) This lead-
ership could not long remain united.

At the same time Gorbachev carried out much-needed purges in the prov-
inces. Middle-level leadership, heavily compromised by corruption, needed
renewal. This change hit especially hard in the Central Asian republics,
where corruption had been notoriously widespread. The removal of some
corrupt figures from republican leadership, however, contributed to the de-
velopment of nationalist feelings. For example, the removal of a Kazakh as
head of the republic party organization in 1986, and the substitution of an
ethnic Russian, resulted in riots in Alma Ata. Evidently, many in the Cauca-
sus and in Central Asia believed that it was better to be ruled by their own
scoundrels than by the Russians. In retrospect Gorbachev came to regard
placing a Russian at the head of the Kazakh organization as one his greatest
errors, a sign that he did not understand the power of nationalism.

The first and most important task was to improve the performance of the
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economy. The peoples of the Soviet Union in the era of Khrushchev and
during the first decade of Brezhnev’s rule became accustomed to a slow and
gradual, but nonetheless meaningful, improvement in their standard of liv-
ing. Deteriorating economic performance brought such improvements to an
end. Gorbachev rightly feared that there would be a political price to pay.
Furthermore, Soviet standing in world affairs depended on the level of mil-
itary spending, which in turn depended on the health of the economy.

Gorbachev reported later that as he rose within the hierarchy he acquired
an ever clearer understanding of the weaknesses of Soviet society, and above
all of the problems of the economy. He understood far better than his prede-
cessors that his country was falling behind precisely in the most advanced
branches of the economy, and he knew the dangers implied by technological
backwardness. He regarded narrowing that gap between the Soviet Union
and the advanced West as one of his most important tasks. His first reforms,
however, did not touch the essential elements of the system: as Andropov had
before him, he called for increased discipline, improved quality, and decen-
tralization in decision making. In order to improve quality the government
created a new bureaucracy and introduced evaluators and controllers in fac-
tories, whose task was to reject faulty products. This simplistic way of deal-
ing with a complex problem created only dissatisfaction on the factory floor.
Increased discipline meant that people had to work harder for the same
amount of money. Gorbachev failed to win over the working class. He did
not understand that reforms were unlikely to produce immediate results –
but on the contrary in order to improve the economy sacrifices first had to be
made. Such a position, however, was difficult to sell to the Soviet people, for
they had heard such requests often enough in the past, and the glorious fu-
ture never seemed to arrive.

The struggle against overcentralization was well within the Soviet tradi-
tion: both Khrushchev and Kosygin had attempted to give greater freedom to
factory directors. The directors’ hidden incentives, however, often encour-
aged them to go against the interests of the national economy. The directors,
for example, preferred to spend money on their wage fund and invested too
little in new technologies that would have been essential for economic
growth. Investments in new technologies were inevitably risky and unlikely
to bring the immediate results on which their bonuses depended.

The idea that the regime should altogether abandon centralized control
over the economy remained unthinkable, something contrary to the new
leaders’ concept of socialism. A genuine market economy would have had
obvious and far-reaching political consequences. Gorbachev and his com-
rades were determined to carry out changes within the system; but it was
the system itself that was the source of the trouble. The changes, instead of
improving the situation, undermined the existing centrally planned and cen-
trally controlled economy. The sad and paradoxical result of the attempt at
reform was that the growth rate further declined and the gap between the
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advanced economies of the West and the Soviet economy widened. Gor-
bachev’s achievement in the first period of reforms was a negative one: it be-
came increasingly obvious that within the system, major improvements
were not possible.

Almost immediately after coming to power, in May 1985, the new first
secretary embarked on his first campaign, the war against alcoholism. This
campaign, which perhaps made the most immediate impression on the So-
viet people was in line with the economic reforms and very much in the
spirit of Andropov. The problem was real and obvious: alcoholism was the
long-standing curse of Russian and Soviet societies, a problem that was get-
ting worse and worse. Alcoholism was a major cause of the decline of life
expectancy, increasing infant mortality, crime, and of course the deplorably
low labor productivity. Discipline had to be improved: people were drink-
ing too much.

The campaign started with a barrage of temperance propaganda. At offi-
cial functions the serving of alcoholic drinks was abandoned – which may
or may not have made an impression on the general populace, but certainly
created opportunities for making jokes at the expense of the first secretary.
The government made greater efforts to enforce the law against home brew,
raised the price of vodka, limited distribution by cutting the number of out-
lets, and limited the times during which alcohol could be sold. The cam-
paign was carried out in a crude way: the attack was made not only on
vodka but also on all alcoholic beverages, including wine. As a consequence
some age-old vineyards in the Caucasus were cut down, which hardly
helped to alleviate alcoholism.

There was a price to pay. Although alcohol consumption declined (it is
difficult to measure exactly how much, for home brew continued to be pro-
duced and that, by definition, escaped the statisticians), the campaign was
hugely unpopular. Alcoholics did not stop being alcoholics overnight, and
there was little effort made to cure them. Not surprisingly, those who need-
ed alcohol in their desperation drank anything that contained it, and the
number of people hospitalized for drinking poison increased greatly. The in-
creased production of home brew (samogon) created a shortage of sugar,
which then had to be rationed. Further, the campaign was expensive. Rev-
enues from vodka were an important part of the state budget; when a larg-
er share was produced by home brew, the treasury suffered.

Gorbachev had the misfortune of taking office when relations with the
West were poor. At the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s the
cold war revived: Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, the repression in Po-
land in 1981 (to be sure, carried out by the Poles themselves), the placement
of SS-20 missiles in operations that threatened Western Europe, and finally
the shooting down of Korean Airlines fllight 007 in 1983, resulted in strong
Western responses. Because of the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, the
Carter administration refused to ask the Senate to ratify an earlier arms
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control agreement. When the Reagan administration came into office the
Americans began using a bellicose language that had not been heard in in-
ternational affairs since the days of Stalin and Dulles, and more important-
ly, they matched words with action. They gained the agreement of Euro-
peans to place middle-range missiles on their soil, matched the Soviet
SS-20s, and embarked on a long-range military build-up that included the
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). The Soviet leaders felt threatened; the
vast military build-up achieved at the cost of great sacrifice did not, after all,
bring security. American words and actions convinced the Soviet leadership
that they were facing a dangerous and unpredictable enemy. Andropov’s re-
sponse was to pursue an assertive and aggressive policy in order not to
show weakness.

Although Gorbachev’s primary interest was in domestic policy – i.e., a re-
vival of the troubled economy – his earliest and most significant achieve-
ment was the reorientation of Soviet foreign policy. His priorities necessi-
tated a new course based on a desire to ameliorate tensions with the West,
and in particular with the United States. Since the economic reforms made
the reduction of military expenditures inevitable, a more calm international
atmosphere was in the interest of the Soviet Union. Furthermore, improved
relations with advanced industrial countries was a precondition for acquir-
ing Western technology and credits. It became evident that the West was
prosperous and successful and that in the modern world the Soviet Union
could avoid participating in the world economy only at its peril. Most like-
ly Gorbachev was sincere when he spoke at the very outset of his tenure of
his desire to enable the Soviet Union to reenter what he memorably called
“our common European home.”

To give Soviet foreign policy a new direction and a new face Gorbachev
chose a new team; the foreign policy establishment was shaken up more
than any other branch of the leadership. Military men now had a smaller
role to play in the formulation of policy. Edvard Shevardnadze, the new for-
eign minister, had been first secretary of the Georgian party and had no for-
eign policy experience. Another close adviser, Anatoly Dobrynin, did have a
great deal of foreign policy experience – he had been ambassador to Wash-
ington for decades – but he had little standing within the top leadership
within the party. Perhaps the most influential advisor was Aleksandr
Iakovlev, a man with an intimate knowledge of the West and a genuine lib-
eral. Gorbachev also replaced most of the key ambassadors.

The new course required a new ideological base and an altogether differ-
ent style; for in diplomacy, words mattered. Soviet leaders since 1917 had
regarded international affairs as an aspect of class struggle and had taken
for granted the inevitability of conflict. They recognized that on occasion
they had to give concessions to their enemies, but assumed that the interests
of capitalists and socialists were eternally in conflict, that whatever dam-
aged the interests of one system benefited the other. Given this background,
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Gorbachev’s talking about general human values which transcended class
interests was revolutionary. The first secretary considered the greatest dan-
ger to his country not an unprovoked attack by the capitalist West, but nu-
clear war itself. His phrase concerning “our common European home”
meant that the two systems could work together for their common benefit.

The government now was presented with a difficult choice: the country
could further improve its international prestige by investing more in mili-
tary hardware, but only at the expense of undermining the economic base
essential for future expansion, or it could, at least temporarily, retrench. It
is worth noting that previous governments, going back to tsarist times, had
faced the same dilemma. The new line in foreign policy meant an accep-
tance of the second solution: the Soviet government reduced involvement in
distant parts of the world and attempted to revive détente. The confident as-
sumption that upheavals in third world countries would ultimately benefit
Soviet interests turned out to be false. Soviet assistance to “revolutionary”
regimes around the world cost too much and brought few benefits. Gor-
bachev created a veritable diplomatic revolution. Unlike the economy,
which remained impervious to his attempts to change it, the diplomatic
scene was quickly transformed. Age-old assumptions that the leaders and
propagandists of the two systems held concerning one another came to be
abandoned within a short time. The changes were almost entirely the con-
sequence of Soviet retrenchment: Soviet troops were withdrawn from Af-
ghanistan in 1989, and Soviet support for “national liberation movements”
around the world was gradually eliminated, leading to the end of civil wars
in Angola and Ethiopia and to the undermining of the economic health of
the Castro regime in Cuba.

Soviet and American diplomats during the previous two decades had ex-
pended enormous efforts trying to achieve meaningful arms control. The
arms control negotiations, however, had been largely fruitless because the
strategic needs of the two powers were different. Now the situation
changed. After a gap of six years, two summits took place in a relatively
short time. Gorbachev and Reagan met in Geneva in the fall of 1985 and
then in October 1986 in Reykjavik. Although no concrete agreements were
reached on either occasion, these were important meetings, especially the
second one. The negotiations were genuine and the issues breathtakingly
ambitious, such as the elimination by the two sides of nuclear weapons.
Gorbachev showed himself to be an open-minded and intelligent negotiator,
though he failed to persuade Reagan to abandon SDI, something that the
Soviet Union at this point obviously could not match. In 1987 the impor-
tant INF treaty was signed, which eliminated intermediate-range nuclear
weapons from Europe. In this area also, the Soviet leaders were ready to ac-
cept positions that their predecessors had resisted: Gorbachev was willing
to withdraw intermediate-range ballistic missiles behind the Ural mountains
and thereby in effect to accept the American position.
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The point has been made primarily by conservative American commenta-
tors that it was Reagan’s military build-up that forced the Soviet Union into
bankruptcy, drove home the conclusion to the new leaders that they would
never catch up with the Americans, and that as a consequence Reagan’s poli-
cies were primarily responsible for the collapse of the Soviet Union. One may
acknowledge that American technological superiority and seemingly inex-
haustible economic resources gave pause to the Soviet leaders and may have
been one of the reasons for their changing course. Moreover the recognition
of inferiority made them look all the harder for changes within the system
and thereby created a crisis which the Soviet Union did not survive. Ironical-
ly, the conservative position is based on a gross underestimation of the prob-
lems faced by the Soviet regime. Had the Americans pursued the most mod-
erate and timid policies, the Soviet system still could not have been successful
in the circumstances prevailing at the end of the twentieth century. Reagan
did not defeat the communists; the communists defeated themselves.

GLASNOST’

The decisive step in the transformation (and ultimate demise) of the Soviet
system was not the timid attempt to reform the economy, or even interna-
tional initiatives that aimed to define the Soviet role in the world more mod-
estly, and therefore more in line with available resources, but the introduc-
tion of openness in discussing the past as well as the problems facing
contemporary society. The term glasnost’ was chosen deliberately over free-
dom of the press, freedom of thought, or freedom of conscience. The histo-
ry of the concept goes back to the nineteenth century, when Slavophile in-
tellectuals advocated not Western-style intellectual freedom in a democratic
society, but openness in discussing public affairs. The Slavophiles wanted to
allow the Russian people to voice their concerns, but at the same time did
not want to limit the power of the autocrat. Gorbachev and his comrades
understood the term as “constructive” criticism, that is, the voices of people
who took the existence and superiority of the Soviet system for granted.

Why did Gorbachev not only allow glasnost’ but even encourage it? We
can only guess his motives. There is no reason to doubt that Gorbachev re-
garded a certain degree of intellectual freedom as valuable in itself. After all,
he really meant to return to what he thought were the “Leninist norms,”
which did include a greater degree of openness and honesty than the Soviet
people had experienced in the Stalinist and even post-Stalinist years. But
also fairly early he must have realized that his economic reforms were not
succeeding. In order to deal with the problems, they first had to be realisti-
cally discussed and evaluated. Also, by opening previously forbidden sub-
jects, such as the nature and extent of Stalinist repression, Gorbachev was
hoping to find allies among the intelligentsia in his struggle against a con-
servative and entrenched bureaucracy.
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The Chernobyl disaster in April 1986, so far the worst nuclear accident in
human history, may have been the most significant turning point. The dis-
aster was caused by shoddy construction and inadequate safety measures;
but habitual, congenital Soviet-style secrecy contributed to the magnitude
of the tragedy. When the accident occurred, the authorities attempted to
suppress relevant information as much as possible, which of course made
dealing with the dreadful consequences more difficult. In any case, the scale
of the disaster and its international implications made concealment impos-
sible. Allowing the news to dribble out slowly, telling the world the entire
story only after the passage of some time, came to be a source of embar-
rassment, very much contrary to the image that Gorbachev hoped to con-
vey.

In December 1986 Gorbachev had a telephone conversation with Andrei
Sakharov, the great Soviet scientist and human rights advocate, who had
been confined in exile to Gorkii, a provincial city closed to foreigners. Fol-
lowing this telephone call, Sakharov was allowed to return to Moscow. The
return of this most admired dissident had great symbolic significance. It
conveyed to reformers and liberals not only that this regime would deal
with opponents differently than had previous regimes, but also that the
great physicist had been right all along. Gorbachev hoped to gain the sup-
port of people like Sakharov, and to a great extent he succeeded, at least
temporarily.

The years 1987 and 1988 were wonderful years of increasing freedom.
Gradually glasnost’ was transformed into freedom of speech. The phenom-
enon was similar to what happened in Hungary in 1956 and in Czechoslo-
vakia in 1968. When intellectuals were allowed to speak more openly, they
came to compete with one another in matters of courage, each attempting
to push the limits of the permissible a little further. What seemed unthink-
able at a given moment, became commonplace a few months later. The
taboos fell one after another, creating a heady atmosphere, a sense of ex-
citement which can be compared to nothing else in Russian history.

The organizations of the creative intelligentsia, most prominently among
them the Union of Writers and the Union of Cinematographers, were trans-
formed. As a result of internal struggles, new leaderships came to the fore,
and the party made no attempt to interfere. The new leadership of the
Union of Cinematographers that came to power in May 1987 began by
showing previously made films that had been banned from distribution.
Outstanding among these was Tengis Abuladze’s, Repentance, a film made
in 1984 in Georgia under the protection of Shevardnadze. This passionate
and moving denunciation of dictatorship and terror was also a bitter attack
on the generation that wanted to cover up the crimes, which seemed inca-
pable of facing the truth.

The excitement in literature was caused not so much by new works that
discussed current problems, but by the publication of books unavailable to
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Soviet readers in the past. Gorbachev and his associates not only allowed
but encouraged the takeover of at least some of the journals by liberal edi-
tors. Authors who had enjoyed worldwide reputations, such as Nabokov,
Brodskii, and Pasternak, for the first time became available to Russian read-
ers. The accumulated great works of the past, and the bitterly anti-Stalinist
works written for the desk drawer by writers such as Anatoly Rybakov
(The Children of Arbat) and Vasilii Grossman (Life and Fate), had greater
appeal than the writings of contemporaries. The readership of the literary
journals, so called thick journals, that published these authors vastly in-
creased. People who had been hungry for honesty and truth for so long now
could not get enough. Writers and intellectuals complained that they could
not do their work because they spent all their time reading.

Ever since the death of Stalin, prominent writers such as Iurii Trifonov,
Vasilii Grossman, Vasilii Aksenov, and Andrei Siniavskii – sometimes in their
published works, but more often in what could not be printed in the Soviet
Union – had clearly showed that the entire system was rotten. They conveyed
the impression to their readers that nothing from Soviet civilization was
worth saving, that the line from Lenin to the present was straight. Explicitly
or implicitly these writers found their models for a better society in the liber-
al West. Other writers, also well known – for example, Valentin Rasputin,
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Vladimir Soloukhin, and Viktor Astafev – though
taking just as adversarial a stance and repudiating the Soviet past just as pas-
sionately, professed at the same time to find the medicine for Russia’s current
ailments in the distant past.

For the time being, as in revolutionary times, there seemed to be national
unity at least as far as opposition to the neo-Stalinist system was concerned.
In retrospect, we know that there never was such a unity, but the defenders
of the old regime at least temporarily were silenced. The reformers, perhaps
naively, believed that once the truth was revealed, the old order that had
been based on lies could never be reconstructed. Indeed, the Gorbachev re-
forms made an irreversible change. To be sure, in Hungary and in Czecho-
slovakia it had been possible to step back into communism, but a foreign
army had to do the repressing. It is conceivable that if Gorbachev at this
point had become alarmed by the changes, he might have stopped them by
the use of force. His greatest achievement therefore was something nega-
tive: he never carried out the clamp-down that would have been necessary
to return to the status quo ante, at a time when that was still possible. Evi-
dently that would have gone contrary to his morality, to his convictions, to
his ideas concerning socialism or communism.

In societies where alternatives cannot be articulated, whether because
they are repressed or because people cannot easily envisage them, the cru-
cial issues are discussed under the guise of historical debates. When people
talked about the period of the NEP, a time of relative economic and cultur-
al freedom, they wanted to argue either that the system that had existed in
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the 1920s could be used today as a model, or that the Soviet system never
had a successful liberal period and therefore the possibility of a “market so-
cialism” or “socialism with a human face” was remote. Many publicists
wrote with great admiration of the last able tsarist statesman, Peter
Stolypin. The point of reviving the memory of Stolypin was to argue that
the imperial regime could have reformed itself; if Stolypin had not been
killed and the war had not occurred, tsarist Russia would have survived.
According to this view, the revolution and all the sufferings that followed
from it were unnecessary. The Soviet regime was simply an unfortunate his-
torical accident.

How history was handled had the greatest possible contemporary signifi-
cance, and therefore historians should have had a particularly important
role to play, but in fact they were never in the forefront. This is understand-
able given the nature of the profession. The Soviet political system had
placed different and heavier limitations on historians than on creative writ-
ers, who could express themselves at least obliquely. Historians had the un-
pleasant task of legitimizing an illegitimate order through their writings.
With omissions, outright lies, and conscious misinterpretations they created
an ideological superstructure without which the Soviet state could not have
existed. Under such circumstances the Soviet historical profession by and
large did not attract the best people. Most historians were either genuine
believers, careerists of various types, or simply not very bright.

The debates that took place among historians in the early glasnost’ peri-
od – and there were many conferences and round tables – represented sig-
nificant advances in the direction of producing more reasonable discussions
of controversial turning points. These debates were often passionate, but
for outsiders it was often difficult to understand the underlying causes, for
the participants did not disagree on fundamental matters. By 1986 and
1987 there were no defenders of Stalin left – although Lenin remained the
fount of all wisdom. There was surprisingly little finger pointing. One might
have expected that those who had been fiercely attacked for their hetero-
doxy and intellectual courage might harbor some resentment against their
colleagues, but this did not happen. Maybe the participants in the debates
understood that the genius of the Soviet regime resided in its ability to make
everyone, or at least almost everyone, an accomplice. It was best not to look
at the past behavior of colleagues too closely. If people were held responsi-
ble for past errors of judgment or cowardice, an entire generation would
have to be silenced. It is fair to say that historians remained much more
timid than writers and filmmakers.

The debates among historians, writers and filmmakers signaled the birth
of civil society. Beyond transforming existing institutions, making them
genuine and autonomous, organizations grew up that were independent of
the state from their inception. Of course, such organizations existed before:
dissidents had created support circles, but these were strictly underground
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organizations. Now when a demonstration took place in Moscow people
were not severely punished. The voluntary groups were still required to reg-
ister and find a “sponsoring institution,” but in fact they were more or less
left alone. In 1987 and 1988 thousands of them came into being, and their
representatives even held a meeting in Moscow. Most of these groups had
no political goals, they were simply associations of people, mostly young,
who were interested in sports or music of a certain type. Others did have
quasipolitical agendas, such as the protection of the environment or preser-
vation of historical buildings. The appearance of these associations changed
the face of Soviet society.

Precisely because they were independent of the state, the associations rep-
resented different interests and different social and political ideologies. The
civic association, Memorial, was a creation of the liberal intelligentsia. It
aimed to commemorate the victims of Stalinist terror; and by drawing at-
tention to the crimes of the Stalinist era, it was making a political statement
relevant to the present. Members put up plaques in memory of the victims,
publicized past horrors, and dug up mass graves. The group that started out
in Moscow in 1988 soon spread to the rest of the country, where local chap-
ters were formed.

Not surprisingly, not all of these associations stood for the creation of a
decent democratic society. In contrast to Memorial, Pamiat’ (Memory)
which appeared on the scene in 1987, had the ostensible purpose of pro-
tecting the environment and historically important monuments, but soon
turned into an extremist Russian nationalist organization, with an increas-
ingly explicit anti-Semitic program. Of course, it would have been odd if
once people were allowed to speak, all of them uttered only humane, dem-
ocratic, and decent sentiments. Freedom to speak meant just that: freedom
to express all opinions, including hateful ones. The anti-Semitic views
which now came to the surface obviously had existed before, except they
could not be expressed so openly. Members of Pamiat’ propagated their
views largely in the form of small broadsheets and pamphlets sold on street
corners. Extraordinary venom appeared in these publication, with charges
against Jews that had not been heard since the days of Hitler. At the mo-
ment of the creation of civil society, the future ideological divisions were al-
ready present.

PERESTROIKA

Perestroika means rebuilding or restructuring. The concept came to be used
to describe all the changes taking place in the Gorbachev period. Gorbachev
and his associates were ambivalent: on the one hand they increasingly well
understood the seriousness of the problems faced by society and therefore
the inevitability of change, but on the other, they continued to have faith in
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the superiority of their political and social system. As a consequence, they
were looking for a middle way: they wanted to retain a planned, state-
owned economy but marry it to the advantages of the market; they wanted
to improve public life by allowing people to speak the truth, but only from
the point of view of communist convictions; they wanted to restructure pol-
itics by “democratizing” it but at the same time maintain the “guiding” role
of the party. The idea of squaring the circle, of finding a middle way be-
tween capitalism and communism, was the regime’s last attempt to realize a
utopian theory.

From ambivalence followed contradictory policies: Gorbachev realized
that many members of the apparat were obstacles to reform, since they
feared for their privileges, but he still could not imagine a political system in
which the party was not in the position of control. Gorbachev wanted to
“democratize” a party whose very essence was the opposite of democracy.
In his search for a middle way he sometimes inclined to give his ear to his
conservative colleagues and sometimes to the liberals. Such maneuvering
was always difficult, and in the end became impossible: the gap between
conservatives and liberals became too wide.

Democratic politics means the possibility of alternative solutions to the
problems facing society and the resolution of the resulting conflicts in an
open sphere. Democratization arose from two different sources. One was a
conscious decision on the part of the new leadership. As the economic re-
forms were not succeeding, at least partially because of the resistance of
conservative forces, Gorbachev found it necessary to experiment with new
institutional structures. The second source was unforeseen and undesired. It
was inevitable that Gorbachev’s reforms, primarily what came under the
term glasnost’, would create opposition within the party leadership and
within the nomenklatura, which felt its position threatened. As the friends
and foes of reform struggled against one another, that struggle for the first
time since the establishment of the Stalinist system came to the open, be-
coming visible to a fascinated Soviet audience. The sharpening of political
struggles within the party, institutional innovations, and the deepening of
glasnost’ reinforced one another.

In 1987 Gorbachev attempted to introduce a reform into the political sys-
tem very similar to what Khrushchev had tried a generation before: he pro-
posed term limits on people in leading positions – though, significantly, not
at the very top. Gorbachev succeeded where Khrushchev had failed. Per-
haps the most significant difference between the two eras was that during
the 1960s there was a widely held belief that, though the economy needed
reforms, the system as a whole was still functioning better than the econo-
mies of the capitalist world. Furthermore, as a result of greatly improved
communications, the influence of the West in the 1980s was much more
palpable and therefore a large segment of the elite had gradually accepted
that changes were inevitable. Even those who attacked Gorbachev from the
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right and feared the consequences of what they perceived as his radicalism
admitted that at least some of the reforms were necessary.

The most prominent among the conservatives were Yegor Ligachev, Vik-
tor Chebrikov, and Vladimir Kruchkov, who had inherited Chebrikov’s job
at the KGB. Aleksander Iakovlev and Shevardnadze were Gorbachev’s clos-
est comrades. Boris Yeltsin, the head of the Moscow party organization,
was consistently more radical than Gorbachev. What separated the two
groups was not simply a struggle for power, but genuine differences in ide-
ology and outlook. Although the conservatives recognized that after the sta-
sis of the Brezhnev era something needed to be done, they did not propose a
new ideology. The bitterness of the struggle between the two groups came
into the open in the fall of 1987, when at the meeting of the central com-
mittee Yeltsin explicitly attacked Ligachev and the conservatives. This move
led to Yeltsin’s temporary eclipse: he was dismissed from his post and sub-
jected to old-style Soviet attacks in the newspapers.

However, the conservatives overreached themselves. In the spring of 1988
an obscure Leningrad teacher of chemistry, Nina Andreeva, sent a letter to
the newspaper Sovetskaia Rossiia in which she forcefully argued the antire-
form position. She in fact reiterated all the conservative slogans: the Stalin-
ist era was “complex,” and although errors were made it was wrong to con-
centrate only on the negative aspects of Soviet history and forget about the
“glorious pages” – the class struggle continues, and the West is always a
hostile and subversive force. The letter, whether in fact written by her or
someone else in the leadership using her as a tool (as was rumored at the
time), expressed the position of the frightened apparat. The publication of
Andreeva’s piece caused great consternation among liberals. The fact that
such a letter could be published in a major Soviet newspaper indicated to
them that powerful people stood behind Andreeva, and that her letter might
be the first shot in the war staged by resurgent conservative forces. This
time the attack was beaten back: ten days after the publication of the letter
the editors of Sovetskaia Rossiia were forced to admit that they made a po-
litical error in publishing Andreeva’s views. It was characteristic, however,
that in this new and more open era Andreeva then formed a society called
Unity for Leninism and Communistic Ideals which aimed to remove Gor-
bachev from office.

Although Gorbachev never gave up completely on the communist party,
he recognized that the apparat was a brake on reform. He took a momen-
tous step: he decided to create a real legislature and build up the govern-
ment machinery as a counterweight to the conservative party leadership. In
March 1989 competitive elections were held for an elected assembly that
was to conduct meaningful debates concerning genuine issues facing soci-
ety. Preparations for the elections, the elections themselves, and then the de-
bates within the assembly were the most significant steps in the process of
“democratization.”
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The elections generated considerable interest. In order to be elected, can-
didates had to formulate their platforms, and for the first time since No-
vember 1917 the Soviet people were presented with alternatives. Ultimately
2,884 candidates contested 1,500 seats (750 were reserved for institutions).
In 384 constituencies, just as in Soviet times, there were only single candi-
dates. Remarkably, while some of the leading figures of the Soviet era were
reelected, many of them, including figures like regional secretaries and par-
ty chiefs of cities, were defeated. The new legislature included representa-
tives of social organizations – such as the Communist Party, the Academy of
Sciences, the Union of Writers – and representatives from districts, nomi-
nated by groups of electors. Some organizations, such as the Communist
Party, for example, nominated only as many candidates as there were seats
assigned for them. Elsewhere, there were multiple candidacies. The institu-
tion that emerged from these reforms was complex, and obviously the result
of compromises. Gorbachev wanted “democratization,” but at the same
time wanted to protect the “leading role of the party.” The Congress of Peo-
ple’s Deputies had 2,250 members, obviously an unwieldy assembly. After
convening, this congress chose a smaller assembly of 542 deputies, which
was to have more frequent and businesslike meetings. In 1990, in an elec-
tion in which there was only token opposition, the Congress of People’s
Deputies elected Gorbachev president of the republic, a newly created post.

The idea of presidential government was a major departure in Soviet con-
stitutional history. The congress accepted the notion that the government
would be headed by a popularly elected president. However, given the ex-
traordinary circumstances and the power vacuum that was developing,
Gorbachev was elected not by the people as a whole but by the congress. In
retrospect, this decision was obviously an error: Gorbachev could have
greatly increased the legitimacy of his office had he chosen to stand for pop-
ular election. On paper, Gorbachev was acquiring increasing power; in real-
ity, however, since the institutions of government were functioning less and
less well, his newly acquired powers meant little. Clearly, previous first sec-
retaries of the central committee of the Communist Party, who in theory
had fewer powers, in fact were much more powerful.

Gorbachev’s political reforms brought forth a key question: what should
the role of the party be in a democratic society? What should the relation of
the party and the state be? Gorbachev wanted to retain his position in the
party and at the same time be the elected president. Could the party retain
its function as “guiding force” and at the same time be accountable and re-
quired to observe the law? Could the party be transformed to play an alto-
gether different role than it had ever played before, a role that remained un-
defined by Gorbachev? The purpose of Gorbachev’s political reforms was
always to mobilize forces against those whom he considered responsible for
stagnation.

The elections for the central legislature were duplicated in the republics.
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The republics were allowed to go their own way to a certain extent, and dif-
ferent republics chose different constitutional forms. The centralized char-
acter of the state was eroding, and as a consequence nationalist sentiments
were increasing.

Everything seemed open. Competitive elections implied the articulation
of different political directions and the creation of not necessarily different
political parties, but certainly platforms. Such developments went contrary
to the idea of the one-party state led by the apparat. Some of the prominent
figures of the Communist Party decided to quit: Yeltsin, and Gavril Popov,
the newly elected mayor of Moscow and an economist were among those
who resigned. Politicians formed rudimentary political organizations. These
multiplied like mushrooms after the rain, though each were only loosely or-
ganized and had few members. The Soviet people were clearly experiment-
ing with political forms.

the collapse of the outer defenses 
of the empire

Of all the remarkable things that happened in Eastern Europe after 1985,
none was more surprising than the decision of Gorbachev and his advisors
to allow the collapse of the Eastern European satellites. Eastern Europe did
not just slowly slip out of Soviet hands: Gorbachev signaled time and again
that the Soviet Union would not interfere. The dissidents, in particular in
Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary, were courageous people, who by
their behavior greatly contributed to the loss of legitimacy of these regimes,
but they could not have successfully resisted tanks. In any case, their move-
ment was not new; what was new was the announced unwillingness of the
Soviet tanks to move.

Gorbachev believed in the possibility of reforming communism in the So-
viet Union and in Eastern Europe. He did not appreciate how little legiti-
macy these regimes possessed, and therefore overestimated their indepen-
dent strength. The problem that the Soviet leaders faced in 1989, as they
had in the past, going back to 1945, was the absence of a middle road.
These regimes were installed primarily because of the justified assumption
of the Stalinist leadership that the Eastern European countries left to them-
selves, most clearly – Hungary, Poland, and Romania – would end up with
anticommunist regimes. The only way to prevent such a development was
to deprive people of the right to self-determination. The fundamental prob-
lem never changed.

During the period of perestroika , Gorbachev supported those leaders
who advocated change, and for a while in East Germany, Rumania, and
Czechoslovakia, he became a symbol of reform. He used his decisive influ-
ence to get rid of the leader of the Bulgarian Party, Todor Zhivkov. Gor-
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bachev, appearing in Berlin in 1989 to great public acclaim, said, “Life pun-
ishes those who delay,” thereby undermining the position of Erich Honeck-
er, the hardliner chief of the party, which quickly led to his removal. This
was a paradoxical situation that could not long last: the head of an occupy-
ing power came to stand for liberty. The Soviet leader took a major step to-
ward the disintegration of the German Democratic Republic by letting it be
known that the Soviet Union had no objection to the Hungarians opening
the border to East German citizens. The communist regime ultimately col-
lapsed because the security forces did not carry out orders to shoot, because
they knew that Soviet forces were instructed not to interfere under any cir-
cumstances. The symbolic end of the cold war came when East Berliners
tore down the wall that separated East and West.

The change in Poland and Hungary was quasilegal: the ruling parties in
effect allowed themselves to be voted out of office, and thereby perhaps pre-
pared the soil for their reappearance at a different time, under different cir-
cumstances and under a different name. In Czechoslovakia and East Ger-
many the old style leadership did not so easily give way and therefore had
to be removed by bloodless revolutions. Only the most odious dictatorship
of all, in Romania, had to be overthrown by force.

Although Gorbachev at the outset did not foresee the full consequences
of his actions, there was a moment when it became obvious that the process
had gone further than he had wished. At that point the choice was to retain
Soviet dominance by the use of brutal force or allow the disintegration of
the empire. Gorbachev once again made the morally correct decision. His
thinking may also have been influenced by the fact that maintaining the em-
pire was expensive, and the Soviet Union could not any longer bear the cost
of being a superpower. The Soviet leader wished to give primary attention
to the economic, political, social, and even cultural regeneration of his own
country. At least for the time being, domestic policy considerations had to
outweigh the claims of foreign policy. Ending the cold war seemed like a
necessary price to pay for Western credits and access to technology – that is,
for joining the modern economic community.

Most likely the Soviet Party chief’s thinking went beyond the calculations
of economic costs and gains. He genuinely wanted his country to rejoin the
Western world, “our common European home,” as he liked to put it. The
great paradox of the October revolution was that the Bolsheviks, who were
anxious to Westernize the country and had little respect for Russian culture,
in fact set their country on a path that cut it off from the Western world.
Gorbachev was a westernizer, who understood that being part of the Euro-
pean community meant more than economic reforms; it also meant the ac-
ceptance of European standards of behavior. European civilization has al-
ways been pluralist, and the price of joining was acceptance of this
pluralism.

The consequences of allowing the communist regimes to be overthrown
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were profound. Gorbachev’s strategy was risky because it was likely to
alienate a significant component of the power structure, the generals and
admirals. They could not be expected to approve the loss of what must have
seemed to them the Eastern European shield. In fact, the withdrawal from
Eastern Europe put the Red Army at a great military disadvantage, and
within a short time reduced the Soviet Union to the role of passive by-
stander.

Nor could the conservatives within the party leadership support such a
strategy. The retreat contributed to the delegitimization of the Soviet regime
itself. The loathing of the Eastern Europeans for their regimes showed that
time was not on the side of communism, that there was in fact no inevitable
march toward a glorious communist future, as had always been assumed.
Marxists had always derived great power from their belief that the future
was predictable, that history was going in their direction. Shevardnadze in
his remarkably frank speech to the twenty-eighth party congress admitted
that the communist regimes in Eastern Europe could be saved only by the
use of force. He went on to draw an explicit parallel between the dissatis-
faction of Soviet conservatives about retreat from Europe and attacks by
McCarthy and his followers on the U.S. government for the loss of China.

Indeed, infection came from Eastern Europe. Now that Gorbachev’s gov-
ernment had given the Eastern Europeans the right to self-determination,
how could they deny it to the peoples of the Soviet Union? Why should the
Hungarians be allowed to have a system of their own choice, but not the
Lithuanians – or the Russians, for that matter?

august 1991

On August 19, 1991, the premier, the vice president, and the head of the
KGB, among others – all Gorbachev appointees – formed a “state commit-
tee on the state of emergency,” which assumed all governmental powers,
banned strikes and demonstrations, and introduced censorship – that is to
say, they staged a coup d’etat. The conspirators were ludicrously inept,
lacking both charisma and political sense. Beyond a dislike of Gorbachev’s
reforms and a desire for a return to the defunct Soviet order, they had no
political program. Worst of all from their point of view, they took no seri-
ous measures to disarm the opposition. Within two days the coup had
failed.

The putschists accomplished the opposite of what they had intended: by
their actions they demonstrated that there was no force behind them, and
that the old order could not be reconstructed. Their press conference, in
which they allowed themselves to be ridiculed and showed themselves to be
helpless, drunken, and fearful men, was a demonstration of the bankruptcy
of the old order. Although the regime managed to hang on for four more
months, this ill-considered conspiracy was the real end of the Soviet era.
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1991: The people pull down the statue of Dzherzhinskii in front of Liubianka

Historical analogies should not be carried too far. Nevertheless, it is re-
markable how similar the putsch of August 1991 was to one attempted ex-
actly seventy-four years before by General Lavr Kornilov. The general, like
his successors, was a clumsy conspirator who had no ability to evaluate the
forces supporting him, who took no steps to prepare his move but simply
assumed that old ingrained habits of obedience would suffice. Also, like his
successors, he had such hatred for the changes around him that he was cer-
tain that others must share his attitude. Kornilov rebelled against the man
who had brought him to power, Prime Minister Aleksandr Kerensky, but
then and later it was suspected that in fact he acted in concert with the pre-
mier. Similarly, the putschists of 1991 kept the president under house arrest,
but many believed that they were in fact carrying out Gorbachev’s wishes.
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Yeltsin and Khasbulatov in days of the putsch, August 1991

The two unsuccessful coup attempts frame Soviet history: the Soviet order
ended as it had begun.

Neither the 1917 nor the 1991 putsch failed because it met strong oppo-
sition. They failed because the country was descending into anarchy and no
political movement was able to marshal sufficient force; the weak struggled
against the weaker. Gorbachev had assumed various important-sounding ti-
tles and thereby aroused concern among those who feared he was becoming
a dictator, but in reality the country was suffering not from too much pow-
er in the hands of one man, but from the absence of all authority and the
collapse of institutions. There were three interrelated crises that Gor-
bachev’s government could not solve, and their combined impact led to an-
archy and ultimate collapse: the ever-worsening condition of the economy,
the decay of political institutions, and the centrifugal forces of nationalism
in this multinational union.

Had the economic reforms improved the standard of living for the major-
ity of the people, the other issues might have been resolved, but the prob-
lems of the economy proved intractable. Once again, the Soviet Union faced
an unparalleled situation. The Eastern Europeans had somewhat similar
problems, though they were not nearly so severe: they started out with a
higher standard of living; there was greater consensus on the need to move
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August 1991: Gorbachev returning from the Crimea

toward a market economy; and, since the Soviet system in Eastern Europe
had existed for a shorter period, the principles of the market were less alien
and less frightening to most people.

Although Gorbachev and his advisers made numerous mistakes, the
severity of the problems was not the consequence of their errors but the un-
enviable heritage of the Soviet regime. It is hard to imagine a course of ac-
tion that would have eased the centrally directed economy into a market-
oriented one without pain for the majority of people. There could be no
meaningful economic reform without the workers accepting greater disci-
pline, higher unemployment, and higher prices for those products the state
had generously subsidized previously.

The source of Gorbachev’s errors is easy to comprehend. He knew what
he wanted: he wanted to combine what seemed to him the best in socialism,
in which he had believed all his life, with the undoubted efficiency of the
market. In human terms, the desire to have the best of both worlds is fully
understandable. There were millions in the Soviet Union and Eastern Eu-
rope who shared this attitude. Gorbachev believed that there was a histori-
cal example for such an economic and social system, devised by Lenin him-
self, a man whom he continued to admire. He wanted to return to what had
existed in the 1920s, the mixed economy of the NEP, a system in which a
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fundamentally centralized, state-owned economy coexisted with private,
mainly small-scale enterprises that catered primarily to consumers. It was
far easier to create a centralized economy – though that too was by no
means easy, and cost a great deal of suffering – than to create a market
economy. Furthermore, the world economy had profoundly changed since
the 1920s; the degree of isolation from the world market that was possible
then was possible no longer. The search for the third way was a search for
utopia.

The source of one of the major economic problems of the transition peri-
od, inflation, obviously went back to the era of Brezhnev, when the Soviet
Union had no realistic state budget. How was one to determine, for exam-
ple, the value of military hardware that Soviet factories produced in abun-
dance? In an economy of shortages, distribution was arranged not by bid-
ding up prices, but by standing in line for products in short supply. Budget
deficits were hidden, and the Soviet leaders paid little attention to this mat-
ter. Money accumulated in the hands of the citizens, who had nothing to
spend it on.

Freeing prices, even if only in a segment of the economy, made the hidden
inflation immediately visible. Too much money was chasing too few goods.
The Soviet government was also unlucky: the fall of oil prices in the world
market, a major Soviet export item, was a blow to the budget, and so was
the immense cost of the Chernobyl disaster and the Armenian earthquake.
Some of the reforms, however well intentioned, made matters worse. It was,
for example, worthwhile to struggle against alcoholism. However, a sub-
stantial part of the Soviet budget was based on income from the sale of vod-
ka, and now that income was drastically cut. The Soviet Union needed to
import modern technology, but of course the imports had to be paid for.
The increasing assertion of autonomy on the part of the republics meant
that they were reluctant to send all of their tax revenues to Moscow. The
government dealt with the problem the only way it knew how: by printing
more money. The conditions for hyperinflation were created in the last
years of the Gorbachev era.

Gorbachev experimented with half-way measures. He tried the remedy
that all previous reformers had tried: decentralization. Giving greater pow-
er to factory managers to determine their own product mix and wage scales
in the absence of a real market led only to more problems, however. The
factory management, lacking incentives to provide consumers with goods,
preferred to work for the state, which was a predictable buyer. Moreover,
the managers in their competition for labor bid up wages, knowing that the
state would not allow the factory to go bankrupt but would in the last re-
sort bail them out. These so-called soft budgetary constraints were yet an-
other major contributing factor to galloping inflation.

Gorbachev’s government after 1988 allowed and even encouraged the
formation of cooperatives, which had a proper Leninist pedigree, and these
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came to play significant roles in some segments of the economy, especially in
the economically better developed parts of the country – the Baltic re-
publics, Moscow, and Leningrad. But if cooperative restaurants in Moscow
and Leningrad made it easier to get a decent meal, albeit at a high price,
they did little to remedy the fundamental problems of the economy.

Even in the best of circumstances, even if the leadership had been fully
committed to moving as quickly as possible to a market-oriented economy,
the conditions necessary for the transformation could not be created over-
night. It was not enough to allow small traders and cooperatives to operate.
It was also necessary to have a functioning distribution system, modern
banking, including the Soviet equivalent of the Federal Reserve, and trained
and competent people to operate these institutions. It was necessary to have
a legal system that could adjudicate contracts in a fair and predictable way.

Gorbachev’s timid reforms not only did not bring about the desired re-
sults, but made matters worse. The reforms brought greater shortages to the
Soviet people, a decline in productivity and production, inflation, and a
black market controlled by criminals. The signs of deterioration were ever
more visible. Liberal politicians and economists were telling Gorbachev that
the way out of the crisis was to introduce more radical reforms. However,
he knew that there was no constituency supporting such reforms, and in-
deed that the opponents of abandoning the foundations of the Soviet system
were powerful, numerous, and well organized. Beginning in late 1989 his
leadership became hesitant and erratic. He temporized, at one time sup-
porting the reformers but then, a short time later, withdrawing his support.
He became increasingly isolated.

One commission followed another, one economic plan was drawn up af-
ter another, and Gorbachev was unwilling to commit himself. The first of
these plans was prepared by a large commission headed by the liberal econ-
omist, Leonid Abalkin, in late 1989. This was the first systematic project
aimed at overhauling the entire economy rather than further experimenting
with piecemeal solutions. This plan envisaged definite stages the Soviet
economy would pass through to a genuine market economy. Abalkin prom-
ised gradual price liberalization, the sale of some state-owned property, the
introduction of a stock exchange, and most important, the closing down of
unprofitable factories. The plan pleased neither the conservatives, who did
not like the principles on which it was based, nor the liberals, who believed
it did not go far enough.

At this point Gorbachev’s cautious premier, Nikolai Ryzhkov, produced a
more moderate variant that left out the closing down of unprofitable enter-
prises and retained the power of central planners. This was no reform at all.
At the same time another economist, Nikolai Petrakov, presented a plan
with Gorbachev’s encouragement that would have taken the country to a
market economy faster than Abalkin’s.

As Gorbachev temporized, the more radical economists, headed by Gri-
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gori Yavlinskii, worked out a reform plan that could be characterized as
Polish-type shock therapy. Yavlinskii’s project was followed by an even
more elaborate plan by the team headed by Stanislav Shatalin. It aimed to
create an economy based on market principles within five hundred days.
The plan envisaged the privatization of enterprises, the freeing of prices,
and movement toward a convertible ruble. It also aimed to decentralize the
Soviet economy by giving taxation powers and control over natural re-
sources to the republics. The government raised the prices of essential items,
including bread, as a move toward a more realistic price structure, and this
alienated a large segment of the Soviet people. Aside from that single act,
the government did nothing to realize any of the reform plans. Gorbachev
had neither the strength nor the inclination to give the reformers his full
support. The old economic system was falling apart, and there was nothing
to take its place.

The failure of the economic reforms had far-reaching political conse-
quences. As so often in Russian and Soviet history, the initiative for political
reforms came from above. It was particularly ironic that the goal of these
reforms was to introduce a degree of democracy into the political process.
What followed was not the conscious pulling down of a regime hated by its
citizens – a revolution from below – but a disintegration. The majority of
the Soviet people never supported the principles on which Gorbachev’s poli-
cies were based. Aside from a segment of the intelligentsia, perestroika nev-
er had a large constituency. As a consequence, Soviet politics in the Gor-
bachev era were not on firm ground.

At the heart of the Soviet political system was the Communist Party. Gor-
bachev did not intend to do away with it, and he had no intention of intro-
ducing a multiparty system. On the other hand, he wanted to democratize
the party, an organization whose very essence was undemocratic. By de-
mocratization he meant a more or less open discussion of alternative poli-
cies, and elections of party functionaries. This attempt was bound to fail,
for a Leninist party by definition cannot be democratic. As multicandidate
elections were being held for the national legislature, no such elections took
place within the party. Instead of being democratized, that mighty organiza-
tion was falling apart. It not only failed to attract new members, but its
membership precipitously declined. The party lost its unity – its leaders
openly fought each other – and lost its purpose. In the new environment, its
ideology, goals and functions became confused. Most importantly, as a con-
sequence of glasnost’ the Party stood accused of the bloody crimes of the
past. Those who remained members were demoralized by the changes tak-
ing place around them. The so-called transmission belts – mass organiza-
tions through which the party extended its reach into Soviet society, such as
the youth organization, the Komsomol – were hit even harder.

By 1990 the political situation in the Soviet Union had become highly
volatile. The gap constantly widened between those who believed that the
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solution was to be found in ever more radical reforms and the dismantling
of political and economic institutions, and those who saw in the recent
changes the source of their troubles. This division existed among the peo-
ples of the Soviet Union, and it found an expression in the conflict at the top
of the political hierarchy. The struggle among the leaders was not merely
about personalities, but for the highest stakes, for principles in which the
protagonists deeply believed.

The Gorbachev era was over at the end of 1990. From this point on, Gor-
bachev had no new ideas for reform. He was a spent force. In reorganizing
the political system, just as in matters of economics, he temporized. The
danger of spreading disorder – indeed, the possibility of civil war – brought
him closer to the conservatives, and he adjusted his policies accordingly. On
the one hand, he did not want to go further in reforming away the Soviet
system; on the other, he wanted to protect his reforms but did not know
how to restore stability. His personnel appointments clearly indicated a
shift toward the opponents of radical reforms. He brought into power a
group of old-line party functionaries, hoping to protect himself from a con-
servative rebellion. He appointed Gennadii Yanaev vice president, Boris
Pugo minister of the interior, and Valentin Pavlov premier. Within a short
time, all three would be among those who attempted in August 1991 to
overthrow the reformist regime of Gorbachev. By contrast, the articulate
and vigorous defender of perestroika, Edvard Shevardnadze, resigned in
December 1990. Like other liberals, he feared the possibility of dictatorship
and lost confidence in the ability of Gorbachev to protect the reforms.

Boris Yeltsin came to be the standard bearer of the reformists. He had
been dropped from the top leadership of the party and had openly clashed
with the conservative Yegor Ligachev, and these facts may have contributed
to his growing popularity. In March 1991 his conservative opponents at-
tempted to get rid of him as head of the elected Russian parliament. He out-
maneuvered them by creating the office of the president of the Russian re-
public, and stood for the election to the presidency of Russia in June 1991.
He won a respectable 57 percent of the vote and thereby acquired a degree
of legitimacy that no other politician in the country had ever possessed. The
election of the charismatic Yeltsin, who had officially left the party and
thereby his communist past behind, was a warning for the conservatives.
He succeeded in creating for himself a new power base. Under his leader-
ship the Russian republic of the Soviet Union was acquiring increasing
autonomy.

As the Soviet Union was disintegrating, Yeltsin’s position in relation to
Gorbachev became increasingly strong. Yeltsin had charisma and a com-
mon touch that his rival obviously did not possess. It is not that Gorbachev
was afraid to go among the people, but that he always seemed to be lectur-
ing them. By contrast, the Russian people saw Yeltsin as a simple man, one
of their own. They saw him as an opponent of Gorbachev, whom many al-
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ready blamed for their troubles and for the spreading disorder. Unlike Gor-
bachev, Yeltsin had a clear-cut program: he was ready to jettison the union,
the old political system, and above all the communist party, and to experi-
ment with further economic reforms. The confrontation between the two
men and their different policies was increasingly sharp.

It was inevitable that at a time when all Soviet political institutions and
economic policies were open for discussion, the questions of the relation-
ship between the union and the republics and between Russians and non-
Russians would also be raised. Even at the time when the Soviet Union
seemed unshakably strong, both domestic and foreign observers regarded
the nationality question as the Achilles’ heel of the empire. Yet the multina-
tional state did not unravel by itself. It fell apart for other reasons; the
struggle of the national minorities for autonomy or independence was only
the last straw. The situation was remarkably similar to the time of the 1917
revolution and civil war. People suddenly discovered their national identi-
ties, and nationalists ceased to be afraid of the repressive power of the state.

In Stalin’s time the Soviet Union was totalitarian. After his death it
evolved into an authoritarian state. Politicians in totalitarian and authori-
tarian states are inevitably centralizers; centralization follows from their
ideology and from their concept of politics. Under the circumstances there
could be no genuine autonomy for the republics, and the right to secede, in-
cluded in the constitution, was obviously a myth. Nevertheless, within the
admittedly narrow limits set by the centralizing policies of the elite, Soviet
nationality policies were often (though not always) enlightened, and not al-
together unsuccessful. As a result, there were people in the Soviet Union
who considered themselves Soviet patriots. It was not so much Soviet re-
pression and humiliation of nationalist feelings, but the very processes of in-
dustrialization, education, and improved means of communication – i.e.,
modernization – that helped the growth of nationalisms. People discovered
their national identities in contradistinction to others. Mixing, closer ac-
quaintance with others, even intermarriage, not only failed to undermine
nationalism, but these facts of modern life actually encouraged its growth.

The success and power of the Soviet state were the justifications for its ex-
istence. As long as the power of the state was convincingly strong, national-
ism was driven underground. Glasnost’ allowed the articulation of national-
ist sentiments. Suddenly non-Russians – and, perhaps strangely, Russians –
came to see themselves as victims, oppressed and exploited by the union.

The disorders that erupted were not always directed against the Soviet
state itself. In Central Asia people who had lived in close proximity to one
another for some time, in the new era of freedom became bitter enemies.
The Meshketians (Muslims settled in Central Asia by Stalin at the time of
the Second World War) were massacred by Uzbeks in 1989. The Kyrgyz in
turn attacked the Uzbek minority in their republic, and hundreds were
killed. The situation was even more volatile in the Caucasus, which with its
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extraordinary variety of small nations is virtually an ethnographic museum.
Abkhazians, who made up only 18 percent of the population of their region
within Georgia, wanted a greater degree of autonomy. The Georgian na-
tionalists not only resisted, but wanted to abolish the autonomous status of
Abhazia. In April 1989 Georgian nationalists demonstrated in Tbilisi, and
Soviet troops were called in to disperse the demonstrators. The troops, un-
used to dealing with peaceful demonstrators, killed nineteen people and
wounded hundreds, if not thousands. This was the first major bloodletting
committed by Soviet soldiers in the Gorbachev era. It created a shock to the
entire Union, a fear that this act was the harbinger of worse massacres to
come. It embarrassed the president and greatly contributed to the growth of
Georgian secessionist sentiment.

The longest and bloodiest fighting took place in Azerbaidzhan. Within
that Republic an autonomous region, Nagornyi Karabakh, contained an
overwhelmingly Armenian population. The history of the relationship be-
tween the Muslim Azeris and Christian Armenians included a great deal of
bitterness. The Armenians saw in the Azeris the brothers of Turks, who had
massacred their ancestors by the hundreds of thousands. In Soviet times,
within their nominally autonomous region, they felt discriminated against
by their Muslim overlords. In January 1988 disorders broke out in
Stepanakert, the capital of the region. The Armenians demanded the return
of Karabakh to “the mother country.” The Azeris responded by a massacre
of the Armenians in other parts of the republic. The worst pogrom took
place in Sumgait, where ninety people were killed and hundreds were
wounded. Soon Armenia and Azerbaidzhan were for all practical purposes
at war, and hundreds of thousands of Armenians and Azeris were fleeing for
their lives.

The Armenians hoped that Moscow would support them in their effort to
change the status of Nagornyi Karabakh, but Gorbachev’s government did
not want any changes of internal borders, for the understandable reason
that if internal borders came to be renegotiated then all existing borders
would be in doubt, since ethnicity and borders rarely coincided. Moscow’s
inability to guarantee satisfaction to either side greatly contributed to the
secessionist feelings in the two republics, in particular in Armenia, where
the nationalists suspected Moscow of siding with their enemy. A govern-
ment increasingly incapable of guaranteeing civil peace lost respect, and
people came to believe that it did not deserve support, or even survival.

The desire to leave the union greatly varied from region to region. It was
the strongest in the three Baltic republics. Estonians, Latvians, and Lithua-
nians had desired separation from the outset of Gorbachev’s introduction of
glasnost’. Among these Baltic peoples the memory of twenty years of inter-
war statehood was very much alive. They resented the great influx of Rus-
sians and Ukrainians into their republics and looked down on them. They
feared russification, and believed that Stalin and the Stalinists had wanted



Failed Reforms 273

to eliminate them as nations, which explained for them one of the most hor-
rendous Soviet crimes, the deportation of hundreds of thousands from their
republics to Siberia. Without a doubt the vast majority of the citizens, in-
cluding Russians residents, would have left the union if given a choice. They
believed that as independent countries they could rejoin Europe and quick-
ly achieve a higher standard of living. In these republics the nationalist sen-
timent became so strong that even the communist parties were not immune.
When it became possible, they detached themselves from the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union. The party disintegrated earlier than the union
itself.

In March 1990 Lithuania declared independence unilaterally. For a time
Gorbachev managed to avoid a bloody confrontation by using economic
means to pressure and persuade the Lithuanians to suspend secession tem-
porarily. But the determination of the three republics ultimately to achieve
independence did not diminish. In January 1991 conservative forces at-
tempted to “restore order” and reestablish Soviet rule in Lithuania. The
Lithuanians resisted the Red Army, and fourteen people died.

It is not clear how strong the desire for independence was in the rest of the
Soviet Union. People in Central Asia may have resented Moscow’s interfer-
ence and the growing influx of Russians and Ukrainians, who in some parts
of the region came to make up majorities, but independence movements
there were weak. Perhaps the political leadership understood that these re-
publics had been benefiting from economic subsidies from the center, that the
economies were too intertwined, that Central Asians could not afford an ex-
odus of the Russians. Nationalist sentiment was strong among the Romani-
ans in Moldavia. The Romanians resented crude attempts at russification,
one of which was to require that their romance language be written with
Cyrillic letters. Ukraine was a divided country. The western part of the re-
public came under Soviet rule only after the Second World War, and there na-
tionalist sentiment was very strong. In the east, and in the Crimea, where the
majority were Russians, Ukrainian nationalism had relatively little appeal.

The position of Russia within the Soviet Union had always been anom-
alous. It was by far the largest republic, containing half the population of
the union, yet when in 1945 the Soviet Union was given two extra seats in
the General Assembly of the United Nations neither of these was given to
the Russian republic. Everyone evidently assumed that since the Soviet
Union was an extension of Russia, that republic did not need an extra seat.
Perhaps for the first time in the Gorbachev era many Russian nationalists
came to perceive the existence of the Soviet Union not as a glorious achieve-
ment, but as a burden on Russians. Indeed, it was true that Russia was sub-
sidizing the poorer regions of the Soviet Union. These nationalists wanted
to preserve ties with the two other Slav republics, Ukraine and Belorussia,
and to retain control over areas in Central Asia where Russians made up the
majority of the population but had little interest in the rest of the union.
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For Yeltsin, the presidency of the Russian republic became a power base.
He established contact with representatives of other republics and took a
much more tolerant view of the nationalist aspirations of the minorities. He
openly deplored the bloodletting in Vilnius in January 1991. Under Yeltsin’s
leadership Russia began to act independently of the Soviet government, be-
having as if Russia really was just one of the republics. This development,
more than any other, led to the dissolution of the union.

Gorbachev and his advisers underestimated the significance of the power
of contending nationalisms. They believed in the claims of Soviet propagan-
da that the socialist system had succeeded in overcoming nationalist ha-
treds. Nevertheless, from the height of the period of perestroika in 1989,
Gorbachev’s government ever more insistently discussed the need for a new
constitutional framework that would redefine the relationship of the re-
publics to one another. After many discussions concerning various issues –
such as whether the laws of the republics would supersede the laws of the
union, and economic relations within the union – a draft treaty was pub-
lished at the end of 1990. Like much else in Soviet political life at the time,
how the plan would be executed was not made explicit. The treaty called
for a sovereign, federal, democratic state, as a voluntary union of republics
with equal rights, each left to determine its own social and political struc-
ture to a remarkable degree. Much of the governmental power and respon-
sibility would have devolved to the republics, and the union would have re-
tained responsibility only for defense and foreign policy. Other crucial
issues, including economic relations, were to be decided by negotiation be-
tween the center and the republics.

To give legitimacy to the new arrangement, the voters were asked this
oddly phrased question in a March 1991 plebiscite: “Do you consider it
necessary to preserve the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as a renewed
federation of equal sovereign republics in which the human rights and free-
doms of every nationality will be fully guaranteed?” There were so many
different issues mentioned in this one sentence that it was impossible to give
a meaningful yes or no response. People with different political views chose
to draw different conclusions from the results.

As an expression of their desire for complete independence, Estonia,
Latvia, Lithuania, Moldavia, Georgia, and Armenia declined to participate
in the plebiscite. Some other republics added additional questions and
raised additional issues which further muddied the results. (It was on this
occasion that Yeltsin created for himself the presidency of the Russian re-
public.) The question was loaded and the phrasing ambiguous, but the re-
sults could not legitimately be portrayed as a passionate desire on the part
of the majority of the citizens of the Soviet Union to break up the union.
Over three quarters of voters (80 percent of the eligible citizens) answered
the question affirmatively.

The results of the plebiscite enabled Gorbachev to claim that the peoples



Failed Reforms 275

of the Soviet Union wanted continued association. The form of the renewed
association would have been the “Union of Soviet Sovereign Republics.”
Gorbachev planned the formal signing of a treaty with the representatives
of nine republics to take place in Moscow on August 20. The opponents of
reform, fearing the destruction of the Soviet Union as they knew it, staged
their coup a day before, for the explicit purpose of preventing the treaty.
They succeeded, but only at the expense of delivering the fatal blow to the
union they had hoped to save.

the last days of the union

Our most enduring image of the confused days of August 19–21, 1991, is
Yeltsin standing on top of an armed vehicle in front of the White House, the
seat of the Russian government, defying his enemies. His courageous ges-
ture provided a wonderful contrast to the confused men who, for a mo-
ment, thought that they were in charge. It was Yeltsin’s finest moment. He
was the hero of the hour, surrounded by people just as courageous as he
was, people who refused to be frightened into accepting a return to the So-
viet past.

Although the putschists intended to reverse Gorbachev’s reforms – the in-
troduction of market economics, the new union treaty, and the “democrati-
zation of the party” – they were not hostile to the president as a person. In-
deed, it is likely that at least at the outset they had hoped to win him over to
their cause. But the president, who was vacationing with his family in the
Crimea when the coup took place, did not go along with the conspirators
and was placed under house arrest. The real enemy of the putschists was
Yeltsin and his democratic followers. Consequently, when the putsch failed,
it was Yeltsin and not Gorbachev who was the victor. Gorbachev may not
have immediately understood it, but when he returned to Moscow he came
back to a city that was Yeltsin’s.

The people of Moscow (much less the rest of Russia) did not rise up
against the reactionaries; it was only a small percentage of the citizens,
mostly better educated and middle-aged, who gathered around Yeltsin in
the crucial hours. The workers and the young stayed away. Some expected
the coup to succeed, and most were indifferent. The Soviet people were not
used to playing active roles in the politics of their country. Nevertheless, im-
mediately after the failure of the coup there was something of a carnival at-
mosphere in Moscow, as if a storm had cleared the air. There was an expec-
tation of the beginning of a new era, and at least for a moment the
defenders of the old order were silenced. The leaders of the coup, the gener-
al staff of the Soviet regime, were arrested, and Boris Pugo, the most intelli-
gent of them, committed suicide. National unity, however, was only appar-
ent: different people had different ideas concerning the future of the nation,
and these differences were bound to surface soon.
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Had the coup not taken place, it is almost certain that the disintegration
of the union, the further deterioration of the economy, the demise of the old
political system would have occurred in any case. No force could have
stopped the centrifugal tendencies, and no one had a recipe for a quick and
painless recovery of the economy. At the same time, the coup obviously
greatly accelerated these processes. Yeltsin immediately banned the Com-
munist Party in the Russian republic and suspended the publication of the
party’s newspaper, Pravda. Gorbachev on his return to Moscow was com-
pelled to resign as general secretary of the Communist Party. This move was
followed within days by the suspension of the activities of the party within
the entire union, and the seizure of its assets. The Komsomol dissolved it-
self. The one-party state, as created in 1917, was no more. The republics
one after another declared their independence. The Baltic states were the
first, and soon all others followed suit. When Ukraine, the largest after Rus-
sia did so – on condition that the majority of the citizens would approve a
referendum – the Soviet Union in fact ceased to exist. The Russian federa-
tion took over one after another the functions of the Soviet government.

Gorbachev was in the curious position of being president of a state that
no longer existed. He did everything within his power to save as much uni-
ty for the future organization as possible, but he did not have a strong hand.
Yeltsin has been blamed for contributing to the disintegration of the Soviet
Union. It has been argued that this was for him the most convenient way to
get rid of Gorbachev, by doing away with the state of which Gorbachev was
still president. It is true that by this time there was a great deal of hostility
and bitter personal dislike between the two leaders. Indeed, Yeltsin believed
that it would be easier to introduce economic reforms and thereby lift Rus-
sia out of the crisis, if the country was not burdened by having to support
the other republics. But it is not clear how the Soviet Union could have re-
mained in existence if all its constituent units had declared independence,
and there was no force to keep them in line.

During the last months of 1991 the leaders of the newly independent re-
publics searched for a new kind of relationship between the ex-components
of the Soviet state. They presumably understood that the break-up of the
extraordinarily centralized Soviet economy would have painful conse-
quences. On December 1, 90 percent of the people of Ukraine voted for in-
dependence. The lopsided nature of the vote indicated that even the great
majority of the Russians living within the republic had voted affirmatively.
After this vote there was no possibility of saving even a loose union of
states. The presidents of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus met on December 8
to dissolve the Soviet Union formally and establish in its place a genuinely
voluntary Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), which the other ex-
republics were invited to join. On December 21, in Alma Ata, eight other
ex-republics joined this newly created and ill-defined entity. Only the three
Baltic republics and Georgia decided to stay away altogether.
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This new entity had such vaguely defined powers and responsibilities that
it was almost meaningless. It had no common parliament, army, currency,
or foreign policy, and two of its states, Armenia and Azerbaidzhan, were at
war with one another. All CIS members sought membership in the United
Nations, and Russia assumed the seat of the Soviet Union in the Security
Council. Despite the economic chaos created by independence, the new
states went their own way. However, they had many things in common: in-
flation, declining economic production, political confusion, and ethnic
strife.



11

Leap into the unknown

In the course of the twentieth century the Russians time and again found
themselves in situations for which there was no precedent. After the astound-
ing Bolshevik victory in 1917, the revolutionary leaders were as surprised by
their success as everyone else. Their ideology had not prepared them for the
problems they had to face, and the building of the Soviet state turned out to
be a vast improvisation. In 1992, on the ruins of communism, the Russians
were attempting to build a political system suitable for a European state at
the very end of the twentieth century and to create a market economy. To be
sure, there were other countries in Eastern Europe that also had to struggle
with the heritage of communism, but none had problems as serious as the
Russians. The size of the country, the heterogeneity of the population, and
the relative lack of democratic traditions and civil society exacerbated the
problems facing Russia.

The situation in which the country found itself was oddly similar to that in
1917. Once again the stasis of a conservative old regime was challenged by a
period of liberalization, leading to descent into anarchy. The period of anar-
chy was brought to a conclusion not by a genuine revolution of determined
rebels supported by a majority of the people, but by the disintegration of the
old regime. In 1917, the country had also experienced vast and traumatic
social, political, and economic transformations. Tsarism, like the commu-
nist regime, was not brought down by its enemies but rather collapsed on its
own; the principles on which it had been based suddenly appeared hopelessly
anachronistic. The February revolution was followed by a brief illusion of
national unity. Very soon after, however, it turned out that, in fact, people
had different and contradictory expectations. It was impossible to rule the
country on the basis of democratic and liberal principles because consensus
on fundamental issues was missing. In 1917, just as in 1991–92, the collapse
of the center unleashed an extraordinary flourishing of nationalisms. The

278
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center could neither suppress nor satisfy the newfound nationalisms of the
many minorities.

There is an intriguing parallel between the Lavr Kornilov putsch of August
1917 and the August putsch of 1991: both were ludicrously mishandled. The
putschists in both instances imagined that they had popular support behind
them, without trying to create such support. They did not even attempt to
find out what kind of political forces might help them. They naively expected
that the people, following old habits, would simply obey, and that therefore
all that was necessary was to give some vague instructions to soldiers to
show force. On both occasions the heads of the government – Aleksandr
Kerensky and Mikhail Gorbachev – were suspected of collusion, and both
lost power within months. Kerensky had appointed Kornilov a short time
before the mutiny, hoping that the general would restore order. Gorbachev,
attempting to balance competing political forces, had chosen the insignificant
Genadii Ianaev as his deputy. Ianaev’s colleagues considered Dimitrii Iazov,
the head of the army, like Kornilov, a courageous but rather stupid man. Boris
Pugo and Sergey Akhromeev, like General Alexander Krymov who had led
Kornilov’s troops against Petrograd seventy-four years before, committed
suicide in the wake of the failure. Most significantly, perhaps, both putsches
showed that there was no popular support for a return to the old regime. The
consequences of the ill-considered mutinies were the same: the government
remained isolated and helpless, alienated from those who wanted to “deepen
the revolution” as well as from those who had thought that the changes
had already gone too far. Gorbachev’s government, like Kerensky’s, lost the
ability to govern or even influence events. The actions of the frightened
conservatives, instead of bringing stability, put the last nails in the coffin of
the old regime.

There was, however, a fundamental difference between 1917 and 1991
that we ought not overlook. The Russian Revolution was followed by a
three-year-long civil war that claimed millions of victims. Fortunately, to the
surprise of many, the Soviet regime went quietly into oblivion.

s h o c k t h e r a py

Where should the great transformation begin? Yeltsin and his advisers under-
stood that the Soviet Union failed because it could not create and manage a
modern economy. The political obstacles to carrying out radical reforms at
least temporarily disappeared, and thanks to Gorbachev’s policies for allevi-
ating tensions, the international environment was unthreatening. Economic
problems had to be tackled immediately.

Unlike the cautious Gorbachev, Yeltsin listened to economists, foremost
among them Yegor Gaidar, who believed in what came to be called “shock
therapy.” The changes that these people were willing to introduce were
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every bit as revolutionary as what had happened in 1917 or at the time
of collectivization. The principle of the radical economists was simple: the
old regime had to be destroyed at once and unrestricted capitalism had to
be introduced. Just like the Bolsheviks in 1917, they were guided by an ide-
ology, in this case the ideology of unfettered capitalism. They saw that the
half measures introduced during the Gorbachev era had brought no pos-
itive results. They understood that the radical steps they proposed would
cause social pain and therefore political danger in the short run, but they
believed that there was no alternative. Russia was in a crisis: the Soviet-
type economy could function only as long as there was a coercive regime in
power. Once that collapsed, anarchy threatened. The government was once
again in danger of not being able to feed the cities. Since the government
could not use coercion, the peasants saw no need to sell their products for
an increasingly worthless currency when there was nothing to buy in the
shops in any case. It was ironic that sixty years earlier, the government had
responded to its inability to provide bread for the cities by suspending the
market mechanism at the heart of the NEP. Now the reaction to the same
problem was an attempt to reintroduce the market by making prices realis-
tic. As collectivization was driven by an ideology, so was the introduction of
shock therapy. Both produced foreseeable misery in the short run, in hopes
of great improvement in the future.

It strengthened the resolve of the reformers that shock therapy seemed to
be working in another post-communist country, Poland. However, Russia’s
difficulties were of a different order of magnitude: the old centralized system
based on state ownership and central planning had ceased to function and
there was nothing to take its place. The Soviet Union had had a highly
centralized economy: in many cases a product had been produced in only one
factory and now that factory was beyond the newly drawn borders. The close
economic ties between the Soviet Union and the rest of Eastern Europe were
broken. What the Soviet Union could acquire in the past from the satellites in
a barter system now had to be paid for with convertible currency. The newly
independent republics started to print rubles, and Russia was in danger of
being flooded with worthless money. The success of economic stabilization
necessitated breaking up the ruble zone. In this period of transformation the
country had neither a functioning banking system nor a convertible currency.

Just as importantly, Russia lacked a reliable system of commercial law and
judiciary that could enforce contracts. Factory directors who had operated
in a very different economic system could hardly be expected to understand
the principles of the market and to act accordingly from one day to the next.
Perhaps understandably, as human beings everywhere, the directors were
above all interested in serving their own interests, and whenever possible they
took advantage of opportunities to enrich themselves. But most damaging
for the cause of reform, unlike in the countries of East Central Europe and
the newly independent Baltic states, there was no broad consensus in favor
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of thoroughgoing change. Public opinion surveys at the time showed that
the majority of Russians had a negative attitude toward private property.

What did shock therapy mean in practice? The average person first noticed
the freeing of prices, in other words an enormous increase in the cost of
everything. A few exceptions remained: the price of bread and transport,
at least for a short time, remained controlled, that is, subsidized. (Already
in March 1992, under pressure from conservatives, the government aban-
doned plans to free the domestic price of oil, which was about one percent of
the world market price. This concession later allowed extraordinary corrup-
tion: some well-connected domestic oil traders bought and resold domestic
oil on the world market and made fabulous profits.) In the Soviet era prices
had been officially and therefore artificially set and had little relation to
the cost of production. The distribution of scarce goods had been resolved
not by adjusting prices but by constant shortages, which had required ordi-
nary citizens to stand in line for scarce goods. At the end of the Gorbachev
era shops often stood empty. Since there was little to buy that customers
actually wanted, even people with modest incomes had substantial savings.
The immediate and foreseeable consequence of freeing prices was a steep
and sudden inflation: a great deal of accumulated money chased too few
available goods. Within a year prices rose 2600 percent. Inflation elimi-
nated savings. Old people on pensions were particularly hard hit; those who
had saved for their old age and kept their money under a mattress rather
than in a Soviet bank were financially wiped out practically over night. On
the other hand, those who had opportunities could benefit handsomely. The
minor social revolution caused by inflation turned many Russians against the
reformers.

Another part of shock therapy was a half-hearted attempt at withdrawing
support from enterprises that were still owned by the state. According to the
principles of market economics, the vast majority of factories operated at a
loss. If the government wanted to eliminate the deficit and build a realistic
budget, it could no longer afford to subsidize inefficient enterprises. A realis-
tic budget was essential to make the currency convertible and thereby enable
Russia to participate in the world economy and attract much needed foreign
investment. However, to implement the plans fully would have meant shut-
ting down thousands of factories, creating an army of unemployed. Yeltsin
recoiled from the consequences, and therefore, in this matter, Gaidar did not
fully prevail.

At the heart of shock therapy was privatization. The state had to get out
of the business of running the economy. But how to accomplish this in a
country where people did not have the capital and there were no managers
capable of operating in the new system? Another fundamental problem was
the impossibility of appraising national property fairly. Privatization was an
enormously complex, difficult, and drawn-out process that went through
several stages. The goal of the government was not for the state to receive



282 A History of the Soviet Union

fair compensation for the factories and mines, which was considered impos-
sible, but rather to create efficient enterprises and a shareholder society. The
government achieved neither goal. The process lacked transparency, corrup-
tion was rife, and privatization understandably and justifiably did not inspire
confidence among the Russian people.

Gaidar’s initial solution was to give every citizen a voucher worth 10,000
rubles, at that time approximately $22, to enable them to buy stocks for
that value. The intention was to make Russian citizens share owners, that
is, property owners with an immediate financial interest in running enter-
prises. Often the workers invested their vouchers in the company where they
worked. The vouchers provided yet another opportunity to make money
dishonestly. Enterprising people advertised in newspapers, promising great
returns on investment based on vouchers, and set up pyramid schemes to
take advantage of the gullible. Some succeeded in collecting millions and
then escaping from Russia. The scandals that followed, discussed at length
in newspapers, further undermined the faith of Russians in the economic
reforms. Soon the shares lost even their small face value and were traded in
the streets for a pittance.

No privatization has ever been without corruption. Even in England in the
days of Margaret Thatcher, when state-owned companies were privatized,
insiders or people with useful contacts unfairly benefited. In the Russian
case the possibilities were infinitely greater, and therefore so was corrup-
tion. Those who had the opportunity could take control of enterprises for
private gain. Instead of running the enterprises for the possibility of some
future profit, the new owners, who could not be confident of their prop-
erty rights, attempted to benefit as quickly as possible, often by selling the
assets of the enterprises they had acquired. In theory, the workers who had
stocks in the companies where they worked could have exercised oversight
over the management, but in reality that almost never happened. One of
the schemes factory managers concocted was to get government loans to
pay their workers, but given the extraordinary inflation, they immediately
turned the rubles into dollars. Then weeks later, they bought back cheaper
rubles with which they paid their workers overdue and worthless wages,
pocketing large sums themselves. The unfairness and criminality inherent in
this system were undermining the already small respect for the processes of
democratization and economic change. The national wealth quickly came to
be concentrated in a very few hands. This was harmful not only from a polit-
ical and social point of view but also from the point of view of economics.
Because of the highly concentrated wealth, neither a modern stock market
nor a functioning banking system could develop.1

The second stage of privatization, which took place in 1995–96, was even
more rife with corruption than the first. The state desperately needed money,
so it entered into a relationship with groups of oligarchs in the banking and
raw material sections of the economy. This entailed shares of large enterprises



Leap into the Unknown 283

that were still owned by the state be given as collateral in exchange for loans
that were never expected to be repaid. In this way groups of rich people
came into possession of even greater wealth. Political power, influence, and
wealth came to be even more intertwined.

One would think that privatization in agriculture would be easier. Given
the resistance of peasants to collectivization sixty years earlier, it seemed
reasonable to expect that once the peasants were given the opportunity to
cultivate their own land they would enthusiastically take advantage of it. It
did not turn out this way. Although there were no more legal obstacles for
private ownership of land, the peasants were reluctant to buy land at a time
when agriculture was increasingly unprofitable, given the cheap Western
imports and gradually increasing energy costs. Agriculture, the stepchild of
Soviet industry, did not become more productive. On the contrary, in the
1990s, the crucial grain harvest fell by almost half, and the situation was
even worse in the output of milk and meat.2 As a result of the reforms, the
gap in the standard of living between people living in the countryside and
those in the major cities further widened.

In contrast to Russia, land reform was highly successful in China. Perhaps
because the Chinese peasants had been even poorer and more miserable
than the Russians, they embraced privatization with enthusiasm, and the
greatly increased agricultural productivity became the basis of the Chinese
“economic miracle.”

The Russian reforms could not achieve their goal; a functioning market-
driven economy remained elusive. The necessary restructuring did not take
place, and factories continued to demand and receive subsidies. Given the
precarious nature of the Russian economy, the newly rich found it better and
safer to keep their money abroad. When investment capital was urgently
needed, far more money left the country than was received in foreign invest-
ment. Nor did the country become a society of small property owners. The
reformers had imagined that shareowners would become partisans of the
new state, based on a capitalist economy. In this they were disappointed.
Russia did not become a society of small capitalists.

a n e w c o n s t i t u t i o n

Economics and politics are always intertwined, nowhere more so than they
were in the Soviet Union or have been in post-Soviet Russia. A new state
apparatus had to be created on the ruins of the defunct Soviet Union, and
this was every bit as difficult as making the market economy function. The
success of the market economy depended on a functioning state, and con-
versely the political reforms were endangered by the misery created by the
economic reforms. The problem of both economic and political transforma-
tion and their relative lack of success was the same: there was no constituency
demanding them. The Russians craved neither private enterprise nor doing
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away with the Soviet system and everything that entailed. The great changes
that occurred took place with little public involvement.

Nevertheless, the transformation was real. Gaidar’s reforms demolished
the basis of the Soviet system. Whatever problems and dangers Russia would
face in the future, a return to the Soviet system was out of the question.

Regular, free, and more or less fair elections took place, registering the
public mood; Russians could freely travel abroad; civil liberties came to be
better protected than in the Soviet era; and freedom of expression and free-
dom of religion were not merely meaningless phrases. Russian newspapers
expressed a variety of points of view, some of which were worth reading.
What did not change, however, was the conviction of most Russians that they
had no control over their own fate. Their confidence in the major institutions
of society, such as the police, the courts, the parliament, and the president,
not only did not improve in the 1990s, but it further declined.

It was inevitable that survivors from the Soviet nomenclatura would con-
tinue to dominate politics. Where else would the personnel for the rejuve-
nated democratic state come from? Ambitious people, who had made them-
selves prominent in the Soviet era, were well placed to take advantage of
the new opportunities. With the exception of a handful of dissenters, most
prominent figures of the 1990s had compromised themselves by their asso-
ciation with the old regime, but that did not seem to matter. The dissenters,
courageous people as they were, by and large proved themselves incapable
of participating in the rough and tumble of politics in a confused, almost
anarchic era. The talents and personality traits that were needed to resist the
Soviet state were very different from the ability to become actors in politics.
In the central government, but even more on the local level, the same people
remained in their posts, although they may have had different job titles. The
holdovers inevitably brought with them a mentality that was not appropriate
in a democratic state.

Yeltsin himself was a product of the Soviet world and as such did not think
in terms of legitimacy based on popular approval. He made no effort to
create a political organization, a party, that would be his support in difficult
political battles. An autocratic strain in his mentality almost immediately
manifested itself. The populism that had won him followers in the late Soviet
era was not helpful in a leader who was responsible for governing a big
and varied country. At the outset he arrogated to himself enormous, almost
dictatorial, powers. In addition to being president, he was able to select
members of the cabinet. In November 1991 the Congress gave him the power
to implement reform by decree (although the Supreme Soviet could rescind
the decree by a two-thirds majority). Yeltsin was an impulsive politician
who in moments of crisis could gauge the public mood, but he preferred
to operate in the background. He had no long-term strategy or vision of a
post-Soviet democratic Russia. As a product of an autocratic system, he did
not understand the necessity of compromise and political give and take. To
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be sure, he was willing to give concessions when he was forced to, but that
was not the same as a commitment to democratic governance.

That the unpopular economic reforms would create a backlash was
inevitable. Not only pro-communist papers, but also respected economists
who had advised Gorbachev, such as Nikolai Petrakov and Stanislav
Shatalin, predicted catastrophe. But the dangerous opposition to the Yeltsin-
Gaidar policies was concentrated in the parliament, the state Duma. Accord-
ing to the rather cumbersome Soviet constitutional system, the large Duma,
with its more than one thousand deputies, elected a Supreme Soviet of 252
members. Since the Duma was rarely in session, the real political force was
the Supreme Soviet. That legislature had been elected in 1990, when the
Communist Party, at least in theory, was still the dominant political force.
Eighty-six percent of the deputies had been party members.3 The assembly
was an amorphous, ill-organized body that contained no political parties
to impose discipline on its members. The lack of parties gave the speaker
especially great influence. After Yeltsin’s election as president of the Russian
republic, his place as speaker was taken by his protégé, an ethnic Chechen,
Ruslan Khasbulatov. It was Khasbulatov and another previous Yeltsin ally,
his vice president Aleksandr Rutskoi, who became the vocal leaders of the
opposition.

The mood in the parliament became increasingly hostile to the president.
Previously distinct groups, such as communists, who disliked the economic
reforms; nationalists, who resented the dissolution of the Union and the
greatly diminished role of Russia in world affairs; and democrats, who came
to oppose the government because of its autocratic ways, formed an unoffi-
cial coalition based on their dislike of Yeltsin and his shock therapy.

In retrospect it is clear that Yeltsin, at the height of his popularity in the
first months after the August 1991 coup, should have called for new elec-
tions. Although the opposition to the reforms was organizing and was able
to stage large demonstrations in Moscow, Yeltsin’s popularity was still such
as to be able to call together an assembly much more favorable to his poli-
cies. This would have been the time for Yeltsin to create a strong political
base. He could have gained the support and confidence of the past demo-
cratic opposition by consulting with them, but he did not do so. Not calling
elections, alienating genuine democrats, and not creating a base of support
for his policies when that was still possible were Yeltsin’s greatest political
errors. His political capital, his popularity, was gradually eroding due to fre-
quent drunkenness, unpredictability, and his high-handed treatment of his
associates.

Yeltsin’s political course became erratic. He fired some of his reformist
ministers as a concession to the parliament and included in his new cab-
inet ministers who were not committed to reform. Foremost among these
was Viktor Chernomyrdin, a representative of the oil industry, and Viktor
Gerashchenko, the head of the national bank whose policy of continuing to
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issue subsidies to factory managers was contrary to the principles of eco-
nomic reform as envisaged by Gaidar. The consequence of Gerashchenko’s
profligate spending was the government’s inability to keep inflation in check.
Inflation necessitated high interest rates, which made economic recovery
more difficult.

Yeltsin was willing to give concessions as far as economic reforms were
concerned, but he resisted limitations on his powers. The parliament wanted
him to resign as head of the government and name someone who would
be responsible to the legislature. Khasbulatov’s goal was to restrict Yeltsin’s
power and gain control over the cabinet and thus over governmental policies.
As so often happens, issues of personality, that is, struggle for power, and
genuine differences concerning policies came to be intertwined to such an
extent that the participants in the struggle themselves could not separate
them. In theory the issue was whether Russia would become a parliamentary
republic, like most Western European countries, or a presidential one, like
France and the United States. In reality, it was a struggle for power.

In their claim of legitimacy both sides had profound weaknesses. On the
one hand it was an understandable desire on the part of the parliament
to want to curtail the power of the chief executive, especially given Rus-
sia’s history and Yeltsin’s personality. On the other hand, Khasbulatov and
Rutskoi, the two leaders of the anti-Yeltsin camp, were hardly convinced
or convincing democrats: Khasbulatov was manipulative and devious and
Rutskoi was a man of limited intelligence with little understanding of pol-
itics. They spoke in the name of an institution whose legitimacy was very
much in question, since it was created in 1990, under very different circum-
stances, on the basis of a constitution that went back to the era of Brezhnev
and had been amended hundreds of times. Many exceptionally unattrac-
tive figures, including pathological anti-Semites and admirers of Hitler, were
among the vocal opponents of Yeltsin’s policies, giving the congress an even
worse image.

Drawing up a new constitution became the most contentious issue. The
parliament resisted adopting a new constitution because the deputies under-
stood that if the assembly was dissolved and new elections held, they would
have little chance of returning to office. The deputies had been receiving gen-
erous compensation and were reluctant to lose it. The weakness of Yeltsin’s
position was that in order to call a referendum to pass a new constitution, he
needed the permission of the congress, whose tenure would not run out until
1995. A constitution could be created only by nonconstitutional means. It
was clear that while the conflict could be postponed with various maneuvers,
the two sides were so far apart in their political programs that an ultimate
struggle for supremacy would sooner or later occur.

The struggle became ever sharper. The congress, which according to the
still existing constitution regarded itself as the supreme power in the land,
forced Yeltsin to dismiss Gaidar in December 1992. In March 1993 the
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congress stripped Yeltsin of his emergency powers and attempted to impeach
him. Although a majority of deputies voted to impeach, Yeltsin prevailed
because the constitution required a two-thirds majority. After the failure of
the impeachment effort, the congress finally agreed to a referendum to ask
the voters whether they approved of the policies of the president. The results
were by no means a ringing endorsement of the reforms; nevertheless, they
demonstrated that the public preferred Yeltsin to the parliament, and the
partisans of the president could correctly interpret the vote as a victory.

It may have been a political victory for Yeltsin, but the constitutional
issues, that is, drafting a new constitution and holding elections, remained
unresolved because of the low participation rate of the voters. The struggle
over economic policies continued, with the congress putting one obstacle
after another in front of the reformers, challenging almost every move of
the government. It was an impossible situation; the government and the
legislature pursued different policies and issued contradictory orders and
regulations. Russia was in a crisis.

The resolution, when it came, was bloody. In a televised address to the
nation on September 21, 1993, Yeltsin issued an order dissolving the Duma.
He coupled the order for dissolution with the promise of a new constitution
and elections, not only for a new parliament but also for president. This
promise enabled his followers to argue that although Yeltsin might have acted
unconstitutionally, the promise of new elections could not be considered anti-
democratic.

This was the most dangerous moment in post-Soviet history. The par-
liament’s response was predictable: the delegates impeached Yeltsin and
swore in Aleksandr Rutskoi as acting president on the very day of Yeltsin’s
announcement. In effect, they called for civil war. They promised to punish
severely those who sided with the impeached president and readied them-
selves for battle, but they overestimated their forces. The army remained
neutral, and therefore the delegates could count on the active support only of
small bands of unreconstructed communists and extreme nationalists. Khas-
bulatov and Rutskoi overplayed their hands; the call for a general strike was
not answered. Life in Moscow and in the provinces continued more or less
undisturbed. The members of the liberal intelligentsia, the descendents of the
dissidents, either sided with Yeltsin or blamed both sides for the crisis. Even
Chernomyrdin, the choice of congress for premier, in the crucial moment
supported President Yeltsin.

The government forces successfully blockaded the White House, the build-
ing of the parliament, and were planning to wait out the besieged delegates.
The denouement came on October 3, almost two weeks after the beginning of
the crisis.4 When the followers of Khasbulatov and Rutskoi attempted to take
over the television station and the Kremlin, government troops responded,
bombarding and ultimately occupying the White House. We have no reliable
estimate of the number of victims: official Russian figures underestimated
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them, and the partisans of the defunct parliament overestimated them. Prob-
ably several hundred people died and thousands were wounded.

m i s e ry

National income started to fall during the last years of the Soviet era, and
Gorbachev’s reforms were unable to stop the decline. However, the really
steep drop occurred in the 1990s. In the course of that decade the gross
domestic product fell by almost half, and the national income correspond-
ingly plummeted. There is no parallel in history for such a decline in peace-
time. Every branch of the economy suffered, but the production of consumer
goods fell particularly drastically because of foreign competition. Instead of
domestically made products, kiosks, which sprouted like mushrooms in the
major cities, sold mostly foreign-made products. From whisky and beer to
shirts and gloves, the Russians were buying foreign goods, often of dubious
quality, rather than what was made in their own country.

Incomes fell by one third, which in concrete terms meant that the popu-
lation was less well fed, clothed, and housed at the end of the decade than
at the beginning. In 1998 Russian GDP was only fifty-five percent of what it
had been in 1989. In 1999 a quarter of Russians lived under the very min-
imally defined subsistence level.5 It should be pointed out that the official
figures may have overstated the magnitude of the decline: they did not –
and could not – have taken into account the very large “second economy.”
People made great and usually successful attempts to hide their incomes in
order to avoid taxation. But even if we allow for the economic activity that
was not included in the statistics, there can be no doubt concerning the seri-
ousness of the deterioration. Income statistics may be not fully reliable, but
data concerning consumption also show a deterioration of life in Russia:
the sale of consumer goods, such as television sets and refrigerators, and of
high-quality food products, such as milk and meat, substantially declined.

Russia is an enormous country, and the statistics concerning average
income do not take into account the fact that the standard of living in
Moscow and St. Petersburg, but especially in Moscow, was far higher than in
the rest of the country. Much of the newly acquired wealth was to be found
in the two capitals, whereas the regions and cities in Siberia and the far north
that had been developed out of strategic consideration during Soviet times
suffered especially badly. In the past people had moved to these regions
because the state offered better wages and salaries than in the rest of the
country; without such incentives, those who could afford to leave did so,
leaving behind a despoiled environment; abandoned factories, mines, and
buildings; and urban settings that lacked the most basic services.

It is possible to argue that in the long run Russia would benefit from
what occurred in the economic sphere in the 1990s, and that the Soviet
economy was unreformable so that a thorough transformation, however
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painful, was necessary. It is, however, indisputable that for the Russians
who had to live through this period, the reforms brought extraordinary
suffering and misery and a deterioration of their quality of life in almost
every aspect. The enormous decline in the output of farms and factories
had obvious and immediate consequences. At least a million people lost
their jobs. The situation was probably even worse because official statistics
underestimated the number of unemployed. On the one hand, the state was
hardly able to support those out of a job, so there was little incentive to
register as unemployed; on the other hand, the factories had reason to keep
as many people as possible on their rolls to decrease their tax obligation
and demand larger subsidies. The workers who did have jobs sometimes did
not receive wages for months. At other times factories compensated their
workers with products from the work place. There are recorded instances of
workers receiving toilet paper in lieu of a salary.

Pensioners were particularly hard hit. The state either could not pay them
at all or paid such pitifully small sums at a time of great inflation that old
people were threatened with starvation. Cityscapes changed: in the streets
of the major cities old people were peddling their often-meager possessions
in order to feed themselves. The homeless set themselves up at subway and
railroad stations.

The state came to be impoverished because it was often unable to col-
lect taxes from inefficient factories. The government also lacked functioning
machinery for enforcement; it was easy to avoid paying the government
what was due. The poverty of the state restricted the ability of the govern-
ment to support the arts and sciences. Intellectuals, who had played a role in
undermining the legitimacy of the Soviet system, were among the prime vic-
tims of the changes. Artists and scientists, in order to escape poverty, left
Russia; some were able to find suitable employment abroad, but others
became taxi drivers or manual workers. Their departure impoverished intel-
lectual life, and the loss of first-rate scientists will undoubtedly have unfor-
tunate consequences in the long run.

For the average citizen the spread of crime and the deterioration of the
health care system were more important and visible problems. There was
no money to equip hospitals with medicine and modern machinery or to
pay doctors decently. Hospitals were neglected to such an extent that they
could not even maintain elementary sanitary standards. Partially as a result
of the collapse of the health care system, male life expectancy between 1990
and 1995 declined from 63.8 to 58 years. (By the end of the decade it rose
slightly to 59.7.) At seventy-four, female life expectancy was below West-
ern levels, but not as dismal; in fact, the gap between male and female life
expectancy in Russia was the greatest in the world. Men were also more
likely to harm themselves. The extraordinary decline in life expectancy was
the consequence of a combination of the dismal legacy of Soviet environmen-
tal pollution, alcoholism, the high suicide rate, accidents, the deterioration
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of the diet, and the spread of tuberculosis and HIV. Not only were mortality
rates extraordinarily high, but birth rates remained extremely low: in the
1990s there were 170 deaths for every 100 births. Because of the high death
rate and low birth rate, Russia saw a population decline that was unprece-
dented in peacetime. At one point, Russian health authorities reported
that only a third of children younger than eighteen could be considered
healthy.

In spite of the influx of ethnic Russians from the ex-Soviet republics, pri-
marily from Central Asia and from the Caucasian republics, the size of the
population has been dramatically declining. Between 1992 and 2002 the
population of Russia declined from 148 million to 144 million.6 All authori-
ties agree that this decline is certain to continue, and the great and seemingly
inevitable diminution of the working-age population is bound to have seri-
ous and negative consequences for the recovery of the economy and for the
country’s military strength.

Lack of funds to pay decent salaries to the police and judiciary is not the
only explanation for the flourishing of organized and unorganized crime,
but it was certainly a factor. As in other aspects of post-Soviet life, the dete-
rioration started in the late 1980s and greatly accelerated during Yeltsin’s
tenure. All forms of criminal activity increased, especially violent crime and
theft of state and private property. During the first half of the 1990s youth
crime rose particularly sharply. The deterioration was clearly connected with
other social ills, such as unemployment, homelessness, and increased drug
use. In the Soviet era, of course, weapons had been kept out of the hands of
civilians, and the sudden availability of weapons, mostly from ex-military
personnel, made violence more lethal.

A disturbing feature of the new post-Soviet world was the emergence
of organized crime. Violent crimes, that is, murders, were often the work
of groups fighting for territory. Because business people did not trust
the police and the courts, they were compelled to pay for protection.
The line between legitimate and illegitimate business became tenuous.
Criminals gained control over banking, which had particularly pernicious
consequences: entrepreneurs were able to borrow money only at usurious
rates. These banks also engaged in money laundering. The Russian mafia had
ties with similar groups all over the world, providing help to one another.7

As was to be expected, those who were prosecuted and ultimately impris-
oned came from the lowest levels of society. Law enforcement officers were
unable to uncover contract killings. Most of the murders of politicians, jour-
nalists, and other well-known figures were never solved, and the perpetrators
never punished. The inability of the police to solve these high-profile cases
contributed to a general sense among the population of being unprotected.
Violence against journalists attempting to uncover corruption was particu-
larly disturbing, and the culprits were almost never found. The public was
correct to suspect that powerful people were protecting the killers.
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The Soviet Union had not been exactly a classless society. Some people,
those who had access to scarce goods, had lived much better than others. But
in the 1990s Russia suddenly moved from a reasonably egalitarian society to
one where the gap between rich and poor was wider than in any country in
Western Europe. It was to be expected that in the new era income inequalities
would widen; this happened in all post-communist societies. It was the sharp
contrast between the sudden accumulation of enormous wealth by a very
few and the vast increase of poverty and misery among the population at
large that made the Russian situation particularly unattractive. At the end of
the decade 1.5 percent of the population owned two-thirds of the national
wealth.8 The new billionaires, who made their fortunes by exploiting Russia’s
natural resources, exhibited little social conscience or interest in investing in
the future of their native land. For example, Roman Abramovich, the richest
man in Russia, bought a British soccer club for millions instead of building
factories in his homeland. Many of the very rich preferred to live abroad.
Poverty was more difficult to bear, as poor Russians could not help but notice
that some of their countrymen were living very well indeed. Stores catering
to some of the world’s richest individuals appeared in the center of Moscow
and, to a somewhat lesser extent, in St. Petersburg. Luxury car dealerships
did very well, and there was no shortage of designer clothes shops of the
kind in Paris, New York, London, and Rome.

The end result of the social-political transformation of the 1990s was
that Russia came to be ruled by a combination of crime syndicates, corrupt
bureaucrats, and oligarchs who had acquired great economic and therefore
political power.

t h e e n d o f t h e y e lt s i n e r a

In December 1993 the Russians voted for a new constitution and a new
legislature. The ground rules for the adoption of the constitution specified
that at least fifty percent of eligible voters had to vote. Although the gov-
ernment claimed that fifty-four percent voted, there are suspicions that the
results were falsified and fewer than fifty percent voted, in which case the
constitution was adopted illegally. The voters elected two houses of parlia-
ment. The autonomous republics and Russia’s eighty-nine provinces were
represented in the upper house, which came to be dominated by the regional
elites. This house was also more supportive of the president than the lower
house, which was elected according to a combined system: half of the dele-
gates were elected directly in their districts; the other half were distributed
among the parties according to their share of the vote, stipulating a minimum
five percent of support.

The newly adopted constitution transformed Russia into a presidential
republic. The balance of power shifted decisively from the Duma to the pres-
ident. The Russians obviously preferred Yeltsin to the dispersed parliament,



292 A History of the Soviet Union

but it was difficult to interpret the results of the parliamentary elections
as a ringing endorsement of his policies. The main spokesman for the par-
ties of economic reform and the best-known reformist figure, Yegor Gaidar,
lacked charisma and was very unpopular. For those who wanted to push the
economic reforms and privatization further, the composition of the new par-
liament was not reassuring. The reformists did not do as well in the elections
as they might have, at least partly because Yeltsin considered himself to be
above the political fray, and he did not campaign for those who had sup-
ported him in the past. He was interested only in the vote for the constitution,
and he kept aloof from the reformist parties during the campaign.

The partisans of the president had a slight majority in the new parliament,
and the new assembly proved to be more docile than the old one. However,
joining the communists in opposition to Yeltsin was a new party led by
Vladimir Zhirinovsky, a buffoon and a demagogue, and it did very well.
This party, ludicrously misnamed the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia,
was in fact a nationalist and populist organization; it captured almost a
quarter of the vote and became the largest party in the new parliament. The
strength of Zhirinovsky’s party and that of the communists demonstrated
the continued power of the opposition. Indeed, the new government, once
again headed by Chernomyrdin, was the least reform-minded of all previous
post-Soviet governments.

In the next parliamentary election, which took place in 1995, the funda-
mental correlation of forces did not change much, although the communists
became the largest party, taking votes away from Zhirinovsky’s party. The
weak parliament, which needed a two-thirds majority in both houses to over-
turn presidential decrees, could not effectively oppose Yeltsin. Although the
parliament was by no means supportive of the government, compared to the
previous period, political peace temporarily prevailed.

The constitution gave enormous powers to the president, and some Rus-
sians understandably feared the reappearance of autocracy. However, Russia
remained a weak state, continuing to have trouble collecting taxes and con-
trolling street crime, to say nothing about confronting organized crime. A
manifestation of this weakness was the inability of the central government
to enforce its will against the leaders of the provinces, who at times failed to
deliver tax revenues to the federal budget. Although governors were elected,
the officials from the Soviet era had overwhelming advantages in these elec-
tions, and they did not let power slip from their hands. Once elected, they
could do as they pleased, for there was very little oversight and very little
transparency. The weakness of the state was caused by the lack of medi-
ating institutions between the government and individual citizens, such as
strong political parties, voluntary societies, and procedures enabling mass
participation in the political process.

After his victory, it seemed Yeltsin had lost his way. He suffered from
bouts of depression. He always drank too much, but his drinking became
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an growing problem and a source of embarrassment for the country. He
repeatedly made a spectacle of himself at international gatherings. On one
famous occasion, obviously drunk, he took the baton from the conductor
of a Berlin police orchestra and attempted to conduct. The world press pub-
lished the picture, much to the embarrassment of Russians. Yeltsin was also
ill: he had a serious heart condition. In his first years in office he gave decisive
support to those who aimed to introduce market reforms. Whether this was
the right thing to do and whether the reforms were carried out in the best
way are issues very much in dispute. But it is unquestionable that Yeltsin was
a decisive force behind the reformers, who could not have done what they
did without his support. After the great and bloody crisis of September and
October 1993 he stopped his direct and immediate involvement in the eco-
nomic life of the country. Once he had a great deal of constitutional power,
he did not seem to know what to do with it; his political course became
increasingly erratic. He surrounded himself with favorites, among them the
highly unpopular Anatolii Chubais, one of the people responsible for car-
rying out privatization and suspected of corruption. The other significant
person near him was a rather unsavory character, Aleksandr Korzhakov,
his bodyguard, who controlled access to the president. However, the only
person in whom Yeltsin had unquestioned confidence was his daughter,
Tatiana, who in these years acted as a vice president. Russia once again
was governed by a group of unelected people, those who were close to the
president.

The impoverishment of the population continued; real incomes fell fur-
ther. Under the circumstances it was understandable that Yeltsin’s popular-
ity plummeted. Elections for president were scheduled to take place in June
1996. A poll conducted in January 1996 found that Yeltsin had the support
of only ten percent of the voters. It seemed inevitable that he would lose the
election. Some of his partisans, most importantly Korzhakov, attempted to
persuade him to offer concessions to the communists, his strongest oppo-
nents, by taking them into the government and reversing some of the eco-
nomic reforms of the early period. The communists, in exchange, would
agree to postpone or annul the elections.

Russia once again was on the verge of a crisis. The postponement of
the elections would have meant an admission of failure of the democratic
experiment. But the only viable alternative to Yeltsin was Zyuganov and
his Communist Party. It was Yeltsin’s good fortune, but a misfortune of
Russian democracy, that a strong Communist Party dominated the opposi-
tion, preempting the formation of a democratic opposition. The communists
promised a return to the principles of the Soviet era. Nationalists, who above
all bemoaned the loss of the country’s great power status and regarded not
only Yeltsin, but also Gorbachev, as traitors, supported them. As long as
Yeltsin could depict the contest as between himself and those who wanted
to return to the Soviet era, he had a good chance of winning.
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The fight to keep his job seemed to have helped him to regain his energy
and involvement. First, he had to refurbish his tarnished image. In order to
give the impression that he was active and vigorous, he campaigned inces-
santly. He stopped drinking, lost excess weight in order to appear healthier,
and attempted to demonstrate to the voters that he was well and still had
the necessary energy for the job. He went to amusing lengths to exhibit his
vitality. On occasion he danced in front of audiences. In addition, he had
the advantage of incumbency, and therefore could make popular moves,
such as raising pensions, firing officials he held responsible for unpopular
policies, and promising to take steps to end the war against the Chechens.
Very importantly he ultimately triumphed because he had a great deal more
money to spend than his opponents. State-run television favored him by
allocating far more time to him than to the other candidates. Crucial to his
reelection victory was the support of the so-called oligarchs, a handful of
the richest people, the main beneficiaries of the privatization scheme, includ-
ing the heads of banks, oil companies, and other large corporations. The
arrangement was referred to as loans for shares. This meant that the oli-
garchs financed the reelection campaign and in exchange received shares in
companies still owned by the state. The violation of the most elementary
principles of democracy must have been obvious to all. It was described at
the time as an exchange of unaccountable wealth for unaccountable polit-
ical power. It was the best example in post-Soviet history of the corrupt
interrelationship of wealth and political power.

Yeltsin and the oligarchs needed one another. A communist victory was a
threat to those who had recently acquired their wealth under dubious circum-
stances. The liberal Moscow intelligentsia, who had every reason to dislike
Yeltsin, also ultimately had no choice but to support him. Even Yeltsin’s
bitterest Western critics could not convincingly argue that Zyuganov, sup-
ported by anti-Semitic and quasi-fascist demagogues, would be more likely
to strengthen the fragile Russian democracy than Yeltsin. The results of
the presidential election of 1996 demonstrated again that when the choice
was between a return to the Soviet system and the reforms, which is how
Yeltsin defined the terms of the election, the people would choose Yeltsin’s
course.

In the first round, Yeltsin received a slight plurality over Zyuganov; in
the second round, with sixty-nine percent of the electorate voting, Yeltsin
received fifty-four percent to Zyuganov’s forty percent. The playing field
was anything but even; the president had overwhelming advantages against
the rather hapless communist leader. Nevertheless it would be wrong to
argue that Zyuganov would have won had the election not been tainted.
The results demonstrated the wide gap between two Russias: Yeltsin over-
whelmingly won the vote of the young and city dwellers; Zyuganov’s support
came from pensioners and village dwellers, who were the great losers in the
transformation of society.



Leap into the Unknown 295

After the election, the reality of Yeltsin’s condition became obvious: he was
a sick man. He underwent bypass surgery and was away from his presiden-
tial duties for months. Chernomyrdin served five years as premier; he was
the longest-serving premier in post-Soviet history. During Yeltsin’s illness,
it was Chernomyrdin who provided a degree of stability. His term in office
ended in March 1998, when Yeltsin dismissed him, ostensibly to speed up
economic reforms, but probably to prevent Chernomyrdin from becoming
too powerful. Chernomyrdin’s departure was followed by a prime ministe-
rial leapfrog: between March 1998 and August 1999 the country had five
prime ministers. The thirty-five-year-old Sergei Kirienko, a liberal, was re-
sisted by the Duma and was voted down twice. But when the Duma was
presented with the choice of accepting him or facing new elections, he was
confirmed. Kirienko had the misfortune of being in office when the price of
Russia’s main export item, oil, was dropping in the world market, leading to
a disastrous budget deficit. Russia defaulted on its debt, and the ruble had
to be devalued. Kirienko, unfairly, had to take the blame and was dismissed
after just five months in office.

In this crisis situation Yeltsin chose Ievgenii Primakov to follow Kirienko.
Primakov had good relations with the Duma, and he brought communists
into the government. Unlike Kirienko, he had independent standing and
a constituency behind him, and therefore he was regarded as a possible
successor to Yeltsin. During his short term in office, Russia experienced a
division of powers within the executive branch, which is why the president
soon dismissed him. This disturbed the Duma to such an extent that it again
attempted to impeach the president but failed, not reaching the necessary
two-thirds majority. The next premier, Sergei Stepashin, lasted only three
months in office. Following him came the last premier during Yeltsin’s tenure,
Vladimir Putin.

c h e c h n ya

The dissolution of the once mighty Soviet Union took place remarkably
peacefully. However, even after 1991, the most important successor state, the
Russian Federation, remained a multinational empire, and therefore the pos-
sibility of further disintegration remained a worrisome problem. The effort
to stop this process came to be focused on a small region in the Caucasus,
Chechnya. The problem of dealing with the Chechens’ desire for indepen-
dence has continued to be a troublesome and unresolved issue throughout
post-Soviet history.

The relationship between Russians and Chechens has been troubled since
the two nations came into contact with one another. In the course of the nine-
teenth century, Muslim Chechens resisted Russian attempts to subdue them
even more fiercely than did other small nations. Brutal Russian behavior,
such as destruction of villages and deportations, only strengthened Chechen
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hostility and drove many of them to join the insurgent army of Imam Shamil,
the most prominent, almost legendary, Dagestani Muslim resistance leader.
In February 1944 the Russians gave the Chechens more reason to hate them.
In a particularly reprehensible move, Stalin deported all of them, including
communist functionaries, to Central Asia and declared them to be a “traitor
people.” A quarter of the victims died as a result of the deportation and
the harsh conditions of exile. In 1957 Khrushchev allowed the Chechens to
return to their homeland, but their attempt to reclaim what had belonged to
them resulted in conflict with those who had moved into their houses and
taken their property. Further bitterness ensued. In view of these events it is
not surprising that among the small nations of the new Russian state, it was
the Chechens who were most determined to gain independence.

According to the last Soviet census there were about 1.2 million Chechens
living in the “autonomous” Chechen-Ingush republic within the Russian Fed-
eration. In November 1991 the Chechen leader, Dzhokhar Dudaev declared
his country independent. Dudaev, an ex-general of the Soviet army, became
the leader of the most determined nationalists. He succeeded in establish-
ing himself by violent means as the ruler of his small country and turned
Chechnya into a lawless enclave, a threat to the surrounding territories.

After years of neglect (during which Moscow’s involvement was limited
to attempting to dislodge Dudaev by subversion), Yeltsin decided to take
action. The Russians had legitimate concerns: they feared that Chechen sep-
aratism might spread to the Caucasus and other minority regions, including
Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, and Dagestan, which also have large Muslim pop-
ulations. Russia was also concerned about losing oil revenue, as the pipeline
from the Caspian fields to the terminus of Novorossisk runs through Chech-
nya. The timing of Yeltsin’s decision may have been influenced by a need to
respond to the nationalist rhetoric in the Duma, in particular to Zhirinovsky.

Yeltsin ordered the invasion without consulting the Duma, and in Decem-
ber 1994, 40,000 Russian soldiers, assisted by tank columns, entered Chech-
nya. The campaign was a disaster; the Russians underestimated the determi-
nation of the Chechens, who, though greatly outnumbered, resisted fiercely.
The Russian army gave a very poor account of itself. The soldiers were ill
disciplined, often drunk or drugged, demoralized, and incompetently led. In
spite of their overwhelming number and far superior equipment, it took the
Russians weeks to capture the capital, Grozny, and this “victory” was by
no means the end of resistance. The war became even bloodier; the rebels
established themselves in the mountains and initiated guerrilla warfare. The
response of the Russians was abominable: the soldiers killed civilians indis-
criminately, looted, and raped. They tortured captured Chechen fighters,
demolished entire villages, and executed people without trial. Tens of thou-
sands of civilians, both Chechens and ethnic Russians, died, and the coun-
try was turned into a wasteland. In a particularly egregious instance, in
the town of Shamashki, in April 1995, the Russian soldiers slaughtered
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250 men, women, and children by throwing grenades into basements where
they were hiding. The Chechens reciprocated in kind. In June of the same
year, Chechen warriors attacked the Russian town Budennovsk, killing police
officers and taking 2000 patients in a hospital as hostages. To ensure the sur-
vival of the hostages, the Russians were forced into humiliating negotiations
with the guerillas. Although both sides committed atrocities, the Russian
soldiers, with the greater firepower, killed most of the civilians.

The cost of the war was high. The prestige of the Russian army suffered a
major blow; both domestic and international opinion condemned the brutal-
ities committed by the Russians. International condemnation was universal,
and the war was so unpopular at home that Yeltsin, preparing for his reelec-
tion in 1996, was compelled to take steps to stop it. Television news brought
the war into the homes of Russians, and many of them recoiled at what they
saw. In this instance the free media had a major and constructive role to
play. One day people listened to a government statement that Grozny would
not be bombed and the next day the television news showed how bombs
had devastated the Chechen capital. It was obvious to everyone: the gov-
ernment was lying about the nature of the war. Multinational Russia could
not afford the deepening of hostilities among the nationalities. Nationalist
jingoist voices, which accompanied the war, contributed to the alienation of
the Muslim minorities living in different parts of the country. The expense
of the war contributed to a budgetary crisis, leading to increased inflation.

The war in Chechnya was a major reason for the final alienation of the
democrats from Yeltsin. Sergei Kovalev, a courageous civil rights activist,
resigned his chairmanship of the Human Rights Commission, and in January
1996 Gaidar resigned from the Presidential Council in order to express his
opposition to the war.

Although the Russians managed to kill Dudaev, the war was not going well
for them; they failed to put down the insurgency. They were forced to sign
an agreement with the new Chechen leader, Aslan Maskhadov, in which they
promised aid for reconstruction but left the ultimate fate of Chechnya unre-
solved. The Russian army withdrew in defeat, without having accomplished
its announced goal.

Unfortunately, the anarchy within the now functionally independent state
did not abate. Although Aslan Maskhadov was elected president in Jan-
uary 1997 in a free election, he failed to impose order. Criminal activities,
in particular kidnapping for money, became daily occurrences. Also, rad-
ical Islam established a foothold. Extremists, such as Salman Raduev and
Shamil Basaev, were unreconciled, did not recognize Maskhadov’s author-
ity, continued their involvement in kidnapping Russians and foreigners, and
undermined the president’s authority.

There were two competing visions for Chechnya’s future. The moder-
ate Maskhadov, at least at this time, envisaged a functionally independent
Chechnya with close economic and political cooperation with Moscow. In



298 A History of the Soviet Union

contrast, the radicals did not recoil from the idea of provoking a war with
Russia, in expectation that the small Muslim minorities in the Caucasus and
Dagestan would join in an Islamic state whose viability would be assured by
its size and oil wealth. Attacked by the radicals and not receiving support
from Moscow, Maskhadov’s position became untenable. He was repeatedly
forced to give concessions to the radicals, such as the introduction of the
sharia as the basis of Chechen law, but these concessions only emboldened
the radicals.

In 1999 both the Chechens and the Russians were preparing to resume
the conflict. Maskhadov, having not received the promised reconstruction
aid from Russia, was unable to control the radicals, who continued to raid
Russian territory and kidnap Russians and other foreigners. When radical
Chechens invaded Dagestan in August 1999, the Russian government was
able to portray the war as defensive. Russians saw that the issue was no longer
the independence of Chechnya, but rather the desire of radical Chechens to
establish a large Muslim state, and that would lead to the disintegration of
the Russian Federation. When in September a series of unexplained apart-
ment house bombings took place in Moscow and other cities, Russian public
opinion quickly assumed that it was the Chechens carrying the war to Russia.
The bombings had far-reaching effects on Russian public opinion regarding
mobilizing for war. This time the war was popular. Putin’s promise to take
drastic action, and his nationalist rhetoric greatly contributed to his popu-
larity and helped him win the election in the following year.

The second Chechen war turned out to be a series of tragedies. Any attempt
to set up in Chechnya a functioning administration headed by pro-Russian
elements was bound to fail. A Russian journalist correctly called Chechnya
“a small corner of hell.”9 In this destroyed country, there were no legitimate
jobs; instead banditry, counterfeiting, money laundering, and kidnapping
for money or political goals flourished. Under the circumstances, radical
Islam had an increasing appeal. Chechen Islamic warriors carried out attacks,
including suicide attacks, in places of their choice beyond the borders of
their own little country. People willing to die for their beliefs took hostages,
which, as a result of inept Russian responses, led to hundreds of victims.
In the course of this war Russians came to demonize all Chechens and the
Chechens came to be united in their hatred of Russians. There is no end
in sight. Russian public opinion would be willing to see Chechnya as an
independent state, but the vast majority of people believe that the war will
continue for decades.

p u t i n

Vladimir Putin became president of Russia in 2000 because Yeltsin chose him
to be his successor. No one in the spring of 1999 could have predicted this
development, because the future president was almost entirely unknown in
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the country and had no independent constituency. Most likely it was because
he was Yeltsin’s creation – and owed everything to him – that the infirm
president anointed him. Putin is a reasonably well-educated man with a law
and economics degree. His past includes a five-year stint in East Germany as
a KGB officer, and in this capacity he acquired some knowledge of the outside
world and learned to speak German. He later worked as an associate of the
liberal mayor of St. Petersburg, Anatolii Sobchak. From St. Petersburg he was
brought to Moscow as head of the Federal Security Service, the successor of
the KGB. It was at this time that Yeltsin got to know him and formed a high
opinion of his talents, decisiveness, and loyalty.

Yeltsin and his advisors prepared the soil for Putin’s election in 2000. Con-
trol over television enabled the people in power to manipulate public opinion
and destroy the reputation of the other contenders, the mayor of Moscow,
Iurii Luzhkov, and the former premier, Evgenii Primakov. On December 31,
1999, Yeltsin surprised the country and the rest of the world: in a televi-
sion address to the nation he announced his resignation. By the end of the
decade he had become an embarrassment to his country. As in the days of
Brezhnev and Chernenko, Russia was again led by a sick man who was well
past his prime and no longer in control of events. Yet the timing of his res-
ignation was a disservice to the cause of Russia’s democratic development.
Yeltsin’s resignation made Putin acting president a few months before the
election and thereby greatly increased Putin’s chances of winning. Russian
politics had become democratic in the sense that elections for the parliament
and president take place regularly and predictably. However, unlike the rest
of post-communist Eastern Europe, in Russia those in power have always
succeeded in retaining their positions. The electoral contests therefore never
took place on an even field where several strategies for development are
presented to the voters who have the opportunity to choose.

As acting president, Putin brought the date of the election several months
forward and thereby increased his own chance of winning because his oppo-
nents had less time to campaign. As a consequence, he managed to win the
presidency on March 26, 2000, in the first ballot by getting fifty-three percent
of the votes. With his election, a new era began. After the great upheavals
of the previous decade, the people wanted stability, and to a large extent the
new administration was able to provide it. The new president, a vigorous
forty-eight years old, was the diametrical opposite of his predecessor, which
must have contributed to his popularity. In an interesting duality, he was
both the candidate of the establishment, which made him president, promis-
ing stability rather than change, and the opposite of the mercurial and at one
time charismatic leader, Yeltsin.

Although assuming the presidency of Russia was obviously a difficult task
given the destruction and anarchy that the Yeltsin era had produced, in
many ways Putin was fortunate. Unlike his predecessor, he did not have
to compete with powerful opponents. The Yeltsin constitution gave him
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considerable powers, and unlike his predecessor, he knew how to use them.
Also, after the crisis produced by the default of 1998 the economy stabilized
and the rising price of oil, Russia’s major export item, enabled the president
to improve the budget and keep inflation under control. The economy was
showing modest growth.

Some of the fundamental characteristics of the post-Soviet state Putin did
not want to change and others he could not change. He assured the beneficia-
ries of the privatization program that he would not undo it. Unlike Yeltsin,
whose ideology was anti-communism, Putin was a synthesizer. Although he
distanced himself from the Soviet past and paid lip-service to the idea of
democracy, he realized that the seventy-four-year-long communist history
could not be eradicated from the national memory. He decided not to dwell
on the crimes of the Stalin era or to hold people responsible for them. He
was willing to incorporate Soviet symbols, such as the music (but not the
words) of the Soviet anthem, to allow Lenin to remain in his mausoleum,
and to put up a plaque honoring Iurii Andropov, an ex-head of the KGB.
At the same time, he put flowers on the grave of Andrei Sakharov, the great
human rights activist and a victim of Iurii Andropov.

Corruption was so greatly ingrained that the new president succeeded
only in making modest gains against it. Business and government remained
intertwined: businessmen gave bribes to politicians for licenses and prefer-
ential treatment, and politicians invested their ill-gotten gains in business.
Corruption reached the highest levels of government. Allegations were made
against previous prime ministers, Viktor Chernomyrdin, Sergei Kirienko, and
Viktor Kasyanov, and against such important political figures as Anatolii
Chubais and Aleksandr Voloshin. Not surprisingly, all the major beneficia-
ries of the privatization process were shown to be corrupt, among them Boris
Berezovskii, Mikhail Khodorkovskii, and Roman Abramovich.

In the great political struggles of the post-Soviet period it is difficult for
an outside observer to take a position. The struggles were rarely between
right and wrong. Of course, one can only approve of the president’s taking
on some of the powerful figures accused of corruption, especially when one
remembers that some of these same people eased his path to power. However,
it is evident that when he did so, it was for his own political purposes.
Khodorkovskii was accused of tax evasion, probably accurately, when he
made the mistake of showing political ambitions; Kasyanov was accused of
acquiring a valuable summer house through corrupt means when he showed
interest in running for president in 2008 and attempted to unite the anti-Putin
forces. One may find other similar examples. Getting rid of some politically
inconvenient people is not the same as fighting corruption in business and
politics. However, the great political influence of the richest people in Russia
has been considerably reduced in the Putin era, compared to the recent past.
The cost of this very selective anti-corruption law enforcement has been
capital flight and decreased chances of attracting foreign investment.
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From the president’s standpoint, confronting members of the oligarchy
was a win-win situation. Not only did he manage to get rid of some potential
political opponents and scare off others, but he also succeeded in increasing
his own popularity among the people. Opinion surveys demonstrate that
people almost invariably took the side of the government, no matter how
flimsy the case against the businessmen was or how obvious the political
motivation behind the legal maneuvers. On the one hand, the Russians still
approve of strong government, and on the other, they are deeply suspicious of
business. They do not draw a sharp line between legitimate business activity
and fraud: from their point of view all business activity is suspect. According
to a recent poll, two-thirds of Russians consider all businessmen cheats.

Putin successfully increased the powers of the central government against
the provinces. The assertion of the principle of federalism was one of the
attractive elements in Yeltsin’s constitution. The problem was that the 1993
constitution did not spell out precisely the powers of the federal government
against the provinces. The vagueness allowed regions to go their own way,
pursuing separate policies and defying Moscow. What came into being was
called “segmented regionalism.” Different regions claimed and exercised dif-
ferent degrees of autonomy: Chechnya, for example, asserted complete inde-
pendence, whereas Tatarstan became an autonomous mini-state within the
Russian Federation. A particularly contentious matter was tax-collecting;
different regions passed different percentages of their tax revenues to the
center. Some localities, rich in raw materials, conducted their own economic
and foreign policy. At the time of the Kosovo war, for example, largely Mus-
lim Tatarstan threatened to send volunteers in support of the Albanians if
Russia intervened on the side of the Serbs.10 Local constitutions often con-
tradicted the federal one; on occasion Yeltsin had to negotiate treaties with
the regions, which created inequality among them. The unity of the state was
in danger.

Local control looked better on paper than it was in reality. Instead of
regional autonomy, local autocrats introduced undemocratic governance
that was more corrupt and less accountable than the central government.
Some of the governors were flamboyantly corrupt. Mikhail Nadrazenko,
for example, became an autocrat in the Primorskii Krai, repeatedly defying
Moscow, and set himself up as a full-fledged ruler. Corruption here reached
fabulous proportions: businessmen would be notified that legal procedures
would be introduced against them but then were told soto voce that every-
thing could be taken care of by paying large sums of money, usually in
dollars.

It was against this background that Putin made major and ultimately suc-
cessful attempts to increase presidential powers against Russia’s eighty-nine
provinces. Such attempts can be regarded as an expression of the increase
of authoritarian trends in current Russian politics or as necessary steps to
overcome the anarchy of the Yeltsin era. Putin’s argument for strengthening
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federal powers was that in a modern state, equal citizenship was taken for
granted, whereas the existing system established entities in which citizens
were treated differently. Federal law had to apply equally everywhere.

Putin’s first move was to establish seven federal districts between the
provinces and the central government. The heads of these were presidential
appointees who had the task of overseeing the work of federal agencies in
the localities and observing that federal decisions were faithfully carried out
everywhere. Putin’s next step in centralization was to remove the governors
from the upper chamber of parliament and replace them with appointees of
the governors and legislatures, thereby making it more difficult for gover-
nors to aspire to a national role. Finally, at the end of 2004, Putin abolished
elections for governor and instead appointed them (subject to approval by
the local legislatures). The immediate consequence of the reform was con-
fusion. The situation was reminiscent of the days of Khrushchev: the vast,
overcentralized Soviet Union did not make sensible economic decisions. But
then it turned out that decentralization introduced its own inefficiencies and
irrationalities. Now it is the other way: it is difficult to establish the proper
division of authority between the local government and central power.

Is Russia under Putin retreating into Soviet-style autocracy? Year after
year the president increased his power at the expense of the oligarchs who
dared to challenge him. He also reduced the autonomy of Russia’s provinces.
More significantly, perhaps from the point of view of the development of
democratic politics, he took steps to lessen the role of an independent media.
In Russia, as elsewhere in the modern world, television is the most important
source of news for the great majority of people. Compared to the Yeltsin era,
the situation has seriously deteriorated. As the Kremlin succeeded in taking
over big businesses, it used its newly acquired power to take over television
networks, where criticism of the president has disappeared and independent
candidates do not receive a hearing at election time. The situation in the
printed media is not as dire, but here also the multiplicity of views that
could be found in the early 1990s is no more. Members of the oligarchy
who were not supporters of the president were deprived of their newspapers
by legal or illegal means. Nevertheless, what is most discouraging about the
current political scene is not so much Putin’s attempt to amass more power,
but the attitude of the Russian people. Poll after poll demonstrate that the
Russian people approve when the president takes action against his political
opponents. Such anti-democratic action does not lessen his popularity, but
rather increases it. The same polls show that the great majority of Russians
do not believe that they live in a democratic country, and they are not much
bothered by this. “If everything is going well,” they see no need for an
opposition.
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Afterthoughts, 2005

Every period of Russian history has been contentious among historians, and
none more so than the era of Yeltsin and Putin. The facts are not in doubt:
Russia ceased to be one of the two superpowers; the people suffered priva-
tion; social inequalities greatly increased; corruption has been widespread;
the low birth rate combined with the high death rate threatens a demographic
catastrophe. The question, usually unspoken, remains: what is responsible
for the undeniable problems? Is it the residue of the seventy-four-years of
communist rule? Or are the current troubles simply the consequence of long
mismanaged reforms? Most would agree that it is a combination of the two.
Is it seventy-five percent communist past and twenty-five percent reforms?
Or is it the other way around? Each of us puts a different degree of emphasis
on the two components. By and large those who were especially hostile to the
defunct Soviet Union are more likely to blame the heritage of communism
and take a relatively more optimistic view of the capitalist present and future.
Conversely, those who were attracted to the promise of democratic socialism,
who believed in the possibility of a “third way,” are more likely to blame the
reformers and Western influences and interventions. These observers take a
far more negative attitude toward the Yeltsin-Putin era than the other group.

The question of possible alternatives and roads not taken is very signifi-
cant. Unless we believe that there were missed opportunities we cannot be
indignant about the misbehavior of the reformers. Was there a “third way”
that would have promised a socially just and economically efficient society?
Obviously, there can be no clear-cut answer to this question. In retrospect at
least, it is clear that it was naı̈ve in 1991 to imagine that the collapse of the
old regime would be followed by an easy transition to modern democratic
capitalism. We can say that many of the “reformers” were scoundrels who
took advantage of opportunities to enrich themselves at the expense of their
fellow citizens, but if we concede that there was no easy alternative to the
course actually followed, somehow our indignation remains muted.
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As the most important reformer, former Premier Yegor Gaidar rightly
pointed out numerous times at the end of 1991 when the country faced
a deep economic crisis and there was no simple and painless way to deal
with it.1 Other former Soviet republics that did not carry out thoroughgoing
reforms, such as Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine, did not do any better in
the short run or the long run. These are countries that by no stretch of the
imagination could be regarded as victims of American meddling; the leaders
did not listen to Western advisers. But are they better off? And if not, why
not? The sad fate of these countries would undermine the argument that we
must look for the causes of the current Russian misery exclusively in the
depredations of wicked American and Russian capitalists.

Perhaps is too early to draw up a balance sheet of Yeltsin’s and Putin’s
presidencies. It would be wrong to see only the dark side of the current
scene. Yeltsin’s revolution eliminated the possibility of the revival of the
Soviet Union, and Putin brought stability into Russian life and a modicum
of economic improvement. Public opinion surveys demonstrate that young
people are less attracted to the memories of the Soviet regime and friendlier
to a market-based economy, so we have reason to be optimistic about the
next generation of Russians. It may be that in this era of relative peace,
the Russian people, drawn into the affairs of the world, will slowly acquire
the necessities of a democratic polity: a desire and ability to participate
in the public realm.



Chronology

Dates until February 1918 are given according to the old calendar.

1917
February 23: International Women’s Day. Demonstrations in

Petrograd begin.
February 27: The last tsarist government under Prince Golitsyn

resigns.
February 28: Formation of the Petrograd Soviet.
March 2: Abdication of Nicholas II.
April 3: Lenin arrives in Petrograd.
June: Kerenskii’s unsuccessful offensive.
July 3–5: “July days”: armed demonstrations of workers,

soldiers, and sailors result in repression of
Bolsheviks.

August 26: Kornilov’s mutiny collapses.
September: Bolsheviks win majorities in the Petrograd and

Moscow soviets.
October 25–26: October revolution: the Bolsheviks take power.
October 26: Lenin issues decree on land and peace and Soviet

government is formed.
November: Elections to the constituent assembly.
December: Creation of Cheka (extraordinary commission to

combat counterrevolution and sabotage).

1918
January 5: The Bolsheviks disband the constituent assembly.
January: The anti-Bolshevik volunteer army is formed.
March 3: The Soviet government signs a peace treaty with the

central powers at Brest-Litovsk.
March: Allied intervention begins.
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May: Czechoslovak troops traveling on the Transsiberian
Railroad rebel against the Soviet government, making
it possible for the Whites to organize their movement
in Siberia.

Summer: Introduction of policies of war communism.
July 6: The revolt of the left socialist revolutionaries.
August 30: Attempt on Lenin’s life and beginning of Red terror.
November: Admiral Kolchak assumes leadership over

anti-Bolshevik forces in Siberia; end of the war in
Europe transforms Allied intervention.

1919
March 2–4: Founding of the communist international.
Spring: Kolchak’s armies threaten Moscow.
October: Denikin’s armies occupy Orel, 200 miles from

Moscow.
November: Iudenich’s army threatens Petrograd.
Winter: Red Army victorious on all fronts.

1920
April–October: Soviet-Polish war.
September: Baku congress of working people of the East.
November: General Wrangel, leader of the last White Army,

abandons Crimea for exile.
Winter: Soviet rule is established in the three Caucasus

republics. Allied intervention ends.

1921
March: Rising of the Kronstadt sailors. Tenth party congress

passes resolution against factions, inaugurates NEP.
Treaty of Riga with Poland.

1921–22: Famine.

1922
February 6: Cheka renamed GPU.
April 2: Stalin becomes general secretary of the central

committee.
June: Trial of socialist revolutionaries.
December 30: Establishment of the U.S.S.R.

1923
Summer: “Scissors crisis.”
October 23: Forty-six leaders criticize ruling group.

1924
January 21: Death of V.I. Lenin.
January 31: Constitution of the U.S.S.R. is ratified.
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March: Introduction of stable ruble.

1925
January: Trotsky loses his position as commissar of war.

1926
Trotsky, Zinovev, and Kamenev lose out in the
political struggle and are expelled from the
Politburo.

1927
May: War scare.
Fall: Beginning of procurement crisis: the government fails

to collect sufficient grain from peasants.
December: The fifteenth party congress approves the first

five-year plan and registers Stalin’s complete victory
over Trotsky, Zinovev, and Kamenev.

1928
January–February: Stalin in Siberia reintroduces forcible grain

collection. “Ural-Siberia method.”
January 16: Trotsky exiled to Alma Ata.
May–July: “Shakhty trial” of innocent engineers.
1928–32: Stalin’s “cultural revolution.”

1929
Defeat of Bukharin and his comrades as “right wing
deviation.”

Fall: Beginning of mass collectivization and “elimination
of the kulaks as a class.”

December 21: Stalin’s fiftieth birthday and the beginning of the
Stalin cult.

1930
March 2: Stalin’s article: “Dizzy with Success.”
1930–31 A series of show trials aimed against “bourgeois

specialists.”

1931
June: Stalin in a speech explicitly abandons the egalitarian

promise of the 1917 revolution.

1932
December: Reintroduction of an internal passport system.

1932–33
Famine in Ukraine, north Caucasus, and Kazakhstan.



308 Chronology

1933–37
Second five-year plan.

1934
January–February: Seventeenth party congress: “Congress of Victors.”
August: Congress of writers adopts principles of “socialist

realism.”
December 1: Murder of Sergei Kirov.

1935
February: Model collective farm statute.
May: Soviet-French treaty of mutual assistance.
July–August: Seventh congress of Comintern adopts policy of

popular front.
Fall: Stakhanovist movement begins.

1936
June 27: Antiabortion law and new family code.
August: First great show trial: Zinovev, Kamenev, and

fourteen others sentenced to death.
September 25: Ezhov replaces Iagoda as head of NKVD.
December 5: Adoption of new “Stalin constitution.”

1937
January: Second great show trial: thirteen sentenced to death.
May–June: Purge of the Red Army.

1938
March: Third great show trial: nineteen, including Bukharin

and Rykov, sentenced to death.
July: Soviet-Japanese border clashes in Manchuria.
December: Beria replaces Ezhov as head of NKVD.

1939
May 3: Molotov replaces Litvinov as commissar for foreign

affairs.
April–August: Fruitless negotiations with Western allies.
August 23: Molotov-Ribbentrop pact.
September 1: Germany invades Poland.
September 17: Red Army invades Poland.
November: Soviet Union annexes western Ukraine and western

Belorussia.
November 30: Soviet-Finnish war begins.

1940
March 12: Soviet-Finnish war ends.
April: Murder of Polish officers at Katyn forest.



Chronology 309

June 26: Draconic labor legislation introduced.
June 28: The Soviet Union annexes Bessarabia and Northern

Bukovina (from Romania).
August 3–6: The Soviet Union annexes Estonia, Latvia, and

Lithuania.

1941
June 22: Germany invades the Soviet Union.
July 3: Stalin’s radio broadcast: “Brothers and sisters. . . . ”
September: Beginning of the siege of Leningrad and the fall of

Kiev.
December: First major Soviet victory on the outskirts of Moscow.

1942
June 11: Land-lease agreement.
August: Germans reach Stalingrad.
November 19: Soviet counteroffensive at Stalingrad begins.
November 23: German sixth army encircled at Stalingrad.

1943
February 2: Von Paulus surrenders.
July–August: Battle of Kursk.
November 28–December 1: Tehran conference.
1943–44: Deportation of entire peoples to Central Asia.

1944
January 27: Lifting the siege of Leningrad.
August–September: Warsaw uprising.

1945
February 4–11: Yalta conference.
May 9: End of the war in Europe.
July 17–August 2: Potsdam conference.
August 8: The Soviet Union declares war on Japan.
September 2: End of the war.

1946
Tightening of discipline in collective farms and
extending the collective farm system to the newly
annexed territories.

August 14–15: Zhdanov’s speeches in Leningrad attacking
Zoshchenko and Akhmatova. Call for reimposition
of ideological discipline.

1947
Famine.

December 14: Currency reform.
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1948
February 20: Coup in Prague.
June 28: Yugoslavia is expelled from Cominform.
July 31–August 7: Lysenko’s theories imposed on genetics.
1948–49: Berlin blockade.

1949
Struggle against “rootless cosmopolitanism.”

January 25: Formation of Comecon.
September 25: Announcement of the testing of the first Soviet

A-bomb.
October 1: Founding of the People’s Republic of China.

1950
June 26: Korean War begins.

1952
October 5–14: Nineteenth party congress.

1953
January 13: Disclosure of arrest of nine Soviet doctors: “doctors’

plot.”
March 5: Stalin dies. He is succeeded as first secretary and

premier by G. Malenkov.
March 14: Malenkov resigns as first secretary.
April 14: Exoneration of surviving doctors in “doctors’ plot.”
June: Riots in East Berlin.
June 26: Beria is arrested.
July 27: Korean armistice.
August 12: Soviet Union explodes an H-bomb.

1955
February 8: Malenkov resigns as premier and is replaced by N.

Bulganin.
May 14: Warsaw Pact is established.
July 18–23: Geneva conference.

1956
February 14–25: Twentieth party congress: Khrushchev’s “secret

speech.”
October: “Polish October.”
October 23: Hungarian revolution.
November 4: Soviet troops suppress Hungarian revolution.

1957
June: “Anti-party group” attempts to unseat Khrushchev.
October 4: Sputnik is launched.
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1958
February 26: Abolition of MTSs.
March 27: Khrushchev assumes title “premier” (in addition to

first secretary).

1959
September 15–27: Khrushchev visits the United States.

1960
Beginnings of Sino-Soviet polemics.

May 1: Soviet Union shoots down U2 spy plane.

1961
April 12: Iu. Gagarin is first man in space.
August 13: Berlin wall seals border.
October 17–31: Twenty-second party congress: Stalin’s body is

removed from mausoleum.

1962
October 22–November 2: Cuban missile crisis.
November: Bifurcation of industrial and agricultural sectors of

the party apparat.

1963
July 25: Test ban treaty.

1964
October 14–15: Khrushchev is removed and replaced by L. Brezhnev.
November 16: Bifurcation reversed.

1966
February 10–14: Sinianvskii-Daniel trial.
March 29–April 8: Twenty-second party congress.

1967
June: Arab-Israeli war leads to diplomatic break with

Israel.

1968
“Prague spring.”

August 20–21: Warsaw Pact forces invade Czechoslovakia.

1969
March 2: Fighting at Sino-Soviet border.

1970
October 8: Solzhenitsyn wins Nobel Prize for Literature.
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1972
May 22–28: Nixon visits Moscow.
June 3: Four-power agreement on the status of Berlin.

1973
October: War in the Middle East leads to U.S.-Soviet

confrontation.

1974
February 13: After the publication of Gulag, Solzhenitsyn is

expelled from the Soviet Union.

1975
August 1: Signing of Helsinki accords.
October 9: Sakharov wins Nobel Prize.

1977
June 4: New constitution is published.

1979
December 24–27: The Soviet army invades Afghanistan.

1980
January 22: Sakharov is exiled to Gorky.
August 14: Strikes begin in Poland, leading to victory of

Solidarity.

1981
December 13: Martial law introduced in Poland.

1982
November 10: Brezhnev dies.
November 12: Andropov named general secretary.

1983
September 1: Korean airliner shot down.

1984
February 9: Andropov dies.
February 13: Chernenko chosen as new general secretary.
December 15–21: Gorbachev in Britain.

1985
March 10–11: Chernenko dies and Gorbachev is named general

secretary.
May 16: Anti-alcohol program introduced. Gorbachev

introduces arms control proposals and calls for
economic reforms.
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November 19–21: First meeting between Reagan and Gorbachev in
Geneva.

1986
February 25–March 6: Twenty-seventh party congress: Gorbachev criticizes

Brezhnev era.
April 26: Chernobyl disaster.
October: Gorbachev and Reagan meet at Reykjavik in

Iceland.
December: Sakharov is allowed to return to Moscow.

1988
January: Disturbances in Stepanakert, Nogornyi

Karabakh.
March 13: Nina Andreevna’s letter expresses frustration of

hard-line communists over changes introduced by
Gorbachev.

June 28: Political changes introduced at nineteenth party
conference.

1989
March: Competitive elections for a national assembly.
April 9: Suppression of demonstrations in Tbilisi.
May 25: Congress of People’s Deputies convenes.
August 24: Noncommunist government comes to power in

Poland.
November 9: Berlin wall is demolished.

1990
December 20: Shevardnadze resigns as foreign minister.

1991
January: Attempts at repression in Lithuania.
March 17: Referendum on national unity.
July 10: Yeltsin takes oath of office as president of the

Russian Federation.
August 18–21 Attempted coup.
December 12: Russian parliament ratifies establishment of

commonwealth of independent nations.

1992
January 2: Freeing of prices.

1993
April 25: Referendum on Yeltsin.
September 21: Yeltsin dissolves the congress.
October 4: Bombardment of the parliament.
December 12: Vote for a constitution and a new parliament.
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1994
December 11: Beginning of the first Chechen war.

1996
May 27: End of the first Chechen war.
July 3: Yeltsin reelected.

1998
August: Devaluation of the ruble.

1999
September: Bombing in Moscow and other Russian cities.
December 31: Yeltsin resigns.

2000
March 26: Putin elected president.

2003
October 25: Khodorkovskii arrested.

2004
March 14: Putin reelected.
September 25: Putin abolishes election of governors.
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Chapter 1

1. Sir George Buchanan, My Mission to Russia and Other Diplomatic Memories
(Boston, 1923), vol. 2, p. 46.

Chapter 2

1. For example, D. Volkogonov, Lenin: A New Biography (New York, 1994).
2. Among the first group of historians, the most prominent are George Katkov,

Russia, 1917: The Kornilov Affair (London, 1980); Leonard Schapiro, The Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union (New York, 1960); and Richard Pipes, A Concise
History of the Russian Revolution (New York, 1995). A typical representative of
the second group is a study by William G. Rosenberg and Dianne Koenker, Strikes
and Revolutions in Russia, 1917 (Princeton, 1989).

Chapter 3

1. Compare, for example, the treatment in Stephen Cohen, Bukharin and the Bol-
shevik Revolution, and Moshe Levin, Lenin’s Last Struggle, on the one hand, and
Martin Malia, The Soviet Tragedy, and Richard Pipes, The Bolsheviks in Power,
on the other.

2. Alec Nove, An Economic History of the USSR, 1917–1991. According to Nove
the figure was sixty percent (p. 62). It should be noted that the territories were
not strictly comparable.

3. In March 1919 the first congress of the Third Communist International took
place in Moscow. Lenin succeeded in separating the left wing of the international
Marxist movement and organizing a communist international. The aim of the
Comintern was to spread proletarian revolution beyond the borders of Soviet
Russia. Soon after, the organization was reduced to no more than an instrument
of Soviet foreign policy.

4. This section is largely based on chapters 4–6 of Alec Nove, An Economic History
of the USSR, 1917–1991.
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5. Nove, p. 84.
6. This section is largely based on my chapter, “The Evolution of Bolshevik Cul-

tural Policies,” in Theodor Taranovski (ed.), Reform in Modern Russian History
(Cambridge, 1995).

7. Loren R. Graham, The Soviet Academy of Sciences and the Communist Party,
1927–1932 (New York, 1967).

Chapter 4

1. This section is based on R. W. Davis, The Socialist Offensive: Collectivization of
Soviet Agriculture, 1929–1930, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass., 1980); Moshe Lewin,
Russian Peasant and Soviet Power: A Study of Collectivization (Norton, 1975);
and Alec Nove, An Economic History of the Soviet Union, 1917–1991.

2. For literature on collectivization see R. W. Davis, The Socialist Offensive: The Col-
lectivization of Soviet Agriculture, 1929–1930; The Soviet Collective Farm, 1929–
1930 (Cambridge, Mass., 1980); Moshe Lewin, The Russian Peasant and Soviet
Power (New York 1975); Sheila Fitzpatrick, Stalin’s Peasants (Oxford, 1994); and
Nove, An Economic History of the USSR, 1917–1991, chapter 7.

3. Narodnoe Khoziaistvo SSSR za 60 let Moscow, 1977, p. 269.
4. Lynne Viola, Best Sons of the Fatherland: Workers in the Vanguard of Soviet

Collectivization (Oxford, 1987).
5. Figures from Roger E. Clarke (ed.), Soviet Economic Facts, 1917–1970 (New

York, 1972), pp. 3, 23.
6. The process of urbanization continued in the rest of the 1930s. While in 1926

eighteen percent of the population was described as urban, in 1939 it was thirty-
two percent. Robert Kaiser, The Geography of Nationalism in Russia and in the
USSR (Princeton, 1994), p. 122.

7. Robert Conquest, The Harvest of Sorrow: Soviet Collectivization and the Terror
Famine (Oxford, 1986).

8. Mikhail Heller and Aleksandr Nekrich, Utopia in Power (New York, 1986),
p. 270; and Peter Kenez, Cinema and Soviet Society (New York, 1992), p. 108.

Chapter 5

1. Our view of Stalin is formed on the basis of reminiscences by people who knew
him, including M. Djilas, Stalin’s daughter Svetlana Alilueva, and a few others.
The recently published letters of Stalin to Molotov, one of his closest collaborators,
are striking in how little they reveal. Lars Lih et al. (eds.), Stalin’s Letters to
Molotov, 1925–1936 (Yale, 1995).

2. The extent of opposition to Stalin in the first half of the 1930s within the leadership
is a debated issue. By and large those who opposed the “totalitarian” school, i.e.,
did not wish to use Stalin’s character as an explanation for the terror, saw more
serious opposition, and those who believed that Stalin was the moving force behind
the mass murder minimized the strength and determination of the opposition. I
agree with the representatives of the second group.

3. The definitive text on the purges is Robert Conquest, The Great Terror: A
Reassessment (London, 1990).
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4. Whether Soviet society could be described as totalitarian has been the most pas-
sionately and fruitlessly debated subject in Soviet history. Scholars who wrote
about Soviet society after the Second World War, when the cold war was bitter-
est, described Soviet society as “totalitarian” and thereby stressed the similarities
between the Stalinist Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, distancing both from the
democratic and pluralist United States. Beginning in the 1960s, younger radi-
cal scholars found such self-congratulatory attitudes unacceptable. They attacked
and destroyed the totalitarian model. This debate, however, is based on a miscon-
ception. Leftist scholars have repeatedly shown that the government was unable
to control every aspect of life and that society was not altogether inert. But, of
course, no sensible scholar ever maintained that Stalin or the party or the govern-
ment was able to control everything. Totalitarianism simply means the ambition
and the attempt to control every facet of life and the attempt to demolish the
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