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When the Soviet Union unexpectedly collapsed in 1991, the world 
observed the developments, trying to guess where they would lead. 
The common hope inside and outside the former Soviet Union was 
that after decades of debilitating socialism, the new countries would 
rush to real democracy and the free market. Early surveys of public 
opinion in post-Soviet Russia prompted sociologists’ optimistic prog-
noses (Reisinger 1993, p. 274; Shlapentokh 1998, pp. 28–52). In the 
turbulent transitional period that followed, the ambivalent political and 
electoral behavior of the post-Soviet “subjects-turned-citizens” puzzled 
observers and instigated speculations about the political and cultural tra-
ditions of the population and the extent of its democratic political cul-
ture. In the 2000s, Russian citizens showed strong support for their 
president, Vladimir Putin, who, though associated with the country’s 
economic growth, imposed increasingly authoritarian politics, suppress-
ing free media and taming the judicial system. To the dismay of Russian 
liberals, the high ratings of this former KGB officer and his repetitive 
reelections to high office demonstrated a political culture that seemed far 
from the ideals of liberal democracy. The New Russia Barometer studies 
showed support for the ruling regime in Russia (36–39% in the 1990s 
and growing in the 2000s to 84%), reflecting economic growth, a pref-
erence for stability, and, possibly, acceptance of an authoritarian trend in 
politics (Rose et al. 2011, p. 77).

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

© The Author(s) 2018 
O. Velikanova, Mass Political Culture Under Stalinism, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_1

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_1&domain=pdf


2   O. Velikanova

Gradually, it became clear that this ambivalent Russian transition was 
not unique, but paralleled the experience of other countries. In the last 
decades of the twentieth century various transformations opened the 
doors for democratization, and many nations, while proclaiming demo-
cratic reforms, displayed developments quite different from the Western 
liberal model. And it happened not only to the majority of newly inde-
pendent countries in the post-Soviet space—the Russian Federation, 
Ukraine, Belorussia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, 
and Georgia. Many other developing countries—Venezuela, Pakistan, 
and the majority of African countries—evolved into sham democracies, 
where elections—a cornerstone of democracy—took place but consti-
tutional liberties are praised in theory but violated in practice. Fareed 
Zakaria defined this phenomenon as the rise of “illiberal democracies”; 
others have defined it as “nominal” constitutionalism, “managed” 
democracy, or competitive authoritarianism. Yes, elections take place, but 
the population too often votes for illiberal policies and authoritarian fig-
ures who shape their regimes with weak legislatures and judiciaries which 
gradually mutate into dictatorships. This perplexing process stimulated 
new interest in what structures the behavior of citizens and their support 
for authoritarian or illiberal regimes.

In various specific circumstances, many interrelated factors determine 
human behavior and the direction of social transformation—economic 
(both personal and systemic), political, cultural, and demographic (the 
“youth bulge”).1 Lucien Pye, a proponent of modernization theory, 
emphasized the emancipatory energies of modernization (among them 
urbanization, education, mobility, technology) as additional components 
that determine the outcome of change in authoritarian regimes (Sakwa 
2008, p. 456). Other scholars have highlighted that the rapidity of mod-
ernization and the catastrophic events of the twentieth century in Russia 
might have produced conditions unfavorable for the democratic choice. 
All Russian revolutions—of 1905, 1917, and 1991—asserted moderniza-
tion and democracy, but the resulting regimes finally stubbornly drifted 
in an authoritarian direction. Thus, scholars and the educated public are 
left to ponder whether Russia possesses the cultural conditions for suc-
cessful democratization or an inherent proclivity for authoritarianism.  

1 In 1936, according to Soviet statistics, 46% of the population were under the age of 21. 
Together with this demographic factor, the mass migration of the population to cities could 
have influenced the proclivity to radicalism in society.
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Is Russian political culture fundamentally unreceptive to democratic 
institutions? Or did the Soviet modernization project, even in its author-
itarian shape, unavoidably mold conditions for democratization and plu-
ralism that also transform social attitudes? This book contributes to these 
debates by its historical analysis of popular opinions of the Soviet people 
in the 1930s, reflective of mass political culture.

In explaining the political behavior of the masses, the concept of 
political culture is instrumental. “Political culture” is defined by the 
International Encyclopedia of Social Sciences as “the set of attitudes, beliefs 
and sentiments that give order and meaning to a political process and 
which provide the underlying assumptions and rules that govern behav-
ior in the political system.” The political culture of the party elite, espe-
cially of Stalin, has received much attention from scholars, mostly because 
of the more immediate outcomes of such studies in foreign affairs and 
diplomatic applications and the accessibility of the sources (public pro-
nouncements, for example). (Among many, see Tucker 1972; van Ree 
2002.) This elite culture is generally described as rooted in the under-
ground and Civil War experience, with such features as a confrontational 
Manichean worldview, dogmatic and wishful thinking, and with militant 
elements rejecting compromise—a culture wracked by fear and suspicion 
of internal and external plots and enemies (Getty and Naumov 1999, pp. 
15–24). Now, the availability of new serial sources makes the study of 
mass political culture in Stalinism possible—not in general suppositions, 
but documented as a specific belief system in a specific time period.

Interest in the mental and political dispositions of Soviet citizens and 
the problematic prospects of democratic transformation emerged in the 
1970s and understandably increased in the 1990s. But this interest was 
hardly new. Margaret Mead, for example, studied the mindset of the 
Soviet people in the 1950s, using the tools of anthropology, and called 
it authoritarian. Since her study, the historiography debate has evolved 
from two major positions. One view argues that Russian political culture 
has a strong authoritarian coloration and is poorly prepared for demo-
cratic and liberal development due to the country’s historical experience 
not favorable for liking freedom, affinity for collectivism over individ-
ualism, and its dislike of private property (Biryukov and Sergeev 1993; 
Brown 1989; White 1979 and others). Focusing mostly on the elite and 
the government’s political culture, these historical and cultural determin-
ists emphasized the disposition of Russians for authoritarianism, though 
such views were sometimes politically motivated.
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An alternative view emphasizes the plurality of elements in Russian 
national traditions, the multidirectional potential of the cultural sphere, 
and dismantles the theory of autocratic destiny. Richard Sakwa (2008, 
p. 355), Nicolai Petro (1995), and James Millar (1987) believe that 
modernization per se organically produces new forces and new attitudes, 
sometimes even in dying social groups like the nobility or peasantry. 
Societies develop, though unevenly and at different paces. Even dur-
ing reactionary or stagnant periods, a democratic potential exists, as, for 
example, in the “Miraculous Decade” in the 1840s when Russian intel-
ligentsia emerged under the police regime of Nicholas I. After its apex 
at the beginning of the twentieth century, the civil culture existing out-
side of officialdom never died, even in the USSR, and was exemplified 
by antiregime resistance, dissent, a dissident movement, religious oppo-
sition, samizdat (the clandestine copying of forbidden literature), a sub-
culture of rumors and anecdotes, semiunderground charity, bard songs, 
and the hiking movement of the 1970s.

A common concern of scholars is that political culture studies some-
times select arbitrary facts from the past and a culture, disregarding the 
peculiarities of each historical periods, to arrive at their conclusions. 
The objective of this case study in Soviet political culture is to analyze 
methodically the corpus of archival sources, never before approached 
from the angle of political culture, and to place the popular comments 
and opinions about the constitution into the political, economic, cul-
tural, and social context of the 1930s. The mass political culture of the 
1930s can now be documented on a new level of historical, cultural, and 
methodological knowledge.

Studies of Russian-Soviet society at specific periods, for example at the 
beginning (Figes and Kolonitsky) and end (Rose, Lukin) of the Soviet 
period, pointed out the weak basis for liberal democracy in the politi-
cal culture. Medushevsky and Lewin support this view for the Stalinist 
period.

Orlando Figes and Boris Kolonitsky reviewed the political symbol-
ism and language of workers and peasants in 1917 and argued “there 
was no real cultural or social foundation for the liberal conception of 
democracy in Russia, at least not in the midst of a violent revolution”. 
If the liberal intelligentsia understood democracy in terms of the con-
stitution, parliament, and the rule of law, workers and urbanites rather 
saw it as synonymous with the power of the common people. During 
the public debate about democracy in 1917, this notion, in contrast to 
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the liberals’ inclusive meaning of democracy, was understood among the 
masses as the exclusive idea of class conflict. The authors maintain that 
the discourse of exclusion and dichotomous views, which they observed 
in revolutionary 1917, had deep roots in Russian culture (Figes and 
Kolonitsky 1999, pp. 122–3, 189).

The view that the political culture under Stalinism had powerful roots 
in the traditionalist Russian peasant culture is accepted by many as a 
given. Moshe Lewin emphasized not only the religious-autocratic tradi-
tions of the society–state nexus in establishing Stalin’s new autocracy, but 
also the impact of rural religiosity on polity, however secular and com-
mitted to rationalism. Reacting to the tremendous changes around them, 
the peasant majority transformed and adjusted instructions, propaganda, 
fashions, and images through specific cultural filters. The pressure of 
these traditional and peasant grassroots, stated by Lewin as a conserv-
ative force, molded polity: “The social matrix was breeding just that: 
authoritarianism.” The historical traditions of state–society relations, plus 
the homogeneous, commune-focused, illiterate or semiliterate peasantry, 
as well as the “backslide of 1917–1921” which debilitated the social basis 
(the peasantry retreated into a more archaic mode and the working class 
lost “many of its experienced and sophisticated layers”), made Russia 
strongly conducive and favorable to authoritarianism. Waves of crises 
brought disorientation, depersonalization, and loss of identity; Bolshevik 
acculturation was marred by deculturation (the shallowing of the cultural 
elite) and a cultural “void” when peasants lost their old values but did 
not acquire new ones quickly enough (Lewin 1985, pp. 274, 304–11, 
314). Lewin’s last point about the homogeneity and inflexibility of the 
peasantry was challenged by recent studies of the Peasant Union move-
ment in the first third of the twentieth century, which showed the polit-
ical and social maturation of the peasantry at its most entrepreneurial 
part (Seregny 1988; Kurenyshev 2004; Velikanova 2013, pp. 118–59). 
This growth of bourgeois and civil values in the peasantry cannot now be 
ignored. The resulting two political cultures—traditional and Bolshevik, 
according to Lewin—appear more nuanced today. The new complexity 
and the intricacies of this changing identity was revealed also in the peas-
ant-turned-workers’ diaries, notably Andrei Arzhilovsky’s.

Since political culture is the product of both collective history and the 
life histories of individuals, the private experiences described in diaries 
and personal letters provide deeper insights into the culture. The debates 
on liberal and illiberal subjectivity introduce an intimate dimension and 
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lifespan temporality to the formation of Soviet political culture. While 
the political culture concept examines the multitudes, social groups, 
and formation of collective identity, the cultural trend in historiography 
and the newly available personal sources stimulate studies of individ-
ual subjectivity. Defined as a reflexive self that possesses self-awareness, 
subjectivity formation and the search for identity were both pursued by 
individuals and promoted by the state project of the New Soviet Man. 
In parallel to the dynamics of political and social currents and shifts, the 
diaries pointedly reveal the dynamics of personal actualization—the pro-
cess of internalization and negotiation of Stalinist values, sometimes the 
drift away from liberal personhood to illiberal citizen, as in the case of 
Nikolai Ustrialov. At a specific moment, for example, in the discussion 
about the constitution, these social and personal trajectories met and 
generated a variety of opinions. The constitution was a frame of refer-
ence against which individuals tested and shaped their identity. Scholars 
like Sheila Fitzpatrick found in the Soviet Union of the 1930s a liberal 
Soviet subject—rational actors, motivated by the pursuit of self-interests, 
competing with one another for better positions in life. Other scholars 
like Jochen Hellbeck and Anna Krylova see liberal discourse as culturally 
alien to the USSR, and socialist subjectivity as mainly illiberal and disin-
terested in personal autonomy and devaluing of private interests. Studies 
of political culture and Soviet subjectivity complement and enrich each 
other.

The much-debated dichotomy of Soviet life and duality of the Soviet 
subject has a direct connection to the theme of this book. Many authors 
have commented on that duality: official ideology versus folk beliefs, 
political ideals versus operative norms of polity, government intentions 
versus implementation and unexpected results on the ground, dem-
ocratic elements of political culture versus authoritarian-patriarchal 
elements. All suggest different interpretations. Recently, this debate 
incorporated valuable contributions from Michael David-Fox and Andrei 
Medushevsky: we can gain important insights into the incongruity of 
constitutional norms against dictatorial reality if we place it in the general 
context of the historical development of constitutionalism in the twenti-
eth-century Russia. Medushevsky sees a continuity of sham constitution-
alism in the Fundamental Law of the Russian Empire of 1906, the Soviet 
constitutions of 1918, 1924, 1936, 1977, and in the 1993 constitution. 
Here, he follows Max Weber’s view about the token nature of 1906 
reform, exemplified in the Duma and seen by Weber more as the product 
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of difficult circumstances and disinterest of the social forces in liberalism 
rather than the Russian people’s “immaturity for constitutional govern-
ment” (Beetham 1985, pp. 194–8). With its conflict between declara-
tion and practice, Soviet constitutionalism was a continuation of its sham 
model of the previous period. Medushevsky defines Soviet democracy as 
nominal constitutionalism with the goal of masking the dictatorship of 
one party with propagandistic and programming functions rather than 
promotion of the rule of law. He explains it by the established pattern of 
society–state relations, characterized by inherent “negation of law in gen-
eral … as a way of regulation of these relations” and by the pressures of 
the traditionalist social environment. While focusing on political factors, 
Medushevsky nevertheless recognizes the important role of culture, with 
its fusion of modern and traditional elements. Thus he defines “Stalinism 
as a specific form of totalitarianism evolving and functioning under mod-
ernization and resting upon traditional components of Russian monar-
chic political culture” (Medushevsky 2005, pp. 156, 187, 241).

David-Fox’s book brings important ideas to the debates on the 
dichotomy of Soviet life (David-Fox 2015, pp. 44, 94). He summarizes 
the debate on modern versus neotraditionalist elements with his the-
sis about the combination of modern and other features in the Soviet 
order—either traditional, or peculiarly Russian, or illiberal. It was only 
with access to the voices of the masses that the problem of the twisted 
perception of the official message was discovered. David-Fox follows 
Fitzpatrick, Suny, and Viola, emphasizing the need to distinguish the 
level of intentionality, with its hyperplanning, from the unexpected con-
sequences and uncontrollable chaos on the ground. Especially stimulat-
ing to the argument of my book is his and Evgeny Dobrenko’s2 notion 
of the ritualistic and performative dimensions of ideology, when citizens 
show “good behavior,” which took precedence over content (Dobrenko 
2004; Brooks 2000). Alexei Yurchak reasons that this gap between per-
formance and content widened in the late post-Stalin socialism (Yurchak 
2006, pp. 12, 21). As my argument will show, in the 1930s the ideo-
logical message of the constitution, alongside ritualistic reactions, was 
nonetheless embraced by a significant set of participants in the discus-
sion. This is especially true of the new Soviet generation who had not yet 

2 “Ideology as representation” in Dobrenko’s term. See Evgeny Dobrenko, “Socialism 
as Representation and Will” (2004), and his works on socialist realism. The performance 
culture was also noted by Jeffrey Brooks.
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suffered through cycles of failed promises. Many of them believed in the 
constitution and seriously discussed its content (democracy).

Sociological studies undertaken by Western and Russian scholars 
evaluate the attitudes of Russian citizens toward democracy during the 
1990s and 2000s, serving as a reference point for the characteristics of 
political culture in the 1930s. But unlike my sources, sociological data 
is quantitative. One of the most representative surveys was launched in 
1992 by Richard Rose and colleagues in Britain and continued for 20 
years. Called the New Russia Barometer, the project reports on the failed 
hopes for democratization and the authoritarian resilience in post-Soviet  
Russia. The Russian example is representative in relation to the third 
democratization wave when the introduction of competitive elections 
often resulted in a transition to hybrid regimes called, in various con-
texts over time, nominal, sham, illiberal, or totalitarian democracy. 
Rose reminds us that a legitimate regime is not necessarily democratic. 
If support is coerced from subjects, political equilibrium between soci-
ety and the government results in compliance, resigned acceptance, or a 
show of support, and in perspective—a growing risk of political indiffer-
ence, skepticism, and dissent. The public can, of course, demonstrate its 
support for a democratic or undemocratic system. Sociological polls, for 
example, evidence that while “a big majority of Russians regard democ-
racy as ideal”, they increasingly support Putin’s undemocratic political 
practices in the same or larger degree than Europeans support Central 
and East European democracies (Rose et al. 2011, pp. 3–15). The ques-
tion of how the general public and the Russian “democrats”3 see democ-
racy is the subject of continuing examination.

Thus, the view of Russian mass political culture as unfavorable to lib-
eral values dominates in historiography.

In June 1936, the draft of the new Soviet constitution was published 
for public discussion. It announced that the USSR was approaching a 
nonantagonistic socialist society and, accordingly, promised to cancel 
restrictions on voting rights and to introduce universal suffrage, a secret 
ballot, separation of powers, an open judicial process, and the right of 

3 Lukin’s qualitative research (2000) on the democratic movement during 1985–1991 
concludes that Gorbachev’s Russia lacked the necessary cultural preconditions for success-
ful democratization.
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the accused to a defense. It declared freedom of the press, the right to 
assemble, and the inviolability of the individual, housing, and corre-
spondence. In view of the Bolsheviks’ previous fixation on class strug-
gle, this democratic impulse was an unexpected swing in the official party 
line that stirred various comments in a state-sanctioned nationwide dis-
cussion, which comprise the key data for this book. Political values and 
beliefs expressed in the discussion and beyond it will be interpreted in 
the following analysis.

Historians sometimes express skepticism about attempts to study what 
people “really” thought in authoritarian regimes because unfree people 
tend to uncritically accept official truth and are afraid to express opposi-
tional views. This study fully acknowledges this epistemological problem. 
Its major finding, not yet interpreted and explained in historiography, 
is a massive rejection by society of the democratic principles of Stalin’s 
“holy” constitution, which people were unafraid to voice. Another find-
ing is the existence of liberal, conciliatory popular discourse present in 
the intolerant atmosphere of Stalin’s dictatorship. A very skeptical and 
sharp-eyed observer, the British consul in Leningrad, stated in 1934: 
“Perhaps public opinion has to be studied a little, even here” (Bullard 
2000, p. 258).

In historiography, the Constitution of 1936 has been studied mainly 
from the governmental or judicial perspective—in P. Solomon (1996), 
K. Petrone (2000), E. Wimberg (1992), A. Getty (1991), and in Soviet 
works. The former concentrated mostly on the political procedure and 
circumstances of the Soviet constitution’s creation: organization of a 
commission in February 1935, its composition from the party’s top lead-
ers, and the evolution of five drafts of the constitution (Bogatyrenko 
1959; Ronin 1957; Tretiakov 1953; Kabanov 1976). Western authors 
discussing the major reasons for writing the new constitution emphasize 
the goals of creating a positive image in the international and domes-
tic arenas—that is, a “publicity stunt,” and the drive for centralization. 
The first part of this book explores government motivations for intro-
ducing the new constitution, launching the popular discussion, and then 
the quiet reversing of the constitution’s democratic innovations. Newly 
available documents, including internal correspondence of the leaders, 
and revelations of recent literature present insights into the authorship of 
the reform, once ascribed unanimously to Stalin. More, they bring for-
ward the ideological motives, and economic and political context of the 
reform and disclose the mystery of the zigzagging policy in 1936–1937; 
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thus, the conventional interpretation of the constitution as a propaganda 
show mostly for the West no longer encompasses the range of the gov-
ernment’s motives.

In opposition to historiography’s attention to the political circum-
stances of the constitution’s creation and leadership’s debates, my study 
focuses on society’s reactions. In contrast to a structural and institutional 
perspective, this book offers a cultural approach to complement the 
historical picture of the period. A few authors have briefly approached 
the topic of the public’s response to the constitution (Siegelbaum and 
Sokolov 2004; Davies 1997; Goldman 2007). These authors have dealt 
with the question of popular support, relations between democracy and 
terror, and Siegelbaum and Sokolov have, in particular, translated key 
documents on popular perception of the constitution.

A pioneering article by Arch Getty paved the way for further research. 
This early 1991 article, published before the opening of the archives 
and the subsequent reconsideration of Soviet history, utilized available 
archival documents to study the topic. Getty was the first to discuss the 
goals of the discussion campaign in social scientific rather than ideolog-
ical terms: sampling of public opinion, mobilization strategy, and chan-
neling of public discontent against local officials (which was emphasized 
in his subsequent works). Focusing mostly on the government’s politi
cal intricacies, Getty nevertheless in only four pages formulated the 
major themes of society’s reactions to the constitution in Leningrad and 
Smolensk, summarized as a massive rejection by the majority of the con-
stitution’s liberal innovations. Getty’s conclusion: the constitution had 
not been a democratic farce from the very beginning. The intention of 
the state had been the democratic and participatory reform of the dic-
tatorship. After experimentation, however, Stalin—frightened by local 
officials and the peasants’ hostility—changed his mind. Consequently, 
Stalin canceled the democratic and participatory reforms and retreated to 
a renewal of force (Getty 1991).

This brief but dense article by Getty will serve as the basis for the 
following study of such crucial topics as the plausibility of democratic 
reforms and their planned or unpremeditated character, the relationship 
between democracy and terror, and the role of the all-nation discus-
sion in Stalin’s political turnabouts. Both politics and the reactions of 
society too briefly introduced in the literature deserve a comprehensive 
analysis using the new level of knowledge and wider range of sources. 
The novelty of my approach is in the application of political culture 
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methods to the study of society’s mindset: how political participation, 
mass mobilization, the ideal of popular sovereignty, the notion of civil 
rights, and individualistic values evolved under the peculiar conditions 
of Stalinism.

The concept of political culture as an integrated system of interrelated 
beliefs, attitudes, and values is well suited as an investigative tool. The 
classical typology of political culture suggested by Almond and Verba 
describes a parochial, subject, and participant culture—each congruent 
with, respectively, a traditional political structure, a centralized authori-
tarian structure, and a democratic political structure (Almond and Verba 
1965). This categorization does not match exactly the Soviet patterns of 
thought and beliefs, for what we see in Soviet opinions is a spectrum of 
features from liberal values to authoritarian features—with a tendency 
toward a simple, bipolar world, intolerance for minorities, and personi-
fication of power. The nature of my source base dictates a different tax-
onomy. Citizens’ comments gravitated to two major categories: first, the 
comments supporting democratic, civic, moderate, conciliatory, toler-
ant (of religion, for example) values—in other words, liberal values; and 
second, those comments supporting affective, militant, intolerant, and 
restrictive—or antiliberal—values, such as hatred of enemies, love for 
the supreme power, generalized hostility, and adherence to values per-
ceived as endorsed by the leadership. Also pronounced was a subgroup 
expressing collectivist and clan values, which in the Russian context can 
be defined as values associated with traditional peasant societies. Many 
authors discussed the persistence of archaic Russian practices under 
Stalinism such as “writing letters to power” as a simplified way to repre-
sent the interests, reemergence of the “aristocracy” with a particular sta-
tus (nomenklatura, or “boyars” in Getty’s expression), and a propensity 
for collective responsibility (Nérard 2016; Martin 2000; Lewin 1985; 
Getty 2013). Modern sociological polls often use categories of demo-
cratic and traditional political culture.

Whatever classification we follow—classical, sociological, or liberal/
illiberal—it is important that no classification implies a homogeneity of 
political culture. In social reality and on an individual level, there has 
always been a fusion of different culture types: “The ‘citizen’ is a par-
ticular mix of participant, subject, and parochial orientations, and the 
civic culture is a particular mix of citizens, subjects, and parochials” 
(Almond and Verba 1965, p. 19). Additionally, such influences as a 
process of rapid transition, political instability, and a generational shift, 
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particularly pronounced in the 1930s, contribute to the complexity of 
political culture at any specific period. “Too violent an attack on paro-
chialism may cause both parochial and subject orientation to decline 
to apathy and alienation. The results are political fragmentation and 
national destruction” (Almond and Verba 1965, p. 23). Thus, catego-
rizing discourses as liberal or illiberal, this study always implies a cultural 
mix following the historiographic descriptions of a “culture in flux”  
(S. Frank and M. D. Steinberg) and the idea of confused and shifted 
identities defined as “quicksand society” by Moshe Lewin.
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Since the beginning of the era of mass politics, modern governments 
monitored their citizenry’s opinions with the purpose of better managing 
the population. This resulted in the emergence of sociological polls and 
in the practice of surveillance. Both sociology and surveillance sought to 
know what people thought, and both tackled the elusive nature of opin-
ions. Even in free democratic countries, the problem of a poll’s poten-
tial for inaccuracy is serious. A number of theories explain possible errors 
in polling methodology—pertaining to both the pollsters (who could 
manipulate answers by wording or the sequencing of questions) and the 
respondents. Survey results may be affected by response bias (noncan-
did answers), nonresponse bias (omitting those who refused to answer 
the poll), media influence, and other factors. Incidents of opinion polling 
failure are well known in history—for example, in the 1948 and 2016 
US presidential elections, in Great Britain’s 1970, 1974, and 1992 par-
liamentary elections, and in the Russian 1993 parliamentary elections 
with the unexpected success of the nationalists. Still, the potential for 
inaccuracy does not preclude our using polls as an important instrument 
for studying society.

This introduction is necessary here to discuss the potential for inac-
curacy of opinions articulated and gathered under conditions of, first, 
dictatorship and fear, second, a time when scientific polls were at best 
rudimentary, and third, when historians were unable to ask relevant 
questions, but instead major events usually triggered outpourings of 
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spontaneous or solicited opinions. These conditions, unorthodox in the 
eyes of modern sociologists, produced a wave of criticism in the historical 
community when the huge complex of surveillance data became acces-
sible for scholars, first in Germany and later in the 1990s in Russia—
especially the reviews (svodki and Stimmungsberichte) of political moods 
and opinions compiled by the security police for totalitarian regimes. 
These reviews were often criticized for bias and unreliability. The brutal 
reputation of Nazi and Soviet security police institutions probably con-
tributed to the skepticism. Twenty-five years of debates about the limits 
and potential of the sources produced by the totalitarian regime in Russia  
resulted in a particular genre of literature regarding the methods of crit-
icism and the usage of such sources, significantly advancing the histor-
ical sources studies (istochnikovedenie) (Viola 2000; Velikanova 1999; 
Holquist 1997; Fitzpatrick 2009). Recently, after decades of skepticism 
and fruitful critical debates, triangulation of all available information 
on specific cases led more and more historians (for example, R. Davies,  
Lennart Samuelson, and Vladimir Khaustov) to acknowledge, with res-
ervations, the value of the svodki as a historical source to illuminate not 
only society but also official and institutional views on society. “These 
NKVD reports, located in the KGB archive, … typically give accurate  
accounts of the agricultural situation plus a strong emphasis, as with  
nearly all NKVD documents, on alleged ‘counterrevolutionary’ activities” 
(Davies 2014, p. 317; Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 278–80).1  
Another example of acknowledgment followed when sources tradition-
ally rejected by scholars as unreliable, such as prisoners’ gossip (used by 
Alexander Solzhenitsyn as a source base for The Gulag Archipelago), were 
later, after juxtaposing them to the archival documents, recognized as 
accurate (Applebaum 2007, p. xix).

This study is based on various government, personal, and foreign 
sources, but mainly on archival materials: the transcripts of the Soviet 
governing bodies and nationwide discussion commentaries. Though the 
Soviet press presented the campaign profusely, the bulk of popular com-
ments was hidden in the government archives. These depositories con-
tain hundreds of files with transcribed statements from ordinary people, 
including material from official gatherings, unpublished letters to news-
papers, anonymous letters to the authorities, and formal proposals. First, 

1 R. W. Davies refers there to the report of the Voronezh NKVD, dated 20 July 1936, 
about the situation in the oblast’.
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I used the documents of the Communist Party plenums, the Central 
Committee records, and the internal correspondence of the leaders to 
study the goals and political mechanism of the discussion campaign. 
Second, I studied materials of the Soviet security organs (NKVD), which 
routinely surveilled the people’s political opinions and sent regular secret 
summaries to high party officials. This Soviet documentation is comple-
mented by British and American intelligence data to gain an alternative 
perspective. Third, I researched the governing body, called the Presidium 
of the Central Executive Commission (TsIK), the organizational center 
of the discussion, which created its own summaries of the comments on 
the constitution. Fourth, I analyzed the TsIK Commission on Cults’ 
reviews about the reactions of believers and clergy to the constitution.

Each of these state institutions had its own agendas and approaches 
to collecting and interpreting the information which stamped the struc-
ture and nature of the reports. This variety of agendas provides historians 
the opportunity to compare and objectify their information. Materials 
of surveillance are a peculiar historical source and require commentary. 
First, when examining such sources, historians consider the security 
organs’ functions and specific corporate culture that influenced pres-
entation of the collected data. According to John McLaughlin, a former 
director of the US Central Intelligence Agency, the culture of the intel-
ligence world is marked by skepticism. The duty of analysts is to look 
for trouble and warn the policymakers of dangers. This encourages a 
darker view of events in the reports (George and Bruce 2008, p. 73).  
F. E. Dzerzhinsky, the founder of the Soviet security police, noted a 
similar tendency in Soviet reports. Correspondingly, the Soviet secu-
rity organs in their reviews of popular moods focused primarily on anti-
Soviet activities and dissent, fulfilling policing and repressive functions. 
Other agencies reporting on the moods (for instance, the Bolshevik/
Communist Party) were inaccurate in providing names of the comments’ 
authors, their positions, factory, military unit, or village. Specifically, 
the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs) detailed and 
additionally categorized speakers according to political lines: such as 
“Trotskyist-Zinovievist,” “Socialist–Revolutionary,” or kulak, though 
it did not mean that these people belonged to some organized entity 
or possessed a wealthy household. Such denominations were usually a 
kind of political label that characterized the ideal type of enemy in the 
mind of a compiler. Politicization was a salient characteristic of surveil-
lance summaries enhanced by the task to catalogue unreliable persons 
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and negative dynamics. The NKVD’s repressive function was reflected in 
infrequent short notes after the description of the dissident in summa-
ries: “Arrested.”

The way the svodki present the people’s moods and political atti-
tudes characterizes the NKVD officers’ mindset, marked by a specific 
Manichean caste worldview, the proclivity to see threats everywhere, 
and the bureaucrats’ common desire to match the expectations of the 
superiors or leaders,2 to fit the current party line, and to show their own 
effectiveness. Understanding that NKVD svodki have their epistemolog-
ical limits, I try in this study to counterbalance their bias with documen-
tation of various origins—for example, the intelligence reports of the 
British Foreign Office and the American intelligence services on the state 
of affairs in the USSR. In opposition to the negative bias of the NKVD, 
the party, soviet, or economic bodies’ reports often tended to emphasize 
a more positive picture of society to please the authorities with a rep-
resentation of successes. Party official P. A. Kulagin was responsible for 
Leningrad’s food supply in 1932. According to the British consul, he 
said: “‘We don’t believe as the people in Moscow do, that all is well.’ If 
he is to be believed, many subordinate officials send in favorable reports 
which they know to be untrue, because they have not the courage to 
report the fact, so that the Kremlin never really knows what the situation 
is” (Bullard 2000, p. 116). The best solution in working with the biased 
sources is to verify the consistency of their findings by using different sets 
of data. If multiple sources, situations, and geographies produce consist-
ent results, they allow us to make some generalizations.

Another state agency, Presidium TsIK, administered the discussion 
and, trying to capture the broad range and variety of opinions, required 
regular reporting from local officials on the course of the campaign. It 
accumulated information from republics and regions, newspapers and 
individuals. Between June and November of 1936, TsIK summarized 
and categorized 43,427 comments—about a quarter of the discussion 

2 The instruction to the American intelligence analysts is to identify what the customer 
(government) needs and deliver the intelligence to satisfy those needs (George and Bruce 
2008, p. 2). In Soviet practice, however, it could turn into a dilemma when the govern-
ment vision of the event did not correspond to reality as it appeared to the analyst. Soviet 
statisticians in the “repressed” 1937 census paid with their lives for statistics that did not 
conform to Stalin’s views on society.
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materials (Siegelbaum and Sokolov 2004, p. 134; GARF f. 3316, op. 8, 
d. 222, l. 125)3—and produced thirteen svodki and other documenta-
tion, including statistics, which I refer to as “TsIK estimates” in the text. 
These statistics will be presented here, though the nature of the sources 
does not allow a quantification of the size of the various political subcul-
tures in the society. Rather, they show a qualitative characterization of 
diversity within. These statistics, with all their limitations, provide some 
rationality to the impressions gained from reading comments. In statisti-
cal estimates, in addition to TsIK data, I also refer to my sampling of 470 
typical comments systemized and summarized by the Gorky krai exec-
utive committee out of 4000 comments in its 16 October 1936 report 
to Moscow. The krai committee composed a table of comments to the 
articles of the constitution from various raiony (Kulakov et al. 2005,  
pp. 389–435). I also use here Arch Getty’s sampling of original state-
ments from Leningrad (2627 letters) and Smolensk (474 letters) oblasts 
(Getty 1991; Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 353). Regrettably, Getty did not 
include in his sampling “nonprogrammatic remarks like thanking Stalin,” 
while I sampled from the whole constituency of comments. Lewis 
Siegelbaum rightly noted that the entire complex of comments—both 
practical and fantastic—should be considered, not just those directly rel-
evant to the articles of the constitution (Siegelbaum and Sokolov 2004,  
p. 134). Sometimes, I present absolute numbers of comments from all 
my research records from various sources: NKVD, TsIK, and regional 
svodki, letters to newspapers, etc. Though out of proportion, these num-
bers are telling.

Besides the NKVD and TsIK, other offices collected data. The TsIK 
Commission on Cults produced reviews about the reactions of believ-
ers and clergy to the constitution. Reading between the lines of these 
reports leaves an impression about the authors’ acceptance and even 
defense of their constituency’s concerns. Probably their insufficiently 
harsh position led to the closure of this commission in 1938. Though the 
TsIK and Cult Commission pursued their own corporate agendas, their 
svodki had no repressive function and sound more evenhanded, present-
ing both dissent and affirmative discourse. Soviet newspapers (Pravda, 
Krestianskaia Gazeta, Izvestia, Kommuna [Voronezh] used here) reg-
ularly published well-filtered and likely edited citizens’ comments  

3 By 1 November 1936, seven republics reported 94,521 recommendations.
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imposing politically correct frames for interpretations, in parallel confi-
dentially submitting to the government reviews of unpublished com-
ments (for example, Krestianskaia Gazeta) (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 795, 
804, 819). The confidential lists of questions recorded at the meetings 
and in seminars and designed for the local party committee only, with 
their vernacular, naiveté, and harshness, seem more authentic than the 
standardized lists of suggestions compiled according to template and 
possibly sanitized by bureaucrats for presentation to Moscow. These doc-
uments originated in the state and party offices.

We can compare the summaries compiled by bureaucrats with the 
first-person documents: diaries and letters to the newspapers and author-
ities, which are biased too but by other sets of influences. Scholars who 
work with documents of a personal origin from the Stalin era know that 
their authors demonstrated unsettled identities, influenced by changes of 
their status and by the social turmoil: some citizens eagerly internalized 
official values and made them their own (Lubov’ Shtange and diarists 
introduced by Natalia Kozlova); others were in the process of molding 
their identities (young diarists like Stepan Podlubny, Leonid Potemkin, 
Nina Kosterina, and former liberal Nikolai Ustrialov); still others learned 
to demonstrate outward compliance, publicly obeyed the norms, 
but kept their agenda or even dissent hidden (Arzhilovsky, Man’kov, 
Ginzburg, Shaporina). Such fluidity of identity dealt a major compli-
cation for the interpreter of their records. Members of all these groups 
had their own reasons for contributing to the discussion of the constitu-
tion—for example, to manifest loyalty. Diaries, however, project an aura 
of intimacy and sincerity. In the Soviet situation of continued crisis and 
fluid identity, the motivation for self-expression was much stronger than 
in political regimes with a long-established system of values. Moreover, 
some Soviet diarists (Potemkin, Podlubny, Ustrialov), inspired by the 
idea of a New Man, confess to the continuous efforts of the young and 
even mature persons to transform themselves into an integral part of 
the imagined socialist community, thus sacrificing their personal auton-
omy associated by them with the “petit bourgeois” way of life (Hellbeck 
2009, p. 53). This psychological evidence of “flight from autonomy,” 
dissected by scholars of the subjectivity school, adds epistemological 
depth to the corpus of illiberal comments about the constitution.

Among the sources used here are about 2000 interviews and ques-
tionnaires, conducted in 1950–1951 with the Soviet refugees in 
Europe and the US, known as the Harvard Project on the Soviet Social 
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System. Among the questions that American interviewers suggested to 
the refugees was “What impression was made upon you by the Soviet 
Constitution in 1936?” That is why a plethora of materials can be found 
there. The worldview of this constituency was wider than of their com-
patriots in 1936. All correspondents could compare the conditions in 
the USSR with the European and/or American experience. Considering 
possible bias, the organizers cannot ignore that refugees probably felt 
obliged to the country that promised or gave them asylum and wanted 
to please the Americans and tell them what they thought appropriate; the 
attempts to measure such “flattery” were undertaken. In addition, these 
evidences are distanced from the event (the all-nation discussion) and 
enriched by knowledge of the consequences. Together with an outside 
perspective, this influenced the refugees’ often critical view of Soviet real-
ity recognized by the researchers. It was not rare, however, for respond-
ents to convey views against the political mainstream in the US—for 
example, praising state control, welfare, and honestly recognizing that 
they personally benefited from the new liberties in 1936 when children 
of kulaks obtained access to education. This data allows a comparison 
and study of the dynamic of the political orientations in the 1930s and 
1950s.

Despite the limitations of each particular source, their various types, 
being juxtaposed, do provide the opportunity for the triangulation of 
information, and characterize major elements of political culture. The 
diversity of sources provides as representative a sample of Soviet society 
as possible, especially when the opinions found in different sources, both 
personal and official, express the same attitudes. Despite epistemological 
problems of bias, representativeness of each particular source, veracity of 
the sources, as well as actual immeasurability, inconsistency, and ambigu-
ity of popular opinions, scholars cannot neglect such enthralling evidence 
about Soviet society. The lack of ability to quantify data does not refute 
the importance of popular opinions in the shaping of the Stalinist society.

The puzzling ambiguity and duality of thinking of the Soviet citi-
zen, when sometimes contradictory opinions and combined allegiances 
coexisted even within one individual, can be explained by the dual-
ity of surroundings with the divide between official representation and 
real experience. The attitudes were determined both by everyday life 
with its hardships and by the larger declared goal of socialism: the first 
might provoke criticism, the second—inspiration (Fitzpatrick 2009, 
pp. 25–6). Nevertheless, such an “irrational” thinking pattern was not 
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a unique Soviet phenomenon; it was quite typical for peasants of any 
nation with a basically social rather than economic way of reasoning, in 
which two contradictory opinions may be held simultaneously (Shanin 
1971, p. 247). Additionally—to make the task of an analyst even more 
challenging—any single human could feel inspiration and patriotism one 
moment and dissatisfaction in another moment, depending on so many 
variables, including changing social status or such elemental needs as 
hunger or satiety, as shown by sociologist Pitirim Sorokin (1975).

These difficulties and limitations of the data at hand do preclude 
making quantitative estimates about the frequency of opinions associ-
ated with public opinion studies. But the nature of our sources and the 
methods used in studies of culture are different from sociological or his-
torical positivist studies. Evaluating the voluminous unstructured data, I 
will use the qualitative method as an analytical technique to gain insights 
into cultural practices. This method, categorizing historical and cultural 
data into patterns in order to make it interpretable, was used primarily in 
anthropology and ethnography to reach an understanding of what moti-
vates human behavior, but it has recently become more multidisciplinary, 
moving to history studies (Denzin and Lincoln 2011). Thematic analysis 
is the most common method used in qualitative research to determine 
patterns in collected data. Unlike with a sociological survey, the benefit 
of this method lies in the successful reduction of possible bias imposed or 
predetermined by a researcher (Boyatzis 1998).

This method won recognition in the fieldwork, for example, con-
ducted by professionals with the task of sociocultural assessment of 
the local population in support of the International Security Force in 
Afghanistan. In an attempt to determine the currents of thought and 
beliefs of the Afghans, professionals departed from traditional survey 
or interview questions as too often reflecting bias on the part of the 
researcher, and thus returning expected responses. Instead, the research-
ers asked extremely open-ended questions, provoking storytelling that 
encoded values, perceptions, and concerns into the narrative. Overlaying 
several stories opened the possibility for analysis (Price 2017). Behavioral 
economists have also responded to surveys’ criticism by focusing on field 
studies rather than lab experiments and sociological data. Unlike con-
ventional economics, which assumes that people are mostly rational and 
unemotional, behavioral economics takes into consideration how individ-
ual behavior is influenced by limited rationality, social preferences, and 
lack of self-control. Thus, specifics of the sources studied here dictate  
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the use of a combination of analytical methods because an emotional 
component was part of the constitution discussion comments.

Researchers can apply statistical analysis to validate themes when pos-
sible, though quantification is not among the advantages of the quali-
tative method. Forming a weighted impression is recognized as an 
analytical tool in qualitative studies when this impression is reported in a 
structured form. Strong efforts were made here to collect as much rep-
resentative data as possible to introduce the themes and narratives that 
characterized the political culture of the Soviet society as enunciated in 
the constitution discussion.

The term popular opinion reflects this uncertainty and is used here to 
distinguish my subject from well-organized and measurable public opin-
ion based on sociological data. Although until now the materials of the 
nationwide discussion were sometimes unjustifiably undervalued by some 
historians,4 appropriate criticism of those materials allows us to study 
Soviet society in the 1930s and its attitudes toward individualism, plu-
ralism, civil rights; toward violence and compromise; and the level of 
tolerance that characterized its transition from a traditional society to 
modernity.
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Internal communications of the high Communist Party officials brings 
us new knowledge about the authorship, intraparty machinery, and ini-
tial goals of the constitutional reform. Historical writings are unanimous 
in ascribing the initiative to Stalin. Newly discovered archival docu-
ments, however, allow us to see how the idea was born: it emerged as 
early as 1933 from the suggestion of A. S. Yenukidze, the secretary of 
the Central Executive Committee (TsIK) of the USSR, about election 
reform.

Avel Safronovich Yenukidze (1877–1937) was an old party member. 
Born in the Transcaucasia, he had friendly personal relations with Stalin 
and Ordzhonikidze and belonged to “Stalin’s close circle.” In the midst 
of internal debate about constitutional reform, on 3 March 1935 the 
Politburo dismissed Yenukidze from his position as the secretary of the 
TsIK during the course of the so-called Kremlin Affair involving Kremlin 
employees (January–April 1935); nevertheless, he remained a member of 
the constitutional commission elected on 8 February. At the June 1935 
Central Committee (CC) Plenum, he was expelled from the party, a 
year later restored, but finally arrested on 11 February 1937 and shot in 
October 1937 (Khlevniuk 2010, pp. 252–6).

As early as 25 May 1933, Yenukidze sent a note on behalf of the party 
group of the TsIK secretariat to the CC in which he called for changes 
to election procedure in the coming 1934 soviet election campaign. He 
used several arguments to rationalize a more inclusive election law. The 
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first point he made was the successful accomplishment of collectivization, 
which according to Yenukidze by itself made peasants socialist and loyal 
(“turned peasants into a real and strong foundation for Soviet power”) 
and enhanced their cultural level and political consciousness. It seems he 
sincerely believed in the tenet of communist ideology, that the collectiv-
ist life of the kolkhoz immediately alters the individualistic and petit bour-
geois mentality ascribed to peasants by the Marxists. Another argument 
of Yenukidze was the growth of proletarian elements in the countryside 
as a result of the introduction of machine-tractor stations (MTS) and 
state farms, which helped Sovietize villages. Inspired by collectivization 
and social changes, he suggested that, first, the voters in the villages in 
future elections would be organized according to their work units (bri-
gade, kolkhoz) rather than by territorial unit (village) and, second, the 
representation of workers and villagers in the soviet congresses would 
now be equal.1 He attached a draft of the TsIK decree, which ended 
with suggestions to introduce the changes into the constitution.

In connection with the successful collectivization of 65 per cent of the 
peasant population of the USSR and a significant organizational and eco-
nomic strengthening of the collective farms, which turned members into 
a real and strong foundation of Soviet power, and taking into account the 
huge growth of the peasants’ cultural level and increase of proletarian ele-
ments in the countryside (workers of state farms, MTS, mining industry, 
etc.), the TsIK decrees … (4) introducing the changes into the constitu-
tion of the USSR and Union republics. (RGASPI f. 667, op. 1, d. 10, ll. 
15–21, 22–4)

Thus, the crucial motive for the Yenukidze initiative was a transformation 
in agriculture. This vision was shared by those at the top, as we can see 
from various documents—for example, from the secret CC All-Union 
Communist Party (VKPb) instruction two weeks earlier of 8 May 1933, 
signed by Stalin and Molotov, ordering an end to mass repressions in the 
countryside: “These three years of struggle led to a defeat of our class 
enemies in the countryside and to a final establishment of soviet social-
ist positions in the village” (Kulakov et al. 2005, p. 152). This vision  

1 According to the previous constitution, one delegate represented 25,000 workers and 
one delegate 125,000 peasants. Through the 1920s, the peasantry persistently demanded 
equality.
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of a new condition in villages reflected also the CC decision in 1934 
to reformulate the Kolkhoz Statute from 1930. The new version was 
adopted in 1935.

Yenukidze’s note caused no known immediate consequences. For 
a year, between May 1933 and 1934, the idea of the changes in elec-
tion law did not go any further. In his speech at the 17th Party Congress 
in January 1934 about future soviet elections, Yenukidze repeated 
his appraisal of changes in the villages after collectivization—a more 
organized and cultural peasantry, the growth of proletarian elements—
but now he did not connect these changes with the need for election 
reform and only expressed his belief that elections in the fall would be 
a success (“17th Congress of VKPb” 1934). Again, on 22 May 1934, 
he approved the detailed plan, obviously compiled by someone else, of 
how to prepare for the upcoming soviet elections. Among other points, 
this plan suggested organizing the report and accounting campaign and 
inspection (proverka) of the soviets’ work to enhance soviet democracy 
(RGASPI f. 667, op. 1, d. 10, ll. 25–8). The plan was realized later in 
1936 and turned into a purge. Though the plan included the revision of 
the election instructions and publication of the election law, it did not 
talk about reform. It still discussed the cataloguing of the disenfranchised 
constituency.

Nevertheless, internal consultations about election reform prob-
ably took place, as we can see from a letter that Yenukidze, again on 
behalf of the TsIK party group, directed to the Politburo a few days 
later—on 29 May 1934. It concerned the calling of the 7th Congress 
of Soviets in January 1935 and included “Constitutional questions” 
as number 6 on the agenda. The analogous statement was sent to the 
Politburo by TsIK chair M. I. Kalinin. Probably on 10 May, the ques-
tion was discussed with Stalin and the members of the government, 
when both Yenukidze and Kalinin visited Stalin’s study in the Kremlin 
(Zhukov 2009, p. 63). On 25 June 1934, the congressional agenda was 
approved by Stalin, who edited number 6 to read “Report on constitu-
tional questions.” In August 1934, Stalin requested a copy of the 1924 
USSR Constitution (Khromov 2009, p. 42). Oral consultations con-
tinued and resulted in Yenukidze’s next note to the CC on 10 January 
1935, which opened with a reference to Stalin’s instructions: “Following 
your instructions, about the appropriateness and timeliness of the trans-
fer to direct elections to soviet power organs (from the level of raion 
executive committees to TsIK USSR), I am presenting to the CC the  
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following note: ‘On the changes to the election procedure to the gov-
ernment organs’.” In the following draft decree for the upcoming 7th 
Congress of Soviets, Yenukidze developed his previous arguments about 
changes in the social forces in the USSR. He made another step forward 
and suggested the transition to “direct and open [sic] elections” with the 
equal representation for the urban and rural population (RGASPI f. 82, 
op. 2, d. 249, ll. 12–3). The draft decree suggested: “working out and 
establishing the order of elections and incorporating appropriate changes 
to the constitution of the USSR.” Internal communication between 
Yenukidze, Kalinin, and Stalin, which took place over almost nineteen 
months, evidences the gradual evolution of the idea and sincere concern 
about democratic progress as the participants understood it.

This note provoked the first of Stalin’s documented reactions on 
the issue: his letter to the Politburo, Yenukidze, and Zhdanov from 25 
January 1935:

Circulating Yenukidze’s note, I want to make the following comments. 
In my opinion, the question about the constitution of the USSR is much 
more complicated than it seems at first glance. First, the election system 
should be changed—not only to eliminate multistep elections. It should 
be also changed in relation to the replacement of open voting with secret 
[Stalin’s underlining] voting. In this matter, we can and should go all the 
way, without stopping halfway. The conditions and balance of forces in our 
country make it politically beneficial for us [to do so]. Plus, it goes with-
out saying, the reform is necessary in view of the interests of the inter-
national revolutionary movement, as this reform will play the role of a 
strong weapon (orudiia) striking international fascism. Second, we should 
keep in mind that the USSR constitution was created for the most part 
in 1918,2 during the period of civil war and War Communism, when we 
had no modern industry, when individual farming dominated our agricul-
ture, when collective farms and state farms were at the beginning, … when 
small and large capitalists represented an important factor of our economy, 
… when socialist property had not yet become a foundation of our econ-
omy as in the last two to three years. It’s clear that a constitution created 
under different conditions does not conform to today’s circumstances and 
today’s needs. Respectively, we need to make such changes in the articles, 

2 The USSR was created in 1922 and its constitution was adopted in 1924. Stalin prob-
ably meant the election system established in 1918 and not addressed and respectively not 
modified by the Constitution of 1924.
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formulas, and definitions that will make the constitution conform to cur-
rent conditions. Thus, we need to introduce the changes to the constitu-
tion in two directions: (a) to improve its election system; (b) to conform it 
to a socioeconomic foundation. I suggest:

1. � In one–two days after the opening of the 7th Congress of Soviets to 
summon the Plenum of the VKP(b) CC and make a decision about 
necessary changes in the constitution of the USSR.

2. � To authorize one of the VKP(b) Politburo members (comrade 
Molotov, for example) to deliver a reasoned suggestion at the 7th 
Congress of Soviets on behalf of VKP(b) CC: (a) to approve the 
VKP(b) CC decision about the changes in the constitution of the 
USSR; (b) to authorize the TsIK USSR to create a constitutional 
commission for working on the appropriate amendments to the con-
stitution to be approved by the following TsIK USSR session and in 
the future to elect the organs of government according to the new 
election system. Stalin (RGASPI f. 71, op. 10, d. 130, ll. 13–15;  
f. 17, op. 3, d. 958, l. 38; f. 82, op. 2, d. 249, ll. 1–3; f. 558, op. 1,  
d. 3275, l. 12).3

This letter suggested a considerable enlargement of the initial amend-
ments’ idea for a greater reform.

All Russian scholars attribute the beginning of the constitutional 
reform to this letter and personally to Stalin. Close reading of the doc-
uments does not support their assertions. Surprisingly, scholars ignore 
Stalin’s reference to Yenukidze at the beginning of the letter. But 
Yenukidze’s aforementioned two notes discovered in the archives cor-
rect this assertion. Not accidentally, Stalin in his letter proposed that  
V. M. Molotov would make a report to the 7th Congress of Soviets. This 
new name in our story was probably Stalin’s reaction to the denuncia-
tion he received from his close relative A. S. Svanidze at the beginning 
of January: that Yenukidze was involved in an antigovernment conspir-
acy, later called the Kremlin Affair. Yenukidze’s gradual dismissal began, 
though it did not bury the idea of reform. Yenukidze still introduced it 
to the Congress on 5 February and became a member of the constitu-
tional commission, but Stalin’s suspicions put Yenukidze away: it was 

3 Minutes 20, Politburo decisions from 4 to 30 January 1935.
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Molotov who made reports on 28 January and 6 February and became 
a main speaker on this subject. The suggestions about “the amendments 
to the constitution in the direction of democratization of the election 
system”—in Stalin’s formula, equal, direct, and secret voting (the latter 
corrected and emphasized by Stalin twice in Yenukidze’s drafts)—were 
approved by the Politburo on 30 January, then at the CC Plenum on 
1 February, and finally at the 7th Congress of Soviets on 6 February 
(“Decree of the 7th Congress of Soviets”; RGASPI f. 17, op. 2, d. 537, 
l. 7). The decision of the CC Plenum continued: “(b) To bring the con-
stitution’s definition of the socioeconomic foundation into conformity 
with the current balance of class forces in the country: defeat of kulaks, 
victory of the kolkhoz system, establishment of socialist property as a 
foundation of the Soviet system. To authorize the commission of Stalin, 
Molotov, Kalinin, Kaganovich, and Yenukidze to draft the project of the 
7th Congress of Soviets’ decision.” The commission was organized and 
announced in the newspapers (Pravda 7, 8 February 1935). The decisive 
turn, however, from the amendments to the entirely new constitution 
took place only at the June 1935 CC Plenum. The grand project was 
launched.

In the sequence of exchanges on the subject, we can decode the main 
reasons as they evolved in the minds of the leaders. In his report to the 
7th Congress of Soviets, Molotov repeated Stalin’s two motives: internal 
and external. He rationalized the changes in the constitution by the new 
balance of classes in the city and countryside, but he also brought for-
ward the international factor: “First, the balance of classes has changed 
in our country since 1918 and especially after the victory of the socialist 
public property principles in the city and countryside. Second, it’s time  
when we can expand soviet democracy in full and change our election 
system … [while] in some countries the fascist transformation goes 
full speed toward terroristic methods of rule” (RGASPI, f. 82, op. 2,  
d. 247, ll. 26–45). Then Molotov discussed in his report the key elements 
of election reforms—to make elections direct and secret, to equalize 
rural and urban voters, and—a new thing!—to cancel disfranchisement: 
“The USSR comes close to the complete cancellation of all restrictions 
of universal voting rights.” According to Molotov, in 1934, the lishentsy 
(disenfranchised) comprised 2.5%, or more than two million out of nine-
ty-one million voters. He also emphasized one more reason for reform: 
“Secret voting … will strongly hit bureaucratic elements and will be a 
good shake-up for them … motivating them to subjugate the work of  
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their offices to the workers’ and peasants’ [will]” (RGASPI f. 82, op. 2, 
d. 247, l. 29).4 Besides social and international reasons, two new factors 
came forward here: the suggestion of universal voting and the intended 
targets of the election reform—the “bureaucratic elements.” Thus, 
the leaders outlined the rationale for the reform. So far, in the internal 
exchange, we see no hints of a hidden agenda in the minds of the leaders 
involved in the discussion, but a straightforward belief in socialist pro-
gress in the country.

The genesis of the idea of election reform, which turned to constitu-
tional reform, shows that the originator was not Stalin but, as early as 
1933, A. Yenukidze. If Stalin were a background author of the idea, it 
would hardly have taken so long—almost two years—to begin discuss-
ing the idea. Only in January 1935 did Stalin actively join the debate 
and take the lead, while Yenukidze was dismissed and later repressed. 
Molotov became a main speaker about the election reform, but the real 
vehicle was Stalin: he was an active chair of the constitution committee, 
gave instructions, guided the debates, and edited the text. He appro-
priated and developed the idea, eliminating its author. Y. Zhukov rec-
ognizes Yenukidze’s role in constitution reform, but the historian is so 
much attached to the idea of Stalin’s authorship of “democratic reform” 
that without convincing evidence he presents Yenukidze (and some other 
party officials) as being antagonistic toward Stalin’s reforms, allegedly 
because of the TsIK secretary’s devotion to the ideals of the world com-
munist revolution and his opposition to a moderation course (Zhukov 
2003, p. 46; 2009, p. 106). Relying on the interrogation material—very 
dubious in its nature due to the violent methods used in the process—
Zhukov asserts in his books that A. Yenukidze, resisting democratiza-
tion, organized a plot to overthrow the Soviet government. Uncritical 
use of the sources and the omission in his research of Yenukidze’s collec-
tion (fond 667) in the RGASPI led Zhukov to his conclusions in Stalin’s 
favor.

The second revelation from Yenukidze’s story is that the core drive 
for the grand initiative was a reform of the election system generated 
by an idealistic understanding of the new social conditions prevailing in 
the countryside after collectivization. As soon as elections were under 
the jurisdiction of the constitution, in 1933–1934, this initiative first 

4 Molotov’s report at the 7th Congress of Soviets, 6 February 1935.
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emerged as the partial amendments to the current constitution of 1924 
and then grew into a grand project—a new Soviet constitution. This cen-
trality of election reform in the origins of the endeavor shifts our under-
standing of the functions of the entire constitutional project.
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The initiative to reform the constitution was part of a larger discourse—a 
range of tendencies in 1933–1936 seen as moderating in political, eco-
nomic, judicial, and ideological developments, including the trend for 
more legality. This chapter discusses a number of political changes that 
have allowed scholars to define this period as one of regime consoli-
dation, or to speak about the relaxation of harsh policies and even the 
attempt at democratic reforms planned by Stalin. As the Soviet leaders 
did not overtly announce the beginning of a policy of conciliation and 
democratic reforms (unless we see such an announcement in the claim 
of the victory of socialism at the 17th Party Congress), the evaluation 
of this conciliatory trend and its place in the general course of politics 
remains a matter of interpretation.

As early as 1946 Nicholas Timasheff, in The Great Retreat, evaluated 
cultural, social, and ideological changes in the mid-1930s as a govern-
ment retreat from socialist ideals in order to earn popular support and 
stabilize society (Timasheff 1946). For him the Soviet Constitution of 
1936 was only window dressing. Recent studies do not see a refutation 
of socialism by the government during this period, but rather a kind of 
relaxation due to a perceived attainment of the new socialist order. While 
Terry Martin emphasizes a turn to traditionalist values, David Hoffmann 
and Matthew Lenoe see the politics in the official culture discussed by 
Timasheff—a return to family, promotion of patriotism, departure from 
the world revolution maxim—as pragmatic, a selective use of traditional 
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institutions and culture for modern mobilizational purposes (Martin 
2001, p. 415; Hoffmann 2004; Lenoe 2004).

The relative moderation could be perceived by historians as a con-
scious policy. However, very contradictory and inconsistent develop-
ments of the mid-1930s, together with few forced concessions to reality, 
continued to include repressions. This period represented a typical pat-
tern of duality in Stalinist politics, when informal norms and practices 
coexisted with and often dominated over formal legal structures. The 
political system was permeated by this duality: when legal reform in 
1934–1936 coexisted with the continuation of extralegal practices; when 
freedom of conscience declared in all Soviet constitutions coexisted with 
religious persecutions; when the legal norms established in the consti-
tutions and authorized by government bodies existed in parallel with 
numerous (often secret to the public) instructions, directives, decrees 
issued by various other organs—the NKVD, the party—that degraded or 
modified the letter of the law; when the pretended power system of the 
soviets was paralleled by the real power of the party. The gap between 
the utopian project and Russian realities produced this duality and zig-
zags in policies: (1) the introduction of the New Economic Policy in 
1921 (tactical retreat); (2) its cancellation in 1928 (resuming social-
ism program); (3) Stalin’s article “Dizziness from Successes” in 1930 
(recovery tactic); (4) the German–Soviet Nonaggression Pact of 1939 
(situational maneuver), and others. Such changes were provoked by the 
incompatibility of utopian ambitions with the pressure of reality, the 
resistance of human nature, and aggravated by voluntarism,1 maladmin-
istration, the dogmatism of the leadership, and the breakneck speed of 
transformation.

The policymakers were led by the vision of a great goal—the social-
ist ideal—yet at the same time they had to cope with the imperfections 
they saw on the ground—a backward population, unmanageable local 
officials, a threatening foreign environment. The moderate tendencies 
can be explained on two causational levels: first, as a reactive, ad hoc 
politics, an adjustment after extraordinary excesses; and second, on the 
level of metadiscourse, as a relaxation motivated by the advent of social-
ism. While some moderation steps were programmatic—policies ben-
efiting the youth, or the introduction of a constitution—other politics 

1 The doctrine that the will is a fundamental factor in the individual or the universe.
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were situational—directed toward recovery and the correction of earlier 
mistakes and excesses. The constitution, especially its section on election 
reform, belonged to a metanarrative of socialism achieved; it was a con-
tinuation of the socialist program, not a change of political course.

Historians see the signs of relaxation in economic life, in repres-
sion, and in political concessions projected in Stalin’s famous mottos: 
“Life has become better; life has become more cheerful!” and “A son is 
not accountable for his father.” Almost all concessions were, however, 
forced, contingent, or half-hearted, correcting the consequences of pre-
vious policies. Because of depleted resources, the targets and pace of the 
second Five-Year Plan (1933–1937) had been reduced, accompanied 
finally, after a decade of neglect, by moderate investments in consumer 
goods production. The good harvest of 1933 and the end of the peril-
ous famine allowed the country to draw an economic breath. The end of 
rationing after six years, and the permission of free bread trade in 1935, 
offered an important though faltering easing of life. Free bread trade, 
however, was actually suspended during the procurement campaign in 
the fall and was accompanied by the “purges of class-alien, speculative, 
and theft-prone elements” in the procurement apparat (at grain eleva-
tors, delivery points) and again in the summer of 1936 when the NKVD 
prohibited bread, grain and flour trade by collective farms and individu-
als (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 468–9, 560, 794).2 Alongside a few finan-
cial incentives, labor experienced new pressures to raise productivity per 
worker. Also dedicated to increasing production, the official introduction 
of Stakhanov’s movement in August 1935 gave rise to work norms hated 
on the shop floor. Workers complained they could not perform the hard 
physical work because they were underfed (Bullard 2000, p. 52). The 
predictable consequences of Stakhanovism were disruptions in the eco-
nomic process and new tensions among the workers, who perceived the 
new norms as exploitation.

The regime made several adjustments to the harsh repressions, as 
reflected in the 8 May 1933 decision to partially discharge the prisons 
and reverse the 7 August 1932 law on the theft of socialist property. This 
correction was caused by the crisis (not the first one) in the overcrowded 
punitive system and the lack of a workforce in agriculture—for example, 
in Ukraine, decimated by famine (Romanets’ 2014, p. 204; Ellis 2009, 

2 NKVD circulars 19 April 1935; 5 August 1935; 20 June 1936.
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pp. 345–6). While a couple of decrees on 30 June 1931 and in May 1934 
restored the civil rights of certain categories of kulaks, the deportees 
were still restricted in mobility, without permission to return home from 
exile (Wheatcroft 2002, p. 122). Another decision made by the Central 
Committee (CC) in December 1935 allowed kulaks and their children to 
join collective farms, annulling the ban from 1930, but the fact that that 
decision was not made public evidenced inconsistency (Fitzpatrick 1994, 
pp. 240, 365). Another “softening” step was a Politburo permission from 
9 February 1936 for exiled specialists to work in their profession in their 
place of exile and for their children to get an education (Khaustov et al. 
2003, p. 721).

Several concessions were made to the young generation. It was in 
December 1935 at the all-Union meeting of operators of combines 
that Stalin announced his famous dictum, “A son does not answer for 
his father,” which sounded like an invalidation of the previously incur-
able social origin label and inspired hope in many children of repressed 
or ostracized parents. The decisions about the younger generation 
were strategic. Officialdom saw the generation that entered life after 
the Revolution and comprised 43% of the population as a new breed 
of man uncontaminated by the bourgeois past and as a reservoir of loy-
alty. During tumultuous events of discontinuity, as with the October 
Revolution, the process of socialization was organic in the youth, but 
much more problematic in adults, who needed resocialization (Rose 
et al. 2011, p. 8). The Bolsheviks understood this very well when, dur-
ing the cultural revolution, they exploited tensions and turned the new 
generation of professionals against the older specialists educated under 
the tsarist regime. A foreign observer, Dr. Rajchman, reported in 1936 
on “the preponderance of young people over old … and the increasing 
influence in social and political life of the young generation” (British 
F.O. 371, 1936, vol. 20351, p. 75). Aiming to split the oppressed popu-
lation, a common practice of Stalinists, the regime made several gestures 
in favor of youth—for example, separating young from old in the spe-
cial settlements by pseudo-privileges such as permission to celebrate the 
October Revolution holidays. In March 1933, kulaks’ children received 
voting rights; in December 1935, a government decree waived restric-
tions based on social origin for admission to higher education institu-
tions. These concessions reflected the party leaders’ belief that the 
new socialist environment played a primary role in a person’s political 
development. The artificially widened gap between older and younger 
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generations contributed to the schism in Stalin’s society and social 
tensions.

In 1935, the terms of kulaks exiled in 1930, who numbered about a 
million special settlers, came to an end. On 28 July 1935, the Politburo 
cleared criminal records from those collective farmers who were sen-
tenced to less than five years (excluding counterrevolutionary crimes), 
effectively completing their terms. As a result, by March 1936, 557,964 
collective farmers were rehabilitated in the USSR, and beyond that—
212,199 peasants in Ukraine in 1934 (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 553, 
721). Though the removal of criminal records from former convicts for-
mally meant the restoration of all civil rights and eligibility for passports, 
in real life they continued to bear the label of “unreliable elements” 
and often became the first targets in the mass operations that soon fol-
lowed (Romanets’ 2014, p. 210). A general decision about the depor-
tees’ return was not adopted, but separate individual petitions had been 
approved, and in February 1936 exile for the children of the disenfran-
chised was canceled (Khlevniuk 2010, p. 246). In another step, 54,000 
of the local officials who “sabotaged” procurement in 1932–1934  
were liberated according to the Politburo decision of 10 August 1935. 
Following the 1 February 1933 decree, on 16 January 1936 the 
Politburo decided to revise the cases of those convicted under the infa-
mous decree of 7 August 1932 of death for the theft of socialist (state) 
property. As a result, by 20 July 1936, 115,000 cases had been reviewed 
and 37,425 people (32%) were liberated (Khlevniuk 2010, p. 243).

An important step to a social truce was the April 1936 removal of 
previous restrictions from Cossacks that allowed them to serve in the 
Red Army. The Cossacks explained the concessions as a way to ready 
soldiers for service in a future war. They said that the Soviet govern-
ment began trusting the Cossacks because, after years of repressions, 
“no more Cossacks remained in the stanitsy (villages)—all [have been] 
exiled and convicted … there are more new settlers (inogorodnie) now 
in the villages” (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 752–3). This logic probably 
ruled throughout the government. Another compromise was the new 
Kolkhoz Statute adopted in February 1935 giving permission for col-
lective farmers to cultivate small private plots of land. Stalin played the 
role of a benevolent father when he personally defended the idea of a 
plot and its large size at the 7th Congress of Soviets. It was exemplary, 
not obligatory, and left final approval to the collective farm according 
to local conditions (Fitzpatrick 1994, 126–7). This concession, though  
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it was presented as a gift to the population, was a silent recognition of 
the inability of the collective farm system to meet the food needs of the 
country.

The turn to more legality was an attempt to regularize and control the 
arbitrariness that reigned during the collectivization process. This turn 
included the establishment of the USSR Procuracy in 1933 and reorgan-
ization of the legal agencies in 1935–1936 with the aim of building a 
strong, centralized state after the previous trend of simplifying judicial 
procedure and extralegality. Thus, on 10 July 1931, the Politburo for-
bade the arrest of Communists and spetsy (professionals) without permis-
sion of the CC and required all death sentences passed by the OGPU 
Collegium to be affirmed by the CC (Wheatcroft 2002, p. 123). On 8 
May 1933, Stalin and Molotov secretly mandated to OGPU and party- 
state officials that a new procurator agency would monitor repression 
(Kulakov et al. 2005, pp. 152–6). Next, the decree from 17 June 1935 
confirmed the procurator sanction and stated that arrests of party mem-
bers, professionals, and officials needed approval from the appropriate 
ministers and party committees (Khlevniuk 2010, p. 242). Neglected 
during the Great Terror, the procuracy powers were restored in 
November 1938 by L. P. Beria’s order.

More emphasis on legality could be seen in the attempts to enhance 
the desperately low qualifications of the legal corps. The press broadcast 
the calls of L. M. Kaganovich and G. G. Yagoda to develop the legal 
consciousness (pravosoznanie) in the population. The reorganization 
of the OGPU into the NKVD in 1934 pursued the same goal of cen-
tralizing violence and making the institution look slightly more consti-
tutional. However, in support of the expanding number of tasks given 
to the political police, the headcount of State Administration for State 
Security NKVD personnel grew by 47.3% to 25,573 between 1931 and 
1935 (Shearer and Khaustov 2015, p. 118). After the massive extralegal 
measures taken during the process of collectivization and industrializa-
tion, “some kind of ‘constitutionality’ was needed to regularize, to con-
solidate … to ensure a ruly and predictable working of the responsible 
institutions” (Lewin 1985, pp. 282–3).

The low tide in Stalinist policies during 1933–1936, with the con
stitution as its component, did not mean the end of repression and 
mobilization as a mode of administration. The emerging forces inter-
ested in stability and legality coexisted with the old revolutionary hab-
its and practices. Institutional rivalry between the USSR Procuracy 
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headed by Andrei Vyshinsky and the Commissariat of Justice led by 
Nikolai Krylenko contributed to gyrations in policy (Solomon 1996, 
pp. 153–73). A shift in sentencing from extralegal agencies to legal 
structures starting in July 1931 was interrupted by the rise in extrale-
gality in the winter of 1932–1933, associated with the famine: troikas 
(emergency-style three-member boards) were introduced in Ukraine 
in November 1932, in Belorussia in February 1933, in West Siberia in 
March 1933, and in Leningrad in April 1933. In periodic mass police 
sweeps that purged the cities of criminals, homeless children, the dis-
enfranchised, and other marginal groups, troikas were also used. 
Nevertheless, from the second half of 1931 to 1936, the overall level 
of mass killing by the security agency regressed from 20,201 in 1930 
to only 1118 in 1936 (Wheatcroft 2002, p. 125). On 7 May 1933, 
the Politburo forbade the troikas from imposing death penalties (this 
right resumed in the Great Terror); the next day Stalin and Molotov 
issued secret instructions against disorderly mass arrests by troikas and 
for reducing the prison population from 800,000 to 400,000 (Kulakov 
et al. 2005, pp. 152–6; Shearer and Khaustov 2015, pp. 143–7).3 But 
between 1932 and 1935, the prison and camp population grew again by 
210.9% to 1,251,501 persons (Khaustov et al. 2003, p. 748). The steps 
undertaken pursued the goal of control and centralization rather than 
mercy and humanity, as can be seen in the rhetoric of the instructions, 
which used expressions such as “mass disorderly arrests,” “excesses 
(razgul),” “strict control by appropriate organs,” “rationalization,” 
“organization,” and finally an angry note: “Anybody who is not too 
lazy, and who, as a matter of fact, has no right to arrest, makes arrests.”

The moment of relaxation in the evolution of Stalinism included the 
new mass operations launched: the exile of 11,000 “former people” and 
“oppositionists” from Leningrad in the spring of 1935; “unreliable ele-
ments” from the western border4; and criminals, hooligans, and “socially 

3 Instruction to all party and soviet officials and all organs of OGPU, the court, and 
Procuracy about changing the work methods in the countryside.

4 In the mass operations of cleansing the border area, more than 134,000 people were 
deported in the first half of 1935 in Western Ukraine, Leningrad oblast’, Karelia, North 
Caucasus, Azerbaijan, West Siberia, and Azov-Chernomorskii krai. Seventy percent of the 
targets were kulaks and lishentsy, but they also included Poles, Germans, Finns, Estonians, 
and Latvians. Social origin and status were a reason for arrests, exile, and discrimination at 
the workplace.
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harmful elements” from the major cities (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 387–8, 
417, 550, 339, 508–9, 550–1). As David Shearer claimed, the regime 
“reduced level of mass repression in rural areas [now Sovietized in view 
of Stalinists—OV] only to intensify operations … in urban and other 
areas,” cleansing multitudes of people marginalized by the regime’s 
disruptive policies, thus correcting results of excesses. In the spring 
of 1936, a new round of repressions took place in the Comintern and 
against Trotskyist-Zinovievite oppositionists. These purges targeted not 
only criminals and oppositionists but also certain categories of the pop-
ulation. Victims of the collectivization and famine, despite enforcement 
of the passport system and the residence registration law, migrated en 
masse to cities, turned to begging and criminality, and destabilized the 
social order and infrastructure. With the “social defense campaigns” of 
the mid-1930s, when hundreds of thousands of people were deported 
from cities and other strategic areas (Shearer 2009, pp. 10–11; Hagenloh 
2009), the picture of moderation as a conscious policy is not so convinc-
ing. Arrest, deportation, and exile remained the well-used tools of the 
state administration in the mid-1930s—the “stick” in the classic combi-
nation of “the carrot and the stick.” “There was, therefore, no ‘relax-
ation’ of repression in the mid-1930s, as was once commonly argued. 
Rather, its nature changed” (Priestland 2010, pp. 1553–5).

During the Great Terror itself, the government continued adjusting 
and correcting the consequences of previous repressive policies. The 
campaigns of “the strengthening of socialist legality” and “the reconcili-
ation with convicted socially allies” were conducted: for example, on 23 
October 1937, the Politburo ordered an all-Union Procurator inspection 
of criminal cases of the kolkhoz and village soviets’ officials going back 
to 1934. Another Politburo order followed to end the cases and liberate 
collective farmers charged with minor crimes. As a result, the cases of 
1,176,000 persons were revised: 107,000 cases ended; 480,000 people 
rehabilitated; and 23,000 liberated. Another decree from 10 November 
1937 denounced the discrimination of young people purged from the 
education institutions due to connections with the convicted. In January 
1938, the Politburo disapproved the dismissal of relatives of the coun-
terrevolutionary “criminals” from jobs; after the CC Plenum decree 
“about the mistaken expulsion of the communists,” a number were read-
mitted to the party (Khlevniuk 2010, pp. 317, 389–90). Of course, the 
apocalyptic scale of simultaneous repressions and the massive number of 
shootings does not allow us to see described concessions as moderation 
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politics, but rather as measures of adjustment. Episodes of concessions in 
1937–1938 (if realized) argue against the amplification of similar steps in 
1933–1936 as political reform.

Described concessions in the mid-1930s gave historians a reason to 
interpret them as relative liberalization and explain it by the positive ten-
dency of economic development and by international and political fac-
tors. There is no consensus on the nature of this process; uncertainty is 
expressed by marking “moderation” with quotation or question marks 
(Harris 2016, pp. 101, 139–40). Most historians interpret these polit-
ical adjustments on the ground as part of the plan for restoring social 
stability inside, and a positive image of the USSR outside its borders, as 
well as the balancing of forces in the upper echelons of Soviet power. 
Historians interpret it as a change of political course (Khlevniuk 2010, 
pp. 220, 231) or as Stalin’s intent to introduce democratic and partici-
patory reform (Getty 1991, pp. 34–35; Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 281). The 
terms democratization, program, and reform, however, are overstated, 
as they presuppose some intention and even design. Such design would 
undoubtedly be somehow discussed in the Kremlin and recorded, but we 
lack such evidence. There are no records because relaxation was implied 
by default, a self-evident product of the completion of Lenin’s plan of 
socialism-building.5 The leaders remained the Marxists-Leninists, think-
ing in big terms of socialism. The victory of socialism announced at the 
17th Party Congress implied without saying that excessive pressure was 
now unnecessary. “As a result of our success in the countryside (defeat 
of class enemies) the time had come when we are no longer in need of 
mass repression.”6 The next chapter suggests a more feasible interpre-
tation that government expectations (not plans) of relaxation (not 
reform) belonged to a master narrative of socialism’s victory through the 
Five-Year Plan and elimination of “enemies.” As Stalinists maneuvered 
between paradigmal expectations of a triumphant socialism and realpoli-
tik on the ground, they failed to pursue a coherent policy.

5 The plan included industrialization, collectivization, and cultural revolution.
6 Politburo decree of 10 May 1933.
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5.1  T  he International Factor

The newly available archival documents about the early stage of the 
constitutional reform are especially helpful in understanding its major 
motives, both domestic and international.

The conventional explanation stresses that the Constitution of 1936 
was designed primarily for external use: to impress the West and the 
European public, who observed the growing fascism and economic cri-
sis, with the alternative of socialism, and to enhance the Soviet Union’s 
reputation among Western democracies so it could attract allies. During 
the preparation of the draft, the texts of foreign constitutions were stud-
ied and discussed as models by the members of the constitution com-
mission; in public communications, however, they constantly depreciated 
their applicability by contrasting socialist democracy (real) with bour-
geois democracy (fake). In its coverage of the constitution, Pravda con-
tinuously presented the reactions of the foreign public, both officials and 
workers, and of foreign Communists, who never failed to emphasize the 
leading role of the USSR in the promotion of democracy. Such coverage 
reflected the party leadership’s expectations and goals.

The constitution offered a kind of democratic self-representation in a 
divided world, and without a doubt, it impressed many. Faced with the 
spread of fascism and the aggressiveness of militarists, Japan’s occupa-
tion of Manchuria in 1931, and especially Hitler’s victory in Germany 
in 1933, the USSR was moved to reconsider its foreign relations and 
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particularly to seek new allies. It joined the League of Nations in 1934. 
In the Communist International, the popular antifascist-front tac-
tic was adopted in the summer of 1935, and in the diplomatic sphere, 
the construction of “collective security” was premeditated to oppose 
the aggressive intentions of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. The repu-
tation of the USSR was not democratic: “The idea that Stalin had cre-
ated a despotic form of personal rule became firmly established in 1936” 
in Western countries and even in Communist circles (Rees 2014, pp. 
130–1). Seeking allies in Europe, Stalin aimed to soften and liberalize 
the image of the USSR to the world. It was advantageous to confirm the 
Soviet Union’s devotion to the principles of democracy while he urged 
Communist parties in Europe to cooperate with Socialist parties and 
“bourgeois democracy” against fascism. The case to impress the world 
with the Soviet variant of democracy presented itself at the International 
Exhibition in Paris in 1937. A special stand displayed the adoption of 
the Soviet constitution with its provisions guaranteeing full employment, 
free education, and medical care to citizens.

Among other motives, the USSR’s international image was certainly 
present in the minds of its leaders in 1935 when they discussed the revi-
sion of the constitution. It is often considered the major factor in Stalin’s 
drive for the liberalization of policies (Khlevniuk and Favorov 2015,  
p. 135). True, the leadership repeated this point about international 
prestige, but mostly as secondary to domestic goals. In Stalin’s working 
note to the Politburo about changes to the constitution and elections 
from 25 January 1935, we read: “Besides (!), the reform is necessary in 
view of the interests of the international revolutionary movement, as this 
reform will play the role of a strong weapon against international fas-
cism” (RGASPI, f. 17, op. 163, d. 1052, l. 153). In August 1934, and 
again at the 7th Congress of Soviets in February 1935, Molotov justified 
the campaign for “revolutionary legality” similarly, as a method of rais-
ing the authority of the party “not only within, but also (!) outside the 
boundaries of the Soviet Union” (RGASPI, f. 17, op. 165, d. 47, l. 164).

It was not the first time that international considerations influenced 
the introduction of a charter. In 1905, besides revolutionary soci-
ety, empty coffers and pressure from foreign bankers—who promised a 
desperately needed loan to the tsarist government on the condition of 
parliamentary reform—were brought to bear on the tsar to introduce 
parliament and a token constitution (Beetham 1985, p. 193). In 1936, 
interest in an alliance with Western democracies, as well as the interests 
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of the Comintern, again contributed to constitutional reform. A posi-
tive outside image of the USSR—which positioned itself as “a torch of 
freedom for the toilers of the world”—was a permanent concern of the 
leadership during these years and the constitution was a tool to manip-
ulate both Soviet and world public opinion. The invitation to visit the 
USSR to Western leftist writers—Lion Feuchtwanger, Romain Rolland, 
Bernard Shaw, André Gide—and their consequent writings served this 
goal (except Gide’s book).

The Soviet diplomats in Washington reviewed the American press in 
June and July and reported a generally trusting reaction to the consti-
tution in the US. The American press noted the omission of the world 
revolution goal in the new charter, unlike in the 1918 Soviet constitu-
tion. Though diplomats could tailor their reports to satisfy the expec-
tations in the Kremlin, they described skeptical “wait and see” views in 
the US: “Voluntary self-restriction of the dictatorship is unprecedented 
in history … The immutability of the one-party system restricts the scale 
of reform.” On the basis of only one such diplomat’s report from June–
July 1936, A. N. Medushevsky reached a conclusion about an extremely 
effective constitution propaganda trick, “which built a positive image of 
Stalinism in the West for a long period” (Medushevsky 2016, pp. 122–
38). If American reception was positive, it was cautious and short-term. 
In contrast, British diplomats were unconvinced by the reform.

By August 1936, the international image of a democratic USSR, 
which Stalin desired to project to the outside world, was opportunis-
tically sacrificed in favor of the hard “necessities” of home security, as 
Stalin viewed them. The show trial of the Zinovievists and Trotskyists 
was staged in Moscow and garnered international resonance. News 
about show trials in the USSR and then cancelled contested elections 
to the Supreme Council in October 1937 discredited Stalin’s regime in 
the eyes of European public opinion and disqualified attempts of the left 
to cooperate within the framework of the popular front’s politics (Vatlin 
2009, p. 362). Some leftist authors who visited the USSR, such as Lion 
Feuchtwanger and Romein Rolland, acknowledged later in their private 
correspondence that they did not know what to say to the public in their 
countries nor how to “defend socialism” when news about arrests in the 
USSR in 1937 reached a Western audience (Artamonova 2016).

As we learned that the constitution project originated in election 
reform (with mostly domestic implications) and that international pres-
tige was easily sacrificed in favor of Stalin’s fear of the “fifth column” 
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inside, the government’s international image concerns, although still 
valid, diminished from their dominant place among the range of motives 
for the constitution’s revision. International factors involving the long-
term goal of global socialism and the leaders’ perception of a foreign 
threat provided a context, or precondition in Getty’s categorization, for 
politics on the ground. A. Getty sees precondition as “a long-term situ-
ation that creates an environment in which major events can take place,” 
or possibilities. Utilizing Lawrence Stone’s approach to the English 
Revolution (Stone 1972), Getty presents the leadership’s perceptions of 
the “unexpected dangers posed by the new constitution” in elections as 
precipitants or medium-term events that create a probability. Triggers, 
immediate short-term events or situations, such as personal decisions, 
turn a probability into a certainty (Getty 2013b, pp. 217–8). This the-
ory of “multilayered” historical causes helps to understand the different 
degrees of influence of international, ideological, and political factors 
in the constitution’s revision. Implementation of the socialist project as 
speculative and detached from reality, especially in Russian conditions, 
too often caused unexpected or unintended, unwanted results on the 
grounds that required adjustments, which in turn produced multidirec-
tional politics (as in a turn to legality and simultaneous extralegal prac-
tice; see Chapters 4 and 9). The ideological factor discussed next also 
belonged to category of preconditions or context in the constitution’s 
revision.

5.2  T  he Ideological Factor

Among the motivations for introducing the constitution, the ideological 
factor played an important role, evident not only in propaganda but also 
in the leaders’ beliefs and practical steps.

The first constitution of 1918 promoted the goal of “the complete 
elimination of society division into classes.” When Stalin launched a 
“socialist offensive” according to his understanding of Marxism, he 
established a grand goal for the country and promised the achieve-
ment of socialism and prosperity as the result of a Five-Year Plan. The 
Constitution of 1936 was designed to finalize this ideological program. 
Now that we have access to the personal correspondence and working 
transcripts of the Soviet leaders, we can explore their deeper motivations. 
In the mid-1930s, in various settings, Yenukidze, Molotov, and Stalin 
declared repeatedly that the goals of the great socialist offensive had 
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been largely achieved. They saw the victory of socialism in the economy 
and in changes to the social and class structure. According to Marxian 
theory, changes in the base (relations of production) almost automati-
cally shape the superstructure (ideas, values, beliefs, religion, education—
in general, culture). The superstructure grows out of the base. The 17th 
party conference in February 1932 formulated the political task for the 
second Five-Year Plan (1933–1937)—to do away with the capitalist ele-
ments and class divisions in society and to mold all laborers into con-
scious and active citizens. This dictum was widely popularized. When in 
the summer of 1933 the anniversary of the first Soviet constitution was 
celebrated, Leningrad workers, after a long day’s work, had to listen to 
the usual sloganeering speeches of the day. Chief among them was that 
by the end of the second Five-Year Plan the classless state must be estab-
lished and all bourgeois classes eliminated (Bullard 2000, p. 211).

The vision of a new quality of social relations showed a swing from class 
discourse to the supranational discourse of narod (people). The official 
rhetoric of class gradually changed, reflecting the collapse of a coherent 
class structure as a result of Stalin’s revolution from above (Viola 2009, 
p. 368). David Brandenberger identified the shift in Soviet propaganda of 
that time; it moved from referring to the workers as Soviet society’s van-
guard class to a different vision: “now the Russian people were assum-
ing the mantle of its vanguard nation” (Brandenberger 2002, p. 44).  
The discourse of class receded gradually, replaced by the discourse of 
nationality in the second part of the 1930s, and then by the sermonizing 
construction of the supranationality of the Soviet people, implying social-
ist, integrational, and imperial connotations. In this larger context, the 
discourse of class, social origin, and disenfranchisement waned in expec-
tation of the advent of a harmonious Soviet unity where “the boundaries 
between classes and nationalities erode.”

The new socialist society should be inhabited by New Men and 
Women. The newspapers inflated achievements of the Stakhanovites as 
evidence that “the socialist personality had come into being”. A young, 
loyal intelligentsia emerged. Literacy was declared universal. Collective 
labor at special settlements, collective farms and construction sites, like 
the Belomor Canal, reshaped criminals and kulaks into useful socialist 
citizens. Socialist realism in literature and art exhibited the hero-models 
to emulate. Writers engineered new Soviet souls. “Former people,” 
transformed by the nature of the socialist environment, “renounced their 
past and proved their allegiance to the Soviet cause in deeds and words” 
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(Fritzsche and Hellbeck 2009, p. 320). A writer, A. M. Gorky, upon 
returning to the Soviet Union from emigration in 1932, claimed amaze-
ment at how the Soviet population had changed after the Revolution: 
the masses had acquired political consciousness. According to official dis-
course, the Soviet new personality—hardworking, devoted to socialism, 
educated, and elevating the collective good above the individual good—
became a reality, though not yet a mass phenomenon.

Declarations that “socialism, the first phase of communism, had been 
realized in general” in the USSR were announced at the 17th Party 
Congress in 1934, deemed “victorious” because of that achievement. 
Then more such deliberations were made at the 7th Congress of the 
Communist International in July–August 1935, where the result of the 
construction of socialism in the USSR and its international meaning in 
the context of the world revolution was discussed. These public state-
ments aimed to project to citizens and foreigners how strong and suc-
cessful the USSR was. Of course it was a public relations mantra, but 
not only that. Internal communications convey how seriously the leaders 
took this dictum. Addressing the party elite at the Central Committee 
(CC) Plenum on 1 June 1935, Stalin said: “The project of constitution 
will be a kind of codex of the main achievements of workers and peas-
ants in our country, index of achievements for which people fought and 
which means the victory of socialism” (RGASPI f. 558, op. 11, d. 1119, 
ll. 8–10). And again in a personal letter to Molotov on 26 September 
1935: “What I think about the constitution, we should not mix it 
with the party program. It [the constitution] should contain what has 
already been achieved. While the [party] program should contain what 
we are struggling to achieve” (RGASPI f. 558, op. 1, d. 5388, ll. 209–
10 [underlining in original]; Kosheleva et al. 1995, pp. 253–4). David 
Hoffmann stated: “Privately as well as publicly Party leaders stressed 
the attainment of socialism and the ‘new order of classes’ as the reason 
for a new constitution” (Hoffmann 2011, pp. 13–4, 286; 2004, pp. 
661, 672). The importance of this ideological factor was mirrored in a 
work by an exiled former member of the Politburo, L. Trotsky’s “The 
Revolution Betrayed” in August 1936, which countered the assertion 
that socialism had been achieved in Russia.

This allows us to suggest strongly that the “victory of social-
ism” maxim had not only propagandistic usage but also expressed the 
Bolsheviks’ fundamental belief, with their overestimation of human 
agency in structuring history and dogmatic understanding of Marxism, 
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and, as such, their slavish proclivity for wishful thinking. The idea of 
building socialism worked as an engine in all policies, though these poli-
cies often generated unforeseen threats.

It seems Stalin firmly believed in the power of words and their poten-
tial to shape reality, called by Sarah Davies and James Harris his logo-
centrism. In the 1920s, it was a common belief that one can change a 
person’s mind by using the right words—the idea that “language can 
serve as the ultimate vehicle for the kind of transformation sought by 
revolution” (Clark 1998, p. 208; Laursen 2007, p. 492). The succes-
sor of the Enlightenment, Stalin believed that words of education and 
propaganda, whether party propaganda or “kulak agitation,” were 
omnipotent in their ability to change personality and its psychology. 
Consequently, he saw rival ideologies and texts as “equivalent to polit-
ical rebellion” (Getty 1991, p. 20). Desired norms were imposed on 
society by the state via rhetorical tools like assigning names (“social-
ism,” “kulak,” “enemy of the people”), monopolizing the power of 
naming and producing political ideas (Bourdieu 1991, pp. 166, 168), 
or inculcating speech, behavior, and thinking patterns and enforcing 
state agenda. Discursive strategies structured social reality by encour-
aging language patterns in line with official ideology, such as “achieve-
ments of socialism,” and discouraging “wrong” patterns. The words 
“famine,” “repressions,” and “peasants’ revolts” were excluded from the 
official public agenda and therefore hidden, becoming “nonexistent,” 
replaced by “food difficulties” and “kulak sabotage.” Evgeny Dobrenko 
describes socialism as a pure representation, tracing Russian preoccupa-
tion with the theatricalization of reality back to the eighteenth century. 
He extensively cites Merab Mamardashvili, who called this phenomenon 
“logocracy,” with “the magical mindset where it was thought that words 
constituted reality itself … If something has no name … we cannot grasp 
it” (Dobrenko 2004, pp. 680, 690–2, 703).

Was the motto proclaiming the attainment of socialism just a market-
ing trick? With the exception of Medushevsky, modern historical writ-
ings depart from the view of the constitution campaign as a planned 
“conscious trick” to deceive the population (Medushevsky 2016, p. 
122). An increasing number of historians addressing various policies 
have shown that there was a surprisingly small gap between Stalin’s 
words and his deeds. Many Stalinists “believed much of what they said” 
(Getty and Naumov 1999, pp. 22, 26; Davies and Harris 2014, p. 11; 
Naiman 2002, p. 299; Gaddis 1994, p. 14; Harris 2016, p. 108). So the 
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constitution, with its claims of victory was a desideratum, but the lead-
ers—in our case, Yenukidze, Molotov, and Stalin—believed in its reality. 
They were “prisoners” of the ideological construction they created, the 
distorted information they received, and of their perceptions and beliefs: 
they did not want to see the real, contradicting conditions.

According to Lenin’s and Stalin’s adaptation of Marx’s theory, the 
major steps on the way to socialism were elimination of the market, 
introduction of planning and welfare, industrialization and technology, 
collectivized and mechanized agriculture, reeducation and enlighten-
ing of the population. Beside economic benchmarks, social and cultural 
accomplishments were constantly at the forefront of party propaganda, 
epitomized in the cultural revolution drive inter alia. Pravda’s editorial in 
June 1936 highlighted the success of the reeducation process conducted 
by the Bolshevik party in relation to the former exploiting classes and 
intelligentsia during the years of revolution and especially the Five-Year 
Plans: “Socialist labor like cleansing rain washed and is washing away 
from the people of the Soviet country the scum of bourgeois psychology 
and morals, bourgeois values and beliefs.” “Nineteen years of revolution 
became a purging fresh wind for our motherland.” Among other attain-
ments, Molotov saw in decreasing vodka consumption1 the emergence 
of New Men and the rise of the cultural level of the workers (Pravda 13 
June 1936; 7 July 1936; 15 January 1936).

An important ideologeme of a successful transformation was 
Friendship of the Peoples. A propagandistic press campaign was launched 
by Stalin in December 1935 which celebrated Soviet patriotism and 
“the interethnic cooperation and racial harmony purportedly made pos-
sible by socialism” (Brandenberger 2002, pp. 43, 45; Martin 2001, p. 
441). It made possible the fusion of nationalities into a supreme form of 
unity—a single Soviet people (narod) free of national prejudices, based 
on “the brotherly cooperation of peoples,” as Stalin emphasized in his 
speech introducing the constitution. Collectivization transformed agri-
culture and peasants, their petit bourgeois way of thinking, and their 
relation to the means of production. As participants in collective labor, 
they were acquiring a socialist consciousness. Industrialization created a 
large working class. The old technical intelligentsia, distrusted and per-
secuted after the Shakhty trial (1928), partially renewed by a freshly 

1 In 1936, consumption of state-produced vodka was at 3.6 liters per head of population 
per year, compared to 8.1 liters before the war (Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 361).
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educated cohort of specialists, sided now with socialism and represented 
no threat, as was announced by Stalin in his speech “New Conditions” in 
1931 (Hoffmann 2004). As soon as these transformations were more or 
less accomplished in the USSR, the Bolsheviks believed that society was 
approaching a “promised land”—if only a few enemies would not hinder 
the construction of socialism. “Communists believed that the classless 
society of the future was guaranteed by the long-term movement of his-
tory” (Smith 2016, p. 9).

This ideology factor has often been interpreted in the literature as 
mostly a public relations tool. Historians and the public tended to seek 
the hidden agenda behind Soviet politicians’ public statements. The 
available documents show, however, Stalin and his cronies as true believ-
ers in what they said publicly about the goals of the constitution. Two 
main arguments helped me in assessing the “genuineness” of Stalin’s 
beliefs. One is based on evidence and another is based on the absence of 
evidence. The evidence is textual: Stalin’s communications with his close 
associates, never meant to be publicized, repeatedly affirm their belief in 
the achievements of socialism. It is highly improbable that Stalinists sys-
tematically lied to themselves and to one another in private exchanges. 
This suggests that we have access to Stalin’s genuine thought process. 
The absence of evidence is that sources do not show Stalin saying or 
writing “I believe one thing, but to the public we will assert the oppo-
site.” Both in official discourse and in informal exchanges with the col-
leagues, Stalin straightforwardly repeated the same ideas. The documents 
available to historians give no textual evidence of a hidden agenda on the 
declared goals of the constitution and elections.

Not only their words but also real political steps in this direction show 
the leaders’ sincere belief in the success of socialism in the USSR: enfran-
chisement of former enemies, confirmation of the right of republics to 
exit the Soviet Union, significant though not universal expansion of the 
welfare measures announced by the constitution, and the support of 
peasants in the famine looming in 1936. In contrast to the 1932 famine, 
authorities in 1936 did not employ the idea of punishing the peasantry 
for sabotage of state procurements (Osokina 2001, pp. 161–2). The 
authorities now viewed peasants as successfully collectivized and social-
ist, with enemies (kulaks) eradicated. Therefore, food aid was provided 
to the starving countryside. Granting voting rights to former “enemies” 
in the middle of a tempest about “wrecking” and “vigilance” has no 
explanation other than ideological considerations about the new socialist 
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condition of the society. Expansion of the welfare policy also reflected 
the Stalinists’ understanding of progress to socialism as a result of the 
elimination of hostile capitalist elements (Hoffmann 2011, pp. 62, 286). 
Thus, in their wishful thinking and desire to see their program fulfilled 
and socialism accomplished, Bolsheviks closed their eyes to real condi-
tions, and celebrated this achievement by the constitution, which for-
mally announced the victory.

We can see from another document that Stalinists were sincere in their 
belief that now a turn to more democracy was suitable—N. Bukharin’s 
death letter to Stalin. Having been arrested on 27 February 1937, the 
candidate to the CC wrote this letter in prison on 10 December 1937, 
seeking to save his life. Isolated since February, he tried to understand 
the situation. “(4) I have formed, more or less, the following concep-
tion of what is going on [in our country]: there is some great and bold 
political idea of a general purge. [It is] (a) connected with the prewar 
situation and (b) connected with the transition to democracy. This 
purge encompasses (a) the guilty (b) persons under suspicion, and (c) 
persons potentially under suspicion.” (Bukharin 1937). He was a mem-
ber of the constitution commission and knew the deep background of 
this project. His death letter implies that the transition to democracy, 
at least before the plenum, was taken seriously and meant as reality, not 
a trick. He explained the repressions of which he became a victim as a 
preelection excision of potential enemies. According to the letter, there 
were no plans for a mass repression campaign before the plenum as far as 
Bukharin knew.

The phenomenon of socialist realism helps us to understand the posi-
tion of party leaders. By depicting how life ought to be, the constitu-
tion, in the same way as socialist realism art and literature, claimed it 
not merely reflected reality but transformed it. Art and the constitution 
in the same way focused only on the desired socialist elements of life, 
providing a pattern to emulate and laws to follow. Socialism was here 
“in principle” (a Russian expression), and minor imperfections would 
soon be corrected or purged (!). A dogmatic and simplistic understand-
ing of Marx’s tenets2 and a distorted picture of the first Five-Year Plan’s 
results allowed Stalin to announce the triumph of socialism in the USSR, 

2 Apocryphal sources say that in the 1920s, I. E. Sten (1899–1937), a knowledgeable 
Marxist, lectured Stalin on Marxist philosophy. Somebody asked him, “How is Stalin as a 
student?” Sten answered, “A bit dumb” (Chudakov 2012, p. 145; Borev 1990, pp. 42–3).
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so much awaited by the exhausted population seeking realization of 
the promises. The prescribed reconciliation of classes—the major mes-
sage of election reform—fitted the eschatological ideal of socialism as a 
conflict-free state that party leaders took so seriously they dared grant-
ing universal secret suffrage. Now that all classes (peasants and work-
ers) in Stalin’s and Yenukidze’s view had become socialist and friendly, 
the government could enfranchise remaining former enemies (kulaks, 
priests, and a few others), expand the welfare measures, and even offer 
help to socialist peasants coping with the famine. The Stalinist vision 
of attained socialism and transformed peasants explains why the idea of 
election reform with the enfranchisement of former enemies ascended, 
but later, when abstraction (harmonious society) showed its discord with 
reality (warnings about hidden enemies and resistance of the party bar-
ons discussed in Chapter 10), the most daring part of the constitutional 
reform—contested elections—was castrated and the constitution became 
a sham.

A review of Pravda in June–July 1936 can help us to see how this 
major ideological trope of socialism’s success was realized by propa-
ganda. Coverage of the new constitution project started after the June 
CC Plenum and gained new impetus after publication of the draft on 12 
June. Newspaper articles devoted to freedom of speech and assembly, or 
about the Supreme Soviet structure and its functions, educated the read-
ers in the constitution’s principles. These publications of the first days 
and weeks of the all-nation discussion were crucial as they framed the 
agenda and presented “a normative standard” for the public. The rhet-
oric of the reports about popular reactions, including letters presented 
as original, matched very closely the vocabulary and imagery of the 
editorials and Molotov’s and Kalinin’s speeches. The main party organ 
presented official discourse even when it pretended to speak peasant par-
lance (for example, “trudovaia spinushka kretianina”) in published com-
ments that bore a clear mark of editing. These comments from workers 
and kolkhozniks selected for publications, if true, demonstrated that let-
ter writers had successfully learned the new speech. Acquisition of a new 
political language was a condition of belonging to Soviet society and 
often a key to promotion and even survival. Both published popular 
comments and official articles in the pages of Pravda shared vocabulary, 
jargon, metaphors, and main topics. Until 6 August, when the Troskyist-
Zinovievists’ trial materials appeared for the first time in the summer and 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_10
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distracted the public’s attention, seven narratives dominated in the con-
stitution materials in the newspaper.

The main story discussed ad infinitum by the mouthpiece of the 
party was the achievements of the USSR which proved the fulfillment of 
socialism: full employment, equality of women, an end to national and 
racial prejudices and tensions, and free education. The accomplishments 
embodied in the constitution should inspire the populace to raise the 
productivity and harvest—the second theme. “The leader of the Moscow 
Bolsheviks [N. S. Khrushchev] called the workers of the Moscow plant 
named after Vladimir Iljich to respond to Stalin’s constitution with the 
new rise of the Stakhanov movement, with higher productivity and over-
fulfillment of the industrial plan.” The letter authors eagerly answered 
these requirements: “The constitution called us to more enthusiasm 
and more energy to work better. I promise to keep the leadership in the 
tractor brigades’ competition” (Pravda 6 July 1936; 13 June 1936). In 
Pravda’s rhetoric, the accomplishments of socialism were presented as a 
gift of government to the population with an expectation of the return 
gift—the rise of productivity.

Next, almost every personal comment, and also officials’ speeches, 
started with a historical or biographical introduction that contrasted the 
prerevolutionary dark past with the current happy and prosperous life. 
Such paragraphs about the dark past were an indispensable part of the 
typical Soviet complaints described by Matthew Lenoe. Stories about the 
hard life before the Revolution turned complaints into “‘ritualized dis-
course’ through which realms of politics, economics, and law are navi-
gated and negotiated,” in Nancy Ries’ (1997) words. The comments of 
the disfranchised reflected the same pattern: a progression from the kulak 
past to light and consciousness, then finally, due to the constitution, to 
full citizenship.

I became a full citizen. My father was a kulak, a village miller … I also was 
involved in my father’s business. In 1929 I was deported to the Vishera 
camps where I worked almost four years. I was liberated early and went to 
my native Orel. However, I failed to find a job because of my social origin 
and my camp record. So, I applied to the NKVD and worked as a vol-
unteer [volnonaemnyi] on the canal Volga–Moskva … Now I am a shock 
worker … After reading the constitution draft, I feel great enthusiasm. 
Now the constitution gives any citizen of the Soviet country, despite his 
past, the rights of labor, rest, and education! … I decided—after finishing 
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the canal, I will go to engineering school. Any citizen will gladly sacrifice 
his life for the defense of our country! (Pravda 13 June 1936)

This darkening of the past helped citizens to see the present joyfully, thus 
constructing memory and manipulating the perception of the present. 
The official grim picture of the past stood in sharp contrast to a vernacu-
lar narrative common to the older generation that incessantly compared 
the current hardships with their prerevolutionary lives of relative wealth 
(Koval’ 2009, p. 238).

The comments of these former outcasts often culminated in hysteri-
cal praise of Stalin intended to demonstrate their loyalty and secure their 
newly obtained places in the community. “Thank you, comrade Stalin” 
was the fourth most persistent theme in the discussion materials in the 
pages of Pravda. Next came references to the international commu-
nity, which, in Stalinists’ eyes, either ignored the Soviet constitution or 
greeted its democratic character. Usage of the phrase “primer (model) 
to all toiling humankind” revealed the missionary symbolism in the ide-
ology of the Bolsheviks, who viewed themselves as destined to bring har-
mony to all humanity. It supports the idea that the international factor 
was an important motivation in the constitution’s introduction. The out-
side perspective was verbalized in another narrative found in the pages 
of newspapers—expressions of readiness to defend the socialist achieve-
ments proclaimed in the constitution. This topic was raised by military 
men and even more often by civilians—for example, by a worker at the 
Verkh-Isetsky plant, Alexei Tretiakov. A collective letter from the 89th 
Aviation Squadron warned that “our enemies prepare for war and invent 
the satanic means of humans’ annihilation.” They titled their letter “We 
have everything to defend the new Constitution” and specified how—
by more perfect and more diverse weapons, including new planes, tanks, 
artillery, U-boats, and chemical weapons (Pravda 13 June 1936; 6 July 
1936). Last among the most influential narratives were calls to raise the 
level of vigilance toward enemies, who, though reeducated, could remain 
hostile—like the priests, for example. Pravda was a party bullhorn that 
translated ideological tenets for the masses and framed the agenda, tell-
ing the public what to think.
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5.3  I  nternal Policies

As always in history, various reasons stimulated constitutional reform. 
It did not intend to put limitations on the government, as the Western 
notion of “constitutionalism” implies. Its functions were different. I 
argue here that among other political motives was the managerial goal of 
improving the effectiveness of government through a new election law—
to use democratic procedures to motivate, revitalize, and purge the slug-
gish local elites.

Discussing the government’s motives for the constitution, historians 
suggest ideological and international factors, along with the restora-
tion of social stability and political legitimacy (Chapter 7) that had been 
undermined by the social catastrophes of the first Five-Year Plan period 
(Khlevniuk 2010, pp. 241–9; Hoffmann 2003, pp. 147–55; Zhukov 
2009; Siegelbaum and Sokolov 2004). They propose several internal 
political factors that motivated authorities. Yury Zhukov, in his highly 
biased and publicity-seeking writings, presents Stalin as the initiator 
and planner of democratic reform, opposed in his efforts by high offi-
cials—“fundamentalists”—who conspired against him and thus pushed 
the general secretary to resort to repressions—for example, in the case 
of Yenukidze. Sheila Fitzpatrick suggests that “there had been a genuine 
impulse towards democratization at an earlier point, but this impulse had 
disappeared almost completely … by … the February–March Plenum 
[of 1937] and the program went through out of inertia. … If this was 
indeed an experiment in soviet democracy, it was stillborn” (Fitzpatrick 
1994, p. 281). Arch Getty also sees the concessions as an attempt at 
democratic reform, with the strategic goal of broadening the social base 
of the dictatorship by expanding participation and political education but 
without truly democratizing it (Getty 1991, pp. 33–4).

Recently, Arch Getty, in his book, and Wendy Goldman examine 
Stalin’s use of the new constitution as a weapon in his struggle with 
the regional elites. Wendy Goldman supports the idea that one of the 
goals of election reform was a struggle by the center for control over 
the local cadres, who often prioritized clan-network interests and showed 
laxity or arbitrariness, inertia or excesses in implementing Moscow’s 
policies (including the discussion of the constitution) (Getty 2013a, p. 
206). As Goldman concludes, Stalin’s democracy was not only a way to 
increase popular support but also to ensure a more thorough purge of 
regional elites while also invigorating the rank and file, and, I might add, 
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the whole political system, which worked ineffectively (Goldman 2007,  
p. 111; Siegelbaum and Sokolov 2004, p. 130). If the regime felt impo-
tent in its effort to successfully control the apparatus from the center, it 
saw a possible option to involve control from below, exploiting the lin-
gering energies of civil war and mass discontent.

Wendy Goldman successfully resolves the epistemological paradox of 
democracy and terror, which did not conflict in the “political psychol-
ogy of Stalin.” She discusses two election campaigns—in the unions 
and in the party—in 1937, which ran in line with the new constitution 
rules and led to a significant rotation of the cadres there. The report 
campaign in the soviets in 1936, which merged with the constitution 
discussion, was of the same kind and will be deliberated in Chapter 6. 
Democratic mobilization of the masses was used to keep in check soviet 
and party officials, who were, when necessary, labeled as wreckers or red 
tape bureaucrats. These four political campaigns were presented by the 
government as socialist democracy in action, as popular sovereignty and 
criticism from below. Ultimately, the primary function of democracy is 
“1. to check arbitrary rulers, 2. to replace arbitrary rules with just and 
rational ones, and 3. to obtain a share for the underlying population 
in the making of rules” (Moore 1993, p. 414). The campaign around 
the constitution (among other goals) belonged to this pattern of mobi-
lization that pressed the public to act and dismiss ineffective officials. 
By what means? By voting them out. Why did dismissals turn to mas-
sive arrests? In the warlike atmosphere, with a black-and-white vision of 
the world, the bureaucrats who deserved dismissal turned into enemies 
of the people. The campaign stirred up and exploited the social hatred 
of the lower classes for “party bureaucrats.” It was easy to manipulate 
the poorly educated, miserable, frightened masses, brainwashed by class 
ideology, divided by the recent experience of civil war, by stirring their 
dark emotions and channeling them to appropriate targets. In a fractured 
society, “democracy became the means to a more thorough repression” 
(Goldman 2007, pp. 128, 134).

In the democratic election campaigns (in the party, unions, and to 
the Supreme Soviet in 1937), the campaign of popular criticism against 
local officials, inspired from above, was accompanied by a violent wave 
of denunciations from below, generated by the pursuit of pure ideo-
logical motives, by understanding of civic duty, and by various personal 
interests: self-protection, social hatred, and settlement of old scores. 
These denunciations were invited as a kind of “popular monitoring of 
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bureaucracy” and, as such, Fitzpatrick sees them as “a form of demo-
cratic political participation” (Fitzpatrick 1997, p. 87). In the specific 
warlike cultural and political environment, democracy became “a double- 
edged sword” leading to repressions against the targets of criticism and 
condemnations.

Both Goldman and Getty concentrate mostly on the utilitarian goal of 
democracy, embodied in a new election law—to use the democratic elec-
tion procedure to purge the slothful local elites. Even without the new 
law, however, the masses were successfully egged on the party and soviet 
bureaucracy through the current campaigns of hunting the wreckers and 
raising revolutionary vigilance. The details of the initiation of a new cam-
paign supports the argument that the new election law and the consti-
tution as a banner of democracy had much wider functions beyond the 
purges—but also had ideological, international, managerial, and legiti-
mizing goals.

Let us take a close look at the motive behind Stalin’s frustration 
with the undergovernment. He repeatedly expressed his discontent 
with the poor performance of the apparatus both publicly and privately. 
According to Erik van Ree, who analyzed the political thought of Stalin, 
the efficient functioning of the Soviet state and economy together with 
state power were uppermost in Stalin’s mind. He was a true believer in 
Marxism, with its tenets of class struggle, and in the specific contempo-
rary need for total unity and a strong state under socialism. Habitually 
ascribing apparatus malfunction primarily to “sabotage” of local barons, 
Stalin saw the rotation of cadres by free elections as an instrument to 
reenergize the soviet and party system and to enhance the management 
of the huge country. He declared this in several statements directed to 
both outsiders and insiders, and, according to van Ree, Stalin took his 
publicly avowed doctrines seriously. In a conversation that lasted three 
and a half hours, he told American journalist Roy Howard, “Our new 
electoral system will tighten up all institutions and organizations and 
compel them to improve their work. … Universal, equal, direct and 
secret elections will be a whip in the hands of the population against idle 
power organs” (Pravda 5 March 1936). If this interview can be read as 
self-representation to the potential Western allies, Stalin’s speech to the 
CC February–March Plenum in 1937 was directed at the selected party 
elite. There he repeated this motive: the need to rotate the cadres and 
purge ineffective ones and “pour fresh forces waiting to be promoted in 
the ranks of the apparat” (Stalin 2004, p. 107). It was Stalin’s strategy to 
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replace the old guard distrusted by him with the young upstarts depend-
ent on and loyal to him personally. Vyacheslav Molotov emphasized the 
same goal several times at the earlier stages of reform, “Elections will 
hit the [inefficient] bureaucratic elements as a useful shake-up. … This 
[election] system makes it easy to promote new forces to replace back-
ward bureaucratic elements” (Pravda 6 February 1935; 30 November 
1936).

Pravda repeatedly conveyed this message to slow-thinking officials: 
“The future elections [according to Stalin’s constitution] will be a seri-
ous test. It will weed out those who are unable to work in a new way.” 
“Those chairs of city and village executive soviet committees that won’t 
change their work style and fail to win the trust of the population, they 
won’t be reelected. They should remember that elections according to 
the new constitution will be radically different. This change is not yet 
internalized by many. They should ponder now about that. They should 
enhance the soviet work drastically.” (Pravda 5 November 1936; 28 
November 1936). Facing the problem of an undergovernment inherent 
in a huge and backward country, aggravated by the low quality of man-
agement on all levels, Stalin tried to cure it by hypercentralization, the 
increasing use of force (Viola 2009, pp. 372–3), by the education of the 
cadres (for example, party and judicial), and in 1936–1937 by controlled 
democracy as an instrument to make the state apparatus more efficient, 
organized, and obedient.

These managerial considerations in the constitution’s democratization 
impulse (which in no way means to justify the brutal purges) becomes 
even more pronounced if we consider two other parallel campaigns of 
the period: that of the soviets’ accounts [otchet] about their work to the 
voters in the summer and fall 1936 and the verification of party docu-
ments. These two campaigns were both of a cataloging, mobilizing, 
invigorating and purging nature. Verification [proverka] started in May 
1935 as a clerical rectification of party documentation and turned into a 
mix of a routine purge of “inactive and morally corrupt members” and a 
special operation of the NKVD directed against local, unreliable nomen-
clature members. In 1935, a total of 263,885 members, which com-
prised 9.1 or 11.1% of party membership, had been expelled and 15,218 
arrested; in 1936, 134,000 were excluded.3 Reflecting violent Stalinist 

3 Khlevniuk cites 301,000 excluded and 30,600 members readmitted in 1935. The purge 
continued in 1937 when on 22 May and 8 June, the Politburo ordered into exile all those 
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modus operandi, those expelled were too often automatically dismissed 
from their jobs, deprived of their apartments, and expelled from the uni-
versities (Getty 1991, pp. 198, 232, 275; Khlevniuk 2010, pp. 235–6; 
Khaustov and Samuelson 2010, p. 61). Goals were not clearly conveyed 
by the center nor understood at the bottom. Reluctant to purge their 
own apparatus, local officials, as Getty showed, very often “deflected the 
purge downward to the rank and file” (Getty 1991, p. 274). The cam-
paign went awry and Stalin was dissatisfied with the results, because the 
high regional officials successfully escaped the net. The June 1936 CC 
Plenum “denounced careless mass expulsions from the party” and sug-
gested prompt consideration of the appeals and rehabilitation. In 1936, 
37,000 were readmitted to the party (30,600 in 1935), but purges con-
tinued: 13,372 members were expelled from the party between June 
1936 and February 1937 (Getty 1991, pp. 242–3, 275; Khlevniuk 2010, 
p. 236).4 It was reported that in many places there were more expelled 
party members than active ones: for example, in Kyrgyzstan, the party 
organizations shrank from 14,000 to 6000 members (Schloegel 2012, 
pp. 195–6). The party purge and the following rehabilitation was Stalin’s 
typical political about-face, showing the limits of his control in center–
periphery relations.

The statement of the Moscow party organization published in Pravda 
just after the June 1936 CC Plenum revealed anxiety, servility, and con-
fusion: “We should successfully finish verification of party documents, 
cleansing from the party damned enemies of socialism, Trotskyists, 
Zinovievists, and double-dealers who had not yet been uncovered dur-
ing the campaign … We are guided by the CC and comrade Stalin’s 
instructions about having a careful attitude toward those expelled from 
the party, though deprived of the name of Communist, but still working 
honestly as a Soviet citizen” (Pravda 11 June 1936). The disconcerted 
apparatchiks tried desperately to comply with the contradictory direc-
tives. The secretary of the Leningrad party organization, A. I. Ugarov, 
rightly saw the result of “verification” in a reshuffling of the cadres and 
promotion of new people to the administration (Pravda 3 November 
1936).

4 For documents from the June Plenum, see Getty (1991, pp. 231–8).

 

previously purged party members who belonged earlier to the party opposition, together 
with their families from six cities: Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, Rostov, Taganrog, and Sochi.
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CC Plenums in June and December 1936, and a secret CC letter to 
party committees on 29 July, again and again expressed the dissatisfac-
tion of the center with ineffective, lackluster, politically unreliable and 
unvigilant regional party leaders (Goldman 2007, pp. 65, 67, 72, 86, 91, 
95, 120). The 29 July CC letter on the eve of the Moscow show trial 
of Trotskyists and Zinovievists called for raising Bolshevik revolutionary 
vigilance and unmasking enemies in the party (Izvestia TsK KPSS 1989, 
pp. 100–15; Getty 1999, pp. 250–5; Goldman 2007, pp. 70–2). This 
“checking and rechecking” of party cadres paralleled purges of other 
groups and culminated in the Great Terror.

These campaigns—verification of party members, constitutional 
election reform, reporting in the soviets—were significantly motivated 
by Stalin’s striving for control and the logic of centralization. Among 
other motives for attacking the cadres—their incompetence, intraparty 
conflicts, center–periphery tensions, corruption, Stalin’s fear of con-
spiracies—the efforts to enhance managerial effectiveness could not be 
neglected. This managerial concern was evident in the logic of another 
reform—the reorganization of the judicial system, which started in 1936 
and included a “review” of legal cadres and their reeducation. Seeking to 
centralize, to improve the international and internal image of the Soviet 
justice, the leaders could have considered the actual effectiveness of the 
system (Solomon 1996, pp. 179, 183, 400–2).

While permitting some democracy in the constitution, the leaders 
intended to keep their hands on the levers to control it and make it a 
useful weapon, first to discipline the slow and unreliable party barons, to 
add competition element in the promotion and election of cadres, and, 
finally, to win over the world and domestic public opinion.

Internal working party transcripts speak against depreciating the man-
agerial goal as mere rhetoric.
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6.1  R  eporting Campaign in the Soviets

Let us turn now to one more mobilization campaign. While the party 
document verification shifted to the purging of cadres, the manage-
rial function was also pronounced in another campaign—the reporting 
(otchet) campaign in the soviets, which ran simultaneously and in prac-
tice merged with the referendum in the summer and fall of 1936 (GARF 
f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 473). The nationwide campaign of reports 
in the soviets was Yenukidze’s idea from 1934, intended as a tool to 
enhance soviet democracy on the eve of the coming elections (RGASPI 
f. 667, op. 1, d. 10, ll. 25–8; Kukushkin and Timofeev 2004, p. 68). 
Though now Yenukidze was in disgrace, his idea was realized. The 
Central Executive Committee (TsIK) Presidium initiated the assessment 
(proverka) of soviets at all levels on 2 August, instructing the chairs to 
organize the accounts of soviets to the electors, subject them to criticism, 
and elect the deputies to the raion, krai, and all-Union congresses. This 
reporting campaign, scrutinizing the soviet functionaries, was seen as a 
preparation for future soviet elections according to the new rules of the 
constitution and a tool to revive the soviets’ activity. In this chapter we 
will see how reports in the soviets amalgamated with the constitution 
discussion and converged on the question of new election rules.

The ineffectiveness of the soviet system grew as soon as the party- 
state enhanced its control over the soviets. In response to this inept-
ness, attempts to revitalize the soviets were periodically undertaken—for 
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example, between 1924 and 1926—with the goal of expanding party 
influence in the countryside. As a matter of course, soviets failed to 
implement voters’ requests (nakazy) and to report on the work to the 
voters (TsGAIPD SPb, f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1755, ll. 118, 136–7, 140–1). 
The soviets’ reporting campaign started in August 1936, one more 
attempt by the central authorities to energize the soviets, which the party 
itself had emasculated.

The nationwide discussion of the constitution was launched according 
to the Presidium TsIK decree of 11 June 1936. Together with organiz-
ing meetings and circles to discuss and study the constitution, this part 
of the campaign involved collecting and accumulating popular com-
ments. It was the duty of party organizers and chairs of the soviets to 
compile regular reports and send them to the TsIK. Because of the cus-
tomary dull reactions of local cadres, the center was compelled to push 
and pull them, for many years a common practice in relations between 
central and local authorities—nothing new. Following the decree, the 
TsIK chair, Mikhail Kalinin, sent telegrams to the chairs of all-level 
soviets demanding regular ten-day reports about the course of the dis-
cussion and summaries of popular suggestions (GARF f. 3316, op. 8,  
d. 222, l. 33). He directed the local cadres to connect the discussion of 
the new charter with the improvement of the soviets’ work. In parallel 
with the July Central Committee (CC) letter to the party committees 
mobilizing them to search for the enemies in their ranks, two weeks later, 
in a 14 August telegram, Kalinin expressed dissatisfaction with the poor 
work of soviets on reporting the discussion. He instructed regional offi-
cials that discussion of the new constitution and its innovations should 
“revive and improve the working of the soviets and executive commit-
tees.” The TsIK chair criticized local workers and urged them to work 
hard: “Many soviets are not promoting the nationwide discussion … (1) 
The chairs of soviets and executive committees are personally responsi-
ble for the organization [of the discussion]. (2) They should organize the 
regular recording and summation of all materials … and amendments … 
The chairmen of soviets and executive committees [ispolkoms] are obliged 
to ensure a genuine discussion of the draft Constitution by all citizens …”  
(GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, ll. 33–4, 36; Getty 2013, p. 210). Just as 
the party committees showed a reluctance to hunt for enemies in their 
own ranks (Goldman 2007, pp. 86–91), local soviets too—after the 
initial stir in June and July and now busy with the harvest while facing 
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impending famine and flight from the collective farms—were slow in 
organizing discussions and reporting. They seemed not to care about 
improving their work: “Self-criticism of the drawbacks in the soviets’ 
work is not sufficient,” as Pravda stressed. “The conversation about the 
constitution project by itself will expose backward and inactive leaders 
unsuited for administrative work” (Pravda 17 June 1936).

Annoyed with the soviets’ sloth, the TsIK on 12 September gathered 
the Presidium and heard reports from several regions about the pro-
gress of the discussion campaign. Once again the TsIK insisted on reg-
ular reports on the course of the discussion and now stressed the task 
of criticizing and dismissing the bureaucrats in the soviets. It offered 
a template to follow: “3. During the discussion [of the constitution], 
initiate a critique of soviets’ work. Bring examples. 4. Examples of rev-
ocations of deputies for bad work or other depravities. 5. Examples of 
class enemies’ attacks” (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, ll. 38–9). The 
template worked as a political filter that not only structured reports 
but also framed the discourse at the meetings as well as the behavior 
of the organizers. As TsIK instructions disclosed, the discussion of con-
stitutional and electoral reform was seen as a tool to direct popular 
discontent against local officials and their mismanagement. But when 
the center pushed local officials again and again to continue with new 
rounds of the discussion—tasking them with either improving their 
work or self-purging inefficient cadres—they often refused to under-
stand their task. The chair of the Gorky krai soviet executive committee 
did not call for purges when in September 1936 he instructed the local 
soviets on the reporting campaign in light of the constitution (Kulakov 
et al. 2005, pp. 381–6).

Emissaries went to the provinces to ensure the locals understood and 
fulfilled the instructions. The TsIK instructor Babintsev went to the 
Belorussian Orshansk and Borisov districts and discovered that the “big 
failure in the organization of the all-Union discussion was that the sovi-
ets and ispolkomy did not direct the discussion toward a critique of weak-
nesses in the soviets’ and deputies’ work. There were only three cases 
of revocation of deputies during the discussion of the constitution in 
the village soviets in the Borisov district.” Emphasizing first the purg-
ing function, Babintsev only subsequently reported another failure—in 
organizing the cataloging of the popular comments. “M. I. Kalinin’s 
telegram did not cause a change in the work” (GARF f. 3316, op. 8,  
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d. 222, ll. 44, 51–2; Pravda 13 September 1936).1 The same failure 
“to direct the critique to the shortcomings of soviets and deputies” was 
observed in the Pavlovsky soviet, Gorky krai, where not a single revo-
cation took place. Pravda reported that the workers warned the chair 
of the Vorsmensky soviet in Gorky krai, who ignored their requests: “If 
you do not fulfill our request, we’ll vote for your dismissal.” The central 
newspaper of the Communist Party quoted Stalin: “The criteria applied 
by the millions of electors to the candidates will be high. They will dis-
miss the ineffective, cross them off the lists, and instead nominate the 
best candidates” (Pravda 19 and 25 September 1936). In due course, 
representatives of the raion soviets sought a critique of village soviets at 
the meetings, thus, in Getty’s words, “deflecting the fire to lower levels.”

6.2  T  he Local Cadres: Between a Rock  
and a Hard Place

As we see, two campaigns in the fall of 1936—the reporting of the sovi-
ets and the discussion of the constitution—merged and, according to 
Moscow’s instructions, targeted the regional soviet apparat. The apathy 
of regional powers was understandable: they felt the campaigns were 
directed against them. Responding to the pressure from Moscow, they 
reported pro forma to the TsIK about the meetings, criticism, and, as 
required, listed a few cases of revoking deputies, mostly for mismanage-
ment, embezzlement, and drunkenness (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, 
ll. 51–2, 136, 138; Getty and Naumov 1999, p. 229). The national 
Krestianskaia Gazeta and the local Voronezh newspaper Kommuna used 
the same standard streamlined formulas: “Discussion of the constitution 
project was accompanied by a critique of the soviets and ispolkomy work 
and revocation of incompetent officials,” though without the numbers 
and names of the dismissed deputies. Avoiding the encouragement of 
criticism required from above, the soviet workers often limited the meet-
ings to simply reading the constitution’s articles.

In the cultural and political climate of the 1930s, the situation fac-
ing local officials and propagandists of the constitution was often dan-
gerous. It was true that many mid-level officials and cultural workers 
often did not understand the complexities of the constitution and were 

1 Pravda published a brief by Babintsev speaking only about poor reporting in Belorussia.
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not equipped with adequate knowledge to explain the document to the 
common people. But their poor performance was not only the result 
of ignorance, poor education, and a reluctance to self-purge. As Karen 
Petrone justly noted, behind their “slothfulness” was their inability to 
deal with the grand contradiction between the constitution and every-
day practice, which inevitably produced inconvenient questions from 
the audience that the unfortunate cadres could not answer. “How is it 
possible to combine vigilance and freedom of speech, press, assembly? 
After all, any counterrevolutionary scum will try to use these freedoms 
against the socialist state. Now it won’t be possible to stop them of 
speaking at a meeting or put them behind the bars.” “According to the 
constitution would they close the churches without the consent of the 
believers?” “How to understand the ban on arrests [without procurator 
warrant], though what we see now is quite opposite [that is, an increase 
in arrests]” (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 2059, l. 128; Kulakov et al. 
2005, p. 442). Moreover, any answer could lead the functionaries to 
serious trouble in the fraught atmosphere of the search for enemies. To 
avoid possible dangers, some organizers forbade any questions at the 
meetings. Executives or propagandists expected punishment for not 
promoting the new official course, but likewise explaining and realizing 
the new freedoms to their logical ends could cause them trouble. How 
could they answer a question about freedom of speech: “Does it mean 
that all citizens may speak what they think [now]?” Petrone described 
the case of a rehearsal for the elections to the Supreme Soviet organ-
ized by a reading room attendant, who was finally blamed in deprecat-
ing the scale of the event (Kulakov et al. 2005, p. 442; Petrone 2000, 
pp. 199–200). The reason for the officials’ apathy was that they felt the 
threat from below that new freedoms and the coming elections could 
bring to their own positions of power. Encouraging the people to realize 
their rights according to the constitution and to dismiss the unproduc-
tive bureaucrats from their offices would be to chop off the branch on 
which they sat.

It was a difficult task for everybody—officials and participants—
to find a safe way between the officially declared norms to be imitated 
and the unwritten norms according to which the society and power 
really operated. For the participants, certain behaviors—nonattend-
ance, lack of comments or criticism—could have dangerous conse-
quences too. When the newspapers invited criticism from below, the 
worker Arzhilovsky wrote in his diary: “A new phrase has appeared in 
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our lexicon ‘Carelessness—the disease of idiots’ [he cites Stalin—OV]. 
The newspapers push people in a new direction—to criticize, to be more 
active. A completely new, unusual campaign in the spirit of the latest 
Constitution.” He was skeptical: “They can find subversive meaning in 
the most well-intentioned criticism” (Garros et al. 1997, pp. 127, 156). 
He was right to be cautious: persecution often followed such critiques. 
On 9 October, when the raion soviet reported its work at the “Krasnoe 
Sormovo” plant meeting in Gorky, four communists criticized the work 
of the soviet. The next day, they were summoned to appear before the 
chair of the soviet, Kalagaev, who threatened them with repression. 
The raion party secretary supported the attack and issued the commu-
nists with a formal reprimand (vygovor) (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, 
p. 346). For ordinary people, the safest way to behave when pressed to 
speak was to pronounce their loyalty.

Obedience did not guarantee safety, however, as the orders to be ful-
filled often contradicted each other, the party line oscillated, and local 
administrators faced threats both from above and below. So all handled 
the challenges as best they could. The Chechen-Ingush oblast’ did its 
best to respond to the instructions and showed high rates of revocation: 
in the Gudermess raion, 62 members of the soviet were revoked and 
replaced by outstanding kolkhozniks. In the Levokumsk raion, 50% of 
members were revoked (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 346–54). As 
many as 559 deputies were recalled for poor work in the Gorky oblast’, 
18.2% of deputies in Uzbekistan, and 15% in Georgia (GARF f. 17, op. 
120, d. 232, l. 46; Kulakov et al. 2005, p. 204; Pravda 1 November 
1936; Kommuna [Voronezh] 17 October 1936). In sum, during the 
campaign, 80% of all soviets and about 85% of all deputies reported 
their work to the electors; 21 krai and oblast’ of the Russian Federation 
revoked 14,953 deputies; almost one-third of soviets experienced rota-
tion (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 105, l. 1; op. 8, d. 222, l. 125; Danilov 
et al. 2002, p. 536).

The episode with Kalinin’s instruction and official inspection was a 
common practice. In September 1936, simultaneous with Babintsev’s 
commission, the Moscow party committee sent one of its secretaries,  
S. Z. Korytnyi, to investigate the results of the verification of party docu-
ments in the districts. Furious about the sluggishness of Taganka district 
officials who ignored the denunciations of some cadres, he pressed party 
committees: “If one of these people is an enemy, then your dawdling is 
a crime.” Thus, the CC pushed the regional committees, which in turn 
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pushed the district committees below, to take a political action—to purge 
(Goldman 2007, pp. 86–92).

These three initiatives—verification of party documents, accounts 
in the soviets, and discussion of the constitution—all declared the goal 
of improving the workings of the system. They pressed the voters, the 
local soviets, and the partkomy to expel idle, ineffective, or politically 
unreliable cadres. It was a part of the Soviet ethos—the involvement 
of the masses in policing the new socialist society with denunciation as 
the duty of all loyal citizens. The press encouraged the rank and file to 
guard against bureaucratization, to denounce “enemies,” and to report 
any ineptitude or wrongdoing. Party leaders “couched these … meas-
ures in the language of antibureaucratization, socialist revival, and mass 
control from below, appeals with strong popular resonance … The slo-
gans of repression were intimately intertwined with those of democracy” 
(Goldman 2007, pp. 7–8). Under pressure and threats from above, the 
tepid reaction at the bottom gradually acquired momentum and turned 
into an orgy of denunciations and charges that worked as proof of loy-
alty. This mobilization element of the purges, expressed in the term “vig-
ilance,” was crucial in the mechanics of power, as the CC instructed: 
“Each of our attacks should be politically prepared in advance, in 
order that every attack be supported by mass actions of the peasantry” 
(Kulakov et al. 2005, p. 154).2

Electoral reform and the channeling of people’s anger against the 
bureaucracy attempted to purge and revive the local state apparatus—
using both democratic rotation and repressions. Getty sees electoral 
reform and the repressions that followed as a sally in the center–periph-
ery struggle, referring to Stalin’s own words: “Elections will be a whip in 
the hands of the population against officials in the organs of power who 
work badly” (Getty 2013, p. 207). How did it work?

Quite representative of this trend was a series of 30 rural show trials 
of local authorities in the fall of 1937, described by Fitzpatrick. There, 
regional and village officials were blamed for failing to meet not the state 
but the peasants’ needs; they were charged with abuse of power, the 
imposition of impossibly high grain procurements and arbitrary fines cam-
ouflaged as “taxation” or “state loans,” suppressing kolkhoz democracy, 
allowing famine-hit collective farmers to depart for the towns in 1936,  

2 Secret party CC and Council of People’s Commissars (SNK) instruction from 8 May 
1933.
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or admitting returned kulaks back into the kolkhoz—thus “reconcil-
ing with class enemies.” The fact that it had then been the official pol-
icy of integrating former kulaks was never mentioned (Fitzpatrick 1994, 
pp. 297–307). The party promoted controlled democracy and show 
trials on the shop floor to fight arbitrariness, corruption, and incompe-
tence, as well as lack of zeal and disobedience. What was the result? Sheila 
Fitzpatrick believes that it was relatively effective: peasants vented their 
hatred and “were increasing their influence over the selection and removal 
of kolkhoz chairmen” (Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 310).

The campaigns of 1936 all declared the goal of improving the work-
ings of the political system. The state manipulated the discussion of the 
constitution, channeling it in the desired direction, inter alia to incite the 
population against the bureaucracy.

6.3    Participation: Managed and Voluntary

The key mobilization events around the constitution were the publica-
tion of the draft in newspapers on 12 June, meetings at enterprises and 
companies, rounds of study of the text in seminars (kruzhki), and the 
Extraordinary 8th Congress of Soviets that opened on 25 November in 
Moscow. The culmination of the Congress was Stalin’s speech (doklad) 
about the constitution draft, broadcast by radio across the USSR.

Historians usually emphasize the compulsory character of participa-
tion in Soviet mobilizations. Political scientists in the 1980s concluded 
that Soviet-style participation was primarily ritualistic for both the rul-
ers and the citizens, as it had no impact on the government’s decisions 
but instead fulfilled functions of promoting loyalty and integration. 
Even then, however, some authors recognized that meaningful partici
pation did take place, but often in nonprescribed ways (Difranceisco 
and Gitelman 1984, pp. 603, 607). Later cultural, anthropological, and 
subjectivity studies questioned the view of political participation as only 
masquerade: they drew a more nuanced picture. To scholarly debate 
about resistance and mimicry practices, subjectivity studies introduced 
practices of ideology acquisition and conscious building of the Soviet 
identity (Kotkin 1997). Alexei Yurchak shifts the emphasis from the 
constative dimension of the voting ritual (is there one or several can-
didates?) to the performative dimension: participating in ritualistic acts 
reproduced oneself as a “normal” Soviet person within the system of 
relations (Yurchak 2005, pp. 16, 23, 25). In the state’s determination  
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to control both the behavior and thinking of its citizens, Serhy 
Yekelchyk (2014) also observe more emphasis on the form of partici-
pation (totality, in the case of the constitution campaign), rather than 
on content. Regardless, the party-state could not monitor citizens’ 
beliefs as effectively as their attendance at the meetings. Describing var-
ious forms of participation and their motivations, I argue below that 
even against a backdrop of reported mass passivity, absenteeism, and 
control of the public sphere, with its orchestrated speeches, rituals and 
enthusiasm, there was a measure of autonomous expression during the 
campaign—both public and concealed. In the 1930s, the first Soviet 
generation had not yet exhausted its reserves of trust and enthusiasm. 
The older generation had not withdrawn from the discussion, as they 
had not yet taken state-mandated discourse for granted; for the peo-
ple, the meanings of authoritative discourse had not yet petrified as they 
would in late Stalinism. All of these left the opportunity for meaningful 
participation, negotiation, and interested contribution to the discussion.

The characteristic feature of these events was the emergency mode of 
mobilization typical of all Soviet interwar politics. The Bolsheviks, who 
opposed the whole world with their socialist project, understood even 
after the end of the Civil War their position as one of permanent emer-
gency, which legitimized in peacetime the wartime practices such as 
mobilizations, the suspension of law, mass operations, expropriations, 
hostage-taking, deportations, and concentration camps. The sign of 
such an emergency mode was mass meetings at night: Stalin’s speech on 
the constitution started at 5 p.m. on 25 November in Moscow and was 
broadcast live in Vladivostok at midnight on 26 November (a seven-hour 
time difference). Newspapers reported that citizens of the Soviet Far East 
did not sleep that night and for the first time listened to the voice of the 
beloved leader at their enterprises, on the streets, or at home (Bullard 
2000).3 Leningrad and Kiev workers listened to the text of the constitu-
tion broadcast on the radio at 11 p.m. This was not a unique case. The 
announcement of the new state loan campaign was broadcast by radio at 
7 p.m. on 1 July 1936 and was immediately followed by meetings at fac-
tories and plants. At 11 p.m., the evening shift workers, instead of going 
home to sleep, demonstrated their enthusiasm at the conference halls by 
publicly lending their monthly salary to the state. Komsomol meetings 

3 Loudspeakers on the streets worked all day long in the 1930s and became the back-
ground noise of the epoch.
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were sometimes convoked on state holidays—during workers’ private 
time. Obviously, on the workshop floor this night-mode was a way for 
party organizers to demonstrate their zeal in mobilization. In more gen-
eral cultural terms, it was a dramatic intrusion of state politics into the 
private sphere and into personal, even intimate, time. Such a style corre-
sponded to the pattern of warlike relations between the Soviet state and 
society and to the Bolsheviks’ paroxysmal attempts to secure control over 
society.

In the 1920s and 1930s, the government dealt with any crisis as if 
it were still engaged in a military operation and reproduced a perma-
nent state of emergency (fearing foreign intervention at almost any 
moment), as evidenced by regular war scares, the most significant in 
1923 and 1927. Mass mobilizations belong to those wartime methods 
with which the state managed society in peacetime—expropriations, 
surveillance, cataloging, and finally extralegality and mass repressions. 
In the atmosphere of a besieged fortress, an important function of all 
mobilization campaigns was the overstraining of all resources, includ-
ing human, and the directing of them toward the grand goal of build-
ing a strong socialist state in the shortest possible time. John Scott, 
a young American who worked in Magnitogorsk as a welder in the 
1930s, wrote, “Ever since 1931 or thereabouts, the Soviet Union has 
been at war and the people have been sweating, shedding blood and 
tears. People were wounded and killed, women and children froze to 
death, millions starved, thousands were court-martialed and shot in 
the campaigns of collectivization and industrialization. I would wager 
that Russia’s battle of ferrous metallurgy alone involved more casualties 
than the battle of the Marne. All during the thirties the Russian people 
were at war” (Scott 1989, p. 5).

The core requirement of all mobilizations was active political par-
ticipation. Active, informed, and responsible citizen participation in 
civic affairs is a prerequisite of democracy (Almond and Verba 1989, 
p. 9). In Russia, mass participation saw its high point in 1917 during 
elections to the Constituent Assembly. While volunteerism is assumed 
to be a feature of democracy, a specific mode of participation was 
formed in the USSR under conditions of pressure and manipulation. 
Effective mass participation in decision-making changed its charac-
ter during the 1920s, being gradually restricted and subdued by the 
party as soon as democratic bodies, such as soviets, unions, and factory 
committees, were deprived of decision-making power. The new system 
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of party–society relations was established: a public display of support 
for the regime in exchange for certain rewards and privileges (Pirani 
2008, pp. 95–6). Finally, the decade saw a drop in election turnout 
(especially in 1922–1924), the growth of absenteeism, the decline of 
village self-government, closing of public associations and implanting 
of state-controlled entities instead. When political participation took a 
resistant or independent-from-the-state form—such as workers’ strikes, 
the Peasant Union movement, or the unfavorable results of elections 
(for the Bolsheviks) to the soviets in 1927 (which were finally can-
celed)—such political activity was crushed or otherwise strangled, 
either by repression or by the establishment of controlled proxies like 
the Committees of Mutual Help in the villages, the Renovation branch 
in the Orthodox Church, or, in a cultural dimension, the manufactur-
ing of pseudo-folklore. In the 1930s, when public associations came 
under state control, some islands of grassroots politics remained alive, 
though in limited semiunderground forms.

When the draft of the constitution was published on 12 June for the 
all-nation discussion, citizens were already well trained in the Soviet 
mode of participation. According to the Soviet ethos, every true Soviet 
citizen, a New Man and Woman, should “demonstrate activeness or civic 
participation”; nonparticipation was a sign of disloyalty (Alexopoulos 
2006, p. 523). Pressure from above intertwined with tactics of social 
mimicry and conformism at the bottom. The workers and peasants 
learned the rules of everyday political life and accepted their duty to par-
take in mass Soviet social events. Together with various personal interests 
and obedience, we will see as a motive active citizens’ commitment to 
contribute to decision-making.

Who were the authors of the comments in the discussion? 
Determining which social, age, gender, and ethnic groups they belonged 
to is not easy. The positions of the authors were not always speci-
fied in the TsIK or OGPU reports and were absent from scarce statis-
tics, though usually identified in the letters. Fluidity of social identity 
in this period contributed to the ambiguity—represented, for example, 
in the social status of the diarist Andrei Arzhilovsky, a peasant, pris-
oner, and worker. There is an impression that the majority of comments 
came from peasants, reflecting their preeminence in the population and 
their political awakening in the 1920s through to the beginning of the 
1930s. Next, the intelligentsia and employees were a well-represented 
group. Though the workers were more literate than the peasants, they 
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were a smaller group, and many fewer comments came from the facto-
ries and plants. Such distribution of social positions among those who 
contributed to the discussion confirms, first, the state of the declassing 
of workers during the 1920s, and second, the fusion of peasants into 
the working class in the 1930s and the poor qualifications and marginal 
consciousness of these new workers. A worker at the Putilov plant in 
Leningrad complained in 1930 that “there are no more high qualified 
workers—where had they gone?” (Shaporina 2012, p. 94). This social 
process was called the “peasantization” of cities by David Hoffmann and 
the “archaization” of culture by Moshe Lewin.

We can also hear the women’s voices, though not many: housewives, 
for example, demanded the right to nominate candidates to the sovi-
ets. Female collective farmers were well represented in the pages of the 
newspapers, clearly following a politically correct balance of images, but 
much fewer were found in NKVD or TsIK svodki. Very few voices of 
Soviet nationalities found their way to the reports, with the exception 
of Ukrainians. National issues are almost absent from the svodki, except 
for some discontent against the right of the republics to exit the Soviet 
Union granted in the constitution.4 The dominant commentators were 
male Russians and, secondarily, the Ukrainians.

With our focus on the lower strata population unaffiliated with 
the regime, we cannot forget the articulate group of activists (aktiv) 
whose voices impressed the chart of popular opinions—the party, 
soviet, and trade union members, Komsomol, a new elite of nominees  
(vydvizhentsy), administrative apparatus, the Godless League (at least 3.5 
million), demobilized Red Army soldiers, and cultural mediators like 
the worker and peasant correspondents. These groups profited from the 
social changes and consciously participated and managed the discussion. 
The number of such aktiv was said in March 1939 to comprise 5 mil-
lion (Barber 1990, p. 10). We will see that their comments could favor 
the new constitution but also reject the new liberties granted to the per-
ceived enemies.

The obligatory nature of political participation in the USSR makes it 
difficult to evaluate its civic potential. The campaign of official solicita-
tion in the press and the open pressure from party organizers at public 
meetings took various forms. The practice of locking the factory gates 

4 Nationality issues are excluded from this study.
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to keep people in the conference hall after work hours was very common 
(Kozlov 1992, p. 274) (Photo 6.1). A diary describes a street scene from 
30 August 1937 in Krasnodar :

A girl leaps out past the checkpoint at the entrance of the Chapaev fac-
tory and takes off running down the street, lickety-split. The guard 
rushes after her, yelling at the top of his voice: “I’ll show you how to run 
away from a lecture!” But the “criminal” Klochkova escaped. The guard 
Zheltobryushenko gave up the chase and returned to “take up his post” 
again, closing and locking the front door behind him. Zheltobryushenko 
has been given unambiguous instructions by Ivankin, the cultural director: 
“Keep people in!” It’s not the first time the factory has used this method 
to achieve “100 percent attendance” at lectures and meetings. (Garros 
et al. 1997, p. 40) 

The most inventive party organizers resorted to tricks to secure full 
attendance. In Kabardino-Balkarian autonomous oblast’, the public 
went to the cinema, but instead of watching a movie they were pressed 
to discuss the constitution. Those who protested and demanded their 
money back were detained by the NKVD at 1 o’clock in the morning 
after the movie was finally shown (RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 78; 
Siegelbaum and Sokolov 2004, pp. 128–9). A. Arzhilovsky described a 
typical meeting:

Photo 6.1  The students of the Lesgaft State Institute of Physical Education 
and Sport in Leningrad discussing the draft of the constitution. Photographer 
unknown. Courtesy of the Central State Archives of Documentary Films, 
Photographs, and Sound Recordings, Saint-Petersburg (TsGAKFFD SPb)
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Ordzhonikidze5 died. … There was an assembly at the factory. … It was 
deadly dull, it dragged on and on, and the speakers had to be forced to 
go on stage. They elect the Presidium for the meeting. The audience is 
restless and noisy, and at first you can’t hear the speaker. … The speech 
ends. The director addresses the audience: “Who will be speaking next, 
comrades?” Dead silence. “No volunteers?” the director insists, and a 
threatening tone creeps into his voice. Eventually one party member, then 
another, forced out a few words proposing that the factory, to commem-
orate the death of the staunch Bolshevik, should increase its productivity, 
and so on. They speak without emotion, without inspiration, following a 
memorized formula. Seshukov, the cultural director, a special settler, also 
says a few words about saving the Socialist Kopecks, the Socialist Boards. 
This particular speaker would have gone on and on, right up to [saving] 
the Socialist Nails.6 All of them talked about our “obligation.” … It came 
down to concrete proposals. The director solicited specific suggestions … 
Ultimately the specific details were dragged out of us by force: in January 
we gave 113.4 per cent [rise of productivity]; in February we need to give 
no less than 115. (Garros et al. 1997, p. 147)

The task of the organizers—keeping people in and pressing them to 
discuss the constitution—was not easy in the cities and even more dif-
ficult in the villages, which faced a new wave of hunger in the summer 
of 1936 and massive flight from the kolkhozes. “A kolkhoznik is not 
up to discussing the constitution because he is almost starving,” as a 
rural organizer explained the low attendance (Berelowitch and Danilov 
2012, p. 345). A student said in a postwar interview, “We found all the 
propaganda very dull and the worst lessons in school were the lessons 
on the constitution. They talked so much and so frequently about the 
constitution that nobody listened, and they just sat back with their ears 
closed, and as a result most of the children could not even memorize 
the numbers of the articles of the constitution and the text, although 
they had been over it a hundred times” (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 11, 
Case 143, p. 30; Schedule A, Vol. 36, Case 431, p. 17). Almost 20% 
of the respondents in the Harvard Project, however, cited the agitation 

5 G. K. Ordzhonikidze, member of the Politburo, minister of heavy industry. Committed 
suicide in February 1937.

6 Arzhilovsky is sarcastic here, referring to the Soviet campaign to fight the waste of 
resources.



6  SOVIET SOCIOPOLITICAL MOBILIZATIONS   85

meetings to be an important source of news—after the newspapers, 
word of mouth, and radio (Inkeles and Bauer 1959, p. 163).

Political participation for ordinary people in Stalin’s USSR meant 
a sham display of loyalty, playing by the rules of the game, a ritual of 
conformity (Photo 6.2). Participation, however, also provided a vent 
for discontent and a channel of communication to the rulers. Despite 
the pressure and the imposition of a grand normative agenda through 
newspapers, even in these unfree conditions, outbursts of unorthodox 
comments often took place at the meetings and seminars, alongside the 
politically correct speeches,7 against, for example, collective farms, pov-
erty, and the arbitrariness of the bureaucrats (RGASPI f. 17, op. 120,  

7 Just one example: “I, a holder of a state order, A. A. Gavrilov, have read the draft of the 
Constitution. All its articles I approve with the great joy. … Many thanks go to our great 
party and government, to the leader of the people, comrade Stalin, for liberation from the 
yoke of capitalism!” (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 804–5).

Photo 6.2  Discussion of the constitution. 1936. Photographer unknown. 
Courtesy of the Central State Archives of Documentary Films, Photographs, and 
Sound Recordings, Saint-Petersburg (TsGAKFFD SPb)
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d. 232, l. 52). People used the constitution discussion meetings as 
a venue to voice their grievances and discontent. At the discussion 
meeting in Kistendei raion, Saratov krai, collective farmer K. P. Levin 
recommended elimination of the kolkhozes, payment of a salary to peas-
ants instead of “workdays”,8 and to allow the private trade of grain.  
In Karamysh raion, Saratov krai, the deputy chair of the village soviet, 
Shatalin, said at the meeting, “All Soviet power is built on a lie. The 
Communists deceive peasants and levy unbearable taxes.” Both were 
arrested. The democratic nature of the constitution opened the window 
for the public expression of opinions incompatible with the dictatorial 
regime—such as support for equality of rights, and freedom of religion 
and associations. At another meeting, the deputy chair of the kolkhoz 
in the village of Nevezhkino, Fimushkin, suggested organizing Peasant 
Unions. “But the Soviet government would not permit this. If you 
demand it—they will imprison you. Here is freedom of speech for you!” 
(TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860, ll. 7–8).9

During the discussion, NKVD officer Lupekin summarized the 
state of mind and the “counterrevolutionary” demands of residents in 
Leningrad oblast’, including leaders of the kolkhozes and village sovi-
ets: “1. Peasants’ jealousy of workers. 2. Defeatist mood. 3. Demands 
to stop state management of kolkhoz life and for liberation from the 
state’s procurement obligations. 4. Rumors that the constitution is a lie.  
5. Demands to return exiled kulaks and their possessions and property. 
6. Demands to open all churches and to ban antireligious propaganda. 
Anti-Semitic feeling” (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, p. 355). The sur-
veillance bodies in their svodki reproduced their black-and-white, con-
spiratorial political imagination, which needs clarification to make sense. 
Translated from corporate OGPU jargon, “jealousy” meant peasants’ 
demands for the full rights possessed by city workers. “Defeatism” meant 
the anticipation of war as liberation from the Bolsheviks. Next came 
anti-kolkhoz protests. Demands for religious freedom corresponded to 
the new constitution, although they were called “counterrevolutionary” 
by Lupekin. As especially dangerous, Lupekin noted in his svodka, was 
the peasants’ agitation for their integration into the political organization 

8 A measure of labor in the collective farms included monetary and in-kind portions.
9 Top Secret. Main Administration of State Security (GUGB). Special information about 

negative comments during the course of the report campaign in the soviets and discussion 
on the USSR constitution draft in Saratov krai. 15 November 1936.
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to oppose the state “because the state did not care about us.” It was 
exactly the freedom of political associations declared in the constitution. 
An information summary by comrade Lupekin actually reflected the 
typical demands common for all regions of the country and that were 
repeated endlessly in numerous documents of various origins.

Labeling these demands as “counterrevolutionary” tells us much 
about the inertia of the apparatus and its resistance to the enforced 
agenda of liberties. Moreover, local officials’ denigration of popular 
approval for the constitution’s liberties (especially in relation to for-
mer enemies—clergy, individual farmers, and kulaks) exemplifies the 
dichotomy of Soviet life. The constitution embodied the discursive 
dimension of new official norms, encouraging patterns of thinking and 
speech—“achievements of socialism,” “fraternity of peoples,” “life 
became joyful,” “all paths are open for youth,” and so forth. These for-
mulas imposed a new representation of the social environment or, in 
other words, constructed a social reality. To survive and to be success-
ful, people had to learn these speech patterns—how and where to “speak 
Bolshevik.” This normative language and behavior in line with official 
ideology (joyful demonstrations, political participation, and elections) 
permanently conflicted with the everyday dimension and its naked real-
ities, where common sense ruled, like food lines and the threat of arrest. 
Like many commoners, the officials instinctively felt that the political 
ideals of legality and liberalism were very different from the powerful 
operating norms of a polity—extralegality, intolerance, aggressiveness, 
personal connections, patron–client relations—particularly as these 
norms had just recently been endorsed in official discourse (for exam-
ple, “enemies are everywhere”).10 The idea of looming socialism inspired 
and consoled the majority, yet they had to live their earthly life accord-
ing to its informal rules. It was a specific skill—choosing the right reg-
ister, either representation according to ideological norms or action 
according to operational (by default) norms. Liubov’ Shaporina offers a 
vision of this dichotomy when she noted in her diary the inconsistency 
of the grim, gray faces of the crowd on Nevsky Prospect and the joy-
ful songs on the radio. “Noise, the crowds of ragged, yellow, emaciated, 
embittered people; frenetic loudspeakers on the corners, ignored by 
everybody, deafen … the crowd by joyful fox-trots and Roma songs …  
and [are] installed purposefully to confuse and disorient the people” 

10 See discussion of the dichotomist nature of Soviet life in Yurchak (2005, pp. 8–29).
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(Shaporina 2012, pp. 92, 182).11 The enforced agenda encouraged one 
kind of speech pattern and discouraged other patterns, thus covering up 
real events (famine, arrests, peasants’ revolts), making them taboo and 
nonexistent. Conflicting formal and informal norms made the Soviet 
people swing like a pendulum to survive (Kotkin 1997)—for example, 
within the framework of the invited criticism narrative.

The critique, solicited in the party, soviet, and constitution cam-
paigns, implied some limits: it channeled popular dissatisfaction to spe-
cific targets, like local “bureaucrats,” but of course not the higher-ups 
in the Kremlin, and not Soviet policies. Despite solicitation, complaints 
about the misery of life, lawfulness, oppression, arbitrariness, or state-
ments of disbelief were often followed by repression. Those who did not 
understand these limits to the criticism might pay with their freedom or 
life. A respondent of the Harvard Project recalled: “In 1936 there was 
a meeting about the constitution … The school director led the meet-
ing. My father said there, ‘All this is a lie.’ Three months later he was 
called to the NKVD, then … they came, searched our home, and took 
my father … Then came the trial—it was conducted by the troika [extra-
legal court commission]; six witnesses were present. The director of the 
school chose them. Father was convicted according to the paragraph 58 
[of Criminal Code]—six years in jail and three years of deprivation of 
civil rights” (HPSSS Schedule B, Vol. 16, Case 358, p. 3). This story 
and pronouncements by kolkhozniks Levin, Shatalin, and Fimushkin show 
that despite the arrests, unconventional opinions were voiced publicly, 
even at official meetings, not to mention during informal conversations 
eavesdropped on and registered by the NKVD.

Besides the controlled venues, another medium—unorganized indi-
vidual recommendations in personal, group, or anonymous letters to 
the leaders, TsIK, and newspapers—provided an outlet for more inde-
pendent and authentic views. Among the comments cataloged by TsIK, 
individual recommendations comprised 13.5%, or up to 25% according 
to other estimates (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, l. 125; RGASPI f. 5, 
op. 1, d. 232, l. 53; Berkhin 1972). My impression from their vernacular 
is that unorganized individual comments in general are more authentic, 
spontaneous, and personalized than speeches at the manipulated public 
meetings, which were bloated with clichés, suggesting that people were  

11 Entries from 1930 and 1934.
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not only pressed to participate but also volunteered. Not only personal 
interests but also civic virtues and the desire to contribute to deci-
sion-making were well articulated in the individual letters. A collective 
farmer, F. M. Pilindina, from Bogucharsky raion, Voronezh oblast’, was 
obviously moved by civic feeling when she wrote to the newspaper:

Maybe some people are timid to write, but I will write the truth, every-
one’s opinion. All praise Soviet power that it seized all property from the 
landowners; all express gratitude for the Soviet government’s position 
against the war, but [in reality] all are discontented with the kolkhoz; all 
sit hungry in the corners, afraid to speak … Even I see that people do not 
want to work in the kolkhoz; why does the editorial board not hear this? I 
hear the talk among the people, but at the meetings they are afraid to tell, 
that … we are working and working in the kolkhoz but have nothing to eat. 
(RGASPI f. 5, op. 1, d. 232, l. 83)

This compendium of recommendations from outside the mass meet-
ings, besides other possible motives, represented political awareness 
and the elements of civic consciousness on the part of the population. 
Evidence of informed and responsible citizen participation in civic affairs 
found confirmation in the writings of the subjectivity school, which 
approaches Stalinist society from another perspective—focusing on the 
personal trajectory of ideology acquisition. The authors discuss that 
the Soviet regime’s claims, incorporating the individual lives of the cit-
izens into a larger continuum of a historical fight for socialism, became 
attractive to many people. Ideas of self-perfection, social activism, and 
self-expression found resonance in the souls of the younger generation 
and inspired romantics from other groups, more so as the state provided 
rewards and incentives. The constitution depicted the desirable goal that 
was just around the corner. Participation in the construction of socialism 
gave self-validation, meaning, and historical purpose to the lives of com-
mon people (Hellbeck 2009) deprived of the prospect of religious salva-
tion by the Communist-atheists.

Questions at the meetings and seminars recorded by organizers were 
another medium that represented this spontaneous primary level of pop-
ular understanding of the constitution, and were a form of political par-
ticipation. Leningrad workers asked, “Is it secrecy of correspondence 
when the post office opens the letters, especially coming from abroad?” 
“As soon as we expand the Soviet democracy in full, could we grant an 
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amnesty to the White Guard emigrants?”12 “Will freedom of press and 
assembly be expanded to everybody?” “Will religious processions on the 
streets be permitted?” To such difficult questions the lecturer answered: 
“This is a dark issue. Nobody can explain this” (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 
2, d. 2059, ll. 47–8, 61, 63). Those lecturers who recorded the ques-
tions would probably have refrained from censoring them, aware of the 
possible informers also reporting on the meeting. A village schoolteacher 
later recalled:

The villagers were keen to argue, but soon they found out that what was 
wanted was not their opinion, but their acceptance of the agitator’s opin-
ion. I remember well such meetings, where papers were read and inter-
preted for the people. At first, there were many questions coming from 
the listeners, but later a rule was introduced, according to which all ques-
tioners had to be recorded in the minutes of the meeting. This discour-
aged further discussion and questions. Attendance at such meetings was 
compulsory. I myself remember going to such information meetings at the 
time the new constitution was discussed. People were very eager to learn 
all the details as to how the new electoral law would operate and were 
obviously pleased when it was pointed out that from now on they them-
selves could nominate several candidates through the various organiza-
tions. I can never forget the feeling of general disappointment when, after 
the meeting, the agitator suggested that we should nominate Stalin. The 
1936 Constitution turned out to be a complete fake. It promised some 
changes, but none were enacted in fact. (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 34, Case 
494, p. 28)

Another initiative at the grassroots level after the draft publication was 
the infrequent, spontaneous informal gatherings of believers, peasants, 
and intelligentsia who discussed the constitution’s innovations and pos-
sible implications for their fate—for example, the meeting of 50 priests in 
Belgorod and 13 priests with 40 activists in Leningrad oblast’. Local offi-
cials and the NKVD reported these unauthorized, though totally consti-
tutional, gatherings with great suspicion, mostly as anti-Soviet collusions 
(GARF f. 5263, op. 1, d. 32, l. 8; Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, p. 284). 
By virtue of its protective function, the NKVD saw any political activity 
beyond the official limits as a threat to the regime. How intimately the 
constitution impressed many citizens we see from the diaries; not only 

12 The White Guard military fled abroad after the civil war.
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the elite—Mikhail Prishvin, Kornei Chukovsky, Georgy Mirsky, Nikolai 
Ustrialov, Vladimir Vernadsky, and Lubov’ Shtange—but also a peasant, 
Andrei Arzhilovsky, and schoolgirls Nina Kosterina and Nina Lugovskaia 
discussed it. As soon as the constitution expanded benefits and rights, it 
received interested attention from peasants, especially from groups previ-
ously discriminated against. It also challenged common political practices 
and inspired new hopes, thus securing interest and curiosity, at least in the 
first months.

Despite involuntary participation, numerous statements about every-
day hardships and arbitrariness at the heavily controlled meetings, the 
large corpus of individual reactions (diaries, letters), and the fact of 
spontaneous gatherings of citizens—all demonstrated voluntary political 
engagement. In the documentation that the campaign left to historians, 
we hear much more than the voices of passive recipients, supplicants and 
obedient subjects. Numerous nonconformist comments, including those 
rejecting either kolkhozes or democratic innovations, speak not only of 
discontent but also of the genuine interest of citizens. Political partici-
pation can take various forms in history—in democratic countries more 
effective forms than in authoritarian regimes. Comments show the plu-
rality and diversity of beliefs and behavior behind the official façade of 
monolithic consensus. Among a variety of possible motives for participa-
tion—genuine enthusiasm, obedience, self-preservation, pragmatic career 
motives, display of loyalty, desire to join the mainstream, or spontaneous 
outburst of discontent—some citizens were stimulated by the civic values 
of self-realization, political engagement, and the desire to contribute to 
governing usually associated with conscious responsible citizenship.

The participants who contributed to the discussion accepted this for-
mat enthusiastically as it provided one more channel to raise and nego-
tiate their concerns with officials. Moreover, it seemed to grant them 
the status of citizens, in opposition to the “supplicant” posture, tradi-
tional for the old path of letter writing to those in power. Citizen sta-
tus granted the participants the right to speak with the government as 
equals, to correct the law and even criticize, if not the regime itself, its 
bureaucrats. Worth mentioning here is the great share of peasant voices 
who demonstrated once again that they could behave not like subjects 
but citizens who relied on law, rights, and liberties.

While letter writing per se is often referred to in the literature as 
a traditional peasant practice of communicating grievances about 
the “boyars” to the monarch, the rise of epistolary activity in the 
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USSR13—letters, complaints, denunciations—can stimulate us to read 
this practice in terms of the modernization of society. Besides a grow-
ing literacy, the scale of letter writing characterized the new quality of 
communication and the need for civil and creative self-expression. In 
this way, the common people, though hardly literate, internalized the 
emancipating impulse of the Revolution that now gave them the right 
to express themselves (also in diaries and amateur poetry) and to speak 
for their rights and citizenship (Hellbeck 1996, p. 83). Overall, the peas-
ants’ aspirations to convey their opinions to the powerful manifested 
an emerging sense of belonging to the polity—a trait of modern iden-
tity. Certainly, we cannot ignore the fact that a significant share of this 
communication was parochial by nature, requesting welfare or individ-
ual benefits. The increase in Soviet citizens’ epistolary activity was, of 
course, a consequence of their limited options to influence decision-mak-
ing (Fitzpatrick 1994, pp. 16, 259; 1996). It also reflected the atomiza-
tion of society when individual or anonymous forms of expression (letter 
writing) predominated over collective actions.

Both peasants and workers eagerly accepted the duty associated in 
official discourse with citizenship—the duty to report inefficiencies of 
the system and corrupt bureaucrats. The peculiar Soviet understanding 
of such duty finally generated a flood of denunciations—both disinter-
ested (guided by ideological or civic motives) and interested (settling 
personal scores), as Fitzpatrick distinguished—another form of political 
participation.

6.4  T  he Soviet Public Sphere in the 1930s

The constitution campaign belonged to an officially constructed public 
sphere aimed at homogenizing society along socialist lines and creat-
ing a New Soviet Man and Woman. Found in the niches of institution-
alized ideology were alternative public spheres (Rittersporn et al. 2003,  
pp. 423–52). Many nonconformist comments indicated the existence of 
such alternative public spaces.

Soviet public spaces seem nonexistent from the perspective of  
the normative liberal model of the public sphere. According to the-
ory, the important conditions of liberal culture are market competition, 

13 Krestianskaia Gazeta, between 1923 and 1933, received 5 million letters.
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and the existence of a public and private sphere. At a first glance, none 
seemed to exist in the Stalinist USSR. But with a second look at the 
society, we find a “gray” market and citizens competing for their posi-
tions and place in life, and also networks of independent critical commu-
nications. Even in authoritarian states, public spaces, as nongovernment 
communicative structures facilitating a dialogue about matters of gen-
eral concern, can emerge as the result of autonomous social develop-
ment, sometimes in a subversive underground (Osterhammel 2014,  
pp. 596–7). Notwithstanding conformism, some autonomy and private 
and public spheres continued to exist. People discussed political events 
and expressed independent opinions in spite of their awareness of sur-
veillance and the threat of arrest. They acted according to their own 
views and understanding—for example, protesting, migrating, reopening 
churches without permission, or demanding the sanction of a procurator 
during an arrest, following the letter of the constitution (see Chapter 9).

Under specific conditions, the public spaces could take a variety of 
forms: in the Soviet case, for example, self-organization in the form of 
religious communities; the charity network of the old intelligentsia help-
ing political prisoners; Cossack choirs14; or the world of rumors, ditties, 
and anecdotes. Even endless critical talks in the food queues could signal 
an underground fire of autonomous expression. The network of religious 
communities surrounding priests or the “church twenty” (dvadtsatka) 
committees was the most influential public sphere infrastructure, akin 
to passive-resistance communities, which were perceived as a threat by 
the dictatorship. Between 1918 and 1932, several religious-enlighten-
ment fraternities and semilegal religious-philosophical circles existed in 
Leningrad, the most well known being the Alexandro-Nevsky fraternity. 
It united mostly the laity—young people and intellectuals. The fraterni-
ties were crushed in 1932 (Shkarovsky 2003). Religious discourse in the 
discussion will be covered in Chapter 10.

With the appearance of political inmates in the USSR, a few charita-
ble activities lingered, helping families of the repressed. Pompolit, the 
officially registered organization of E. P. Peshkov, the first wife of the 

14 The NKVD reported: “In the Cossack village Novomysskaia … Merkulov recruited 
only Whiteguardists and church people into the Cossack choir. He states: ‘You should learn 
how to live with this pack of robbers [Communists] and how to cope with this iron heel. I 
conduct the choir, dance, I perform as a Soviet person, but inside I tremble from malice’” 
(Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, p. 319).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_10
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writer M. Gorky, functioned in Moscow to help political prisoners from 
1922 to 1938. Peshkov used her personal connections with the chiefs 
of security police—F. Dzerzhinsky and then R. Menzhinsky—to provide 
limited support for prisoners and exiles, and information to their rela-
tives (Markov 1978). A less organized form was a network of the intelli-
gentsia that provided often anonymous donations to the relatives of the 
repressed or people in need—a kind of “clandestine society.” The poets 
Anna Akhmatova, Osip Mandelstam, his widow, and the writer Mikhail 
Zoschenko—cut by officialdom from any employment or sources of 
income—lived on such impersonal donations for several years.

Formal charity was forbidden by the Soviet government. The Catholic 
clergy group of 19 was arrested in April 1936 in Kiev for collecting 
donations for those convicted of counterrevolutionary crimes. Stalin’s 
resolution: “Exile them to camp for 5 years” (Khaustov 2003, p. 752). 
Informal charity united people with similar views and values, but not 
only among the intelligentsia. Such activities existed in other groups—
of criminals (obschak), Old Believers, Jews, and other national commu-
nities—an indication of clandestine self-organization. After the war, this 
tradition engendered both A. Sakharov’s fund to help the children of 
political prisoners and A. Solzhenitsyn’s fund. When we read the dia-
ries of Shaporina, Prishvin, engineer Popov (1998), and the memoirs 
of Nadezhda Mandelstam, we see the “islands of separateness” in the 
totalitarian environment: not only the “private sphere” that engineer 
Popov fenced around his life, but a community of like-minded per-
sons surrounding Liubov’ Shaporina or Nadezhda Mandelstam, who 
spoke their own language, shared values, and lived according to certain 
moral norms—decency, honor, mercy, and dignity—very different from 
the official Soviet norms. Though these people usually saw through 
Communist politics and barely took part in the mobilization “games” 
of writing to newspapers, the voices of this liberal subculture were still 
heard in the discussion—for example, in the suggestion of engineer 
Glebov from Leningrad, who recommended allowing the political parties 
to prevent discontent from going underground (RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, 
d. 232, l. 52).

Another unofficial system of communication was a world of rumors 
that played an important role in the countryside (in parallel with the 
anecdote culture in the urban world). Influential narratives in the 1930s 
included apocalyptic views of Communists and collective farms as a 
sign of the doom, “Bartholomew night” anticipations of a massacre of  
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the Communists and activists, expectations of foreign intervention as a 
liberation, and so forth. Uncensored ditties (chastushki) were another 
form of popular autonomous expression. Officials called this “hidden 
transcript” practice “kulaks’ agitprop” (propaganda) and took it very 
seriously. They used a tactic of creating proxy folklore by urging folk 
bards to manufacture songs and tales glorifying the new age, its leaders, 
and constitution (Miller 1991; Piaskovsky 1930; Azadovsky 1934). Half 
of the respondents of the Harvard Project mentioned word of mouth 
as a source of information, with two out of three persons in this con-
stituency citing it as the “most important” (Inkeles and Bauer 1959,  
p. 164). The underworld of rumors in the political and cultural context 
of Stalinism served as a surrogate public space, uncontrollable by the 
official world and opposed to the “staged public sphere.”

The informal exchange of ideas in society was vivid and vibrant 
enough for Sheila Fitzpatrick to conclude: “We have found a pub-
lic, though not one of Western ‘bourgeois’ type, and this public has its 
opinion even if this opinion is elaborated and exchanged not in a coffee 
house but over the bottle of vodka split three ways between strangers 
in a stairwell.” Sarah Davies recognized “a remarkably efficient unofficial 
network of information and ideas” in the Soviet Union and rich alterna-
tive discourses—for example, religious or nationalist (Fitzpatrick 2008, 
pp. 24–5; Davies 1997, p. 183). While the state controlled channels of 
public communication, surrogate means of communication lingered.

To challenge the notion of social atomization in totalitarian regimes 
suggested by Hanna Arendt, Sheila Fitzpatrick found new social bonds 
in place of those weakened or destroyed by the government—for 
example, those of kin, class, or milieu. New bonds of the stigmatized, 
strengthened by practices of exclusion, intensified existing bonds in the 
workplace, networks of contacts based on reciprocal favors, patron–client  
networks, and collectives of “politicals” among the convict population. 
These horizontal ties helped Soviet citizens to survive. Evidence of new 
bonds supports the argument that the human need for cooperation gen-
erated autonomous communication even in a repressive dictatorship 
(Fitzpatrick and Lüdtke 2009).

These grassroots public spaces provided a vent for independ-
ent expression and revealed the limits of state control and its efforts 
to totally indoctrinate the population. These islands of separateness 
and “hidden transcripts” of rumors connected individuals into dis-
cursive communities, which under conditions of dictatorship were  
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fragmented and peripheral, lacked political influence, and did not facil-
itate interconnectedness of the whole society. Instead, they lingered as 
embryos of a public sphere, finding expression in the national discus-
sion of the constitution as autonomous, and sometimes liberal, voices in 
the staged public sphere. The development of the public sphere picked 
up momentum after de-Stalinization in the 1950s and 1960s, and later 
in the 1970s became more internationalized (Rittersporn et al. 2003, 
pp. 448–50). Fitzpatrick and Kotkin, however, disbelieved that popu-
lar opinion and a drive for freedom played a decisive role in the 1989–
1991 revolutions, but rather the political decisions of the leadership 
(Fitzpatrick 2014, pp. 379–80).
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In a September 1935 letter, Stalin suggested to Molotov the adoption of 
referenda: “The constitution should consist of (about) 7 chapters … 6.  
Rights and duties of the citizens (civic freedoms, freedom of associations, 
church, and so on). 7. Election system … I think we should introduce 
[a practice of] referendum [underlined by Stalin—OV]” (RGASPI  
f. 558, op. 1, d. 5388, ll. 209–10; Kosheleva et al. 1996, pp. 253–4). The 
Russian wording of the last point (vvesti referendum) implies the intro-
duction of referenda as a general practice, not a specific referendum on 
the constitution. This suggestion was implemented in Article 49: “The 
Presidium TsIK [Central Executive Committee] … conducts a popula-
tion survey (referendum) [as in original—OV] on its own initiative or at  
the demand of one of the Union Republics.” The article uses the Russian 
term vsenarodny opros (survey), which does not necessarily involve vot-
ing, in contrast to the definition of referendum in the Oxford English 
Dictionary: “a general vote by the electorate on a single political ques-
tion.” The constitutional discussion in 1936 did not involve voting and 
the first all-Union referendum took place in the USSR only in March 
1991. Nevertheless, such campaigns of popular discussion without vot-
ing were held in 1927 when Krestianskaia Gazeta invited its readers 
to evaluate in its “All-Union forum” the results of the construction of 
socialism (Velikanova 2013a, pp. 172–5), and then in 1936 to discuss  
the law on abortion.

Why were so many efforts directed at mobilizing popular opinion 
around the constitution?

CHAPTER 7

State’s Goals for the Nationwide  
Discussion

© The Author(s) 2018 
O. Velikanova, Mass Political Culture Under Stalinism, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_7

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_7&domain=pdf


100   O. Velikanova

Official discourse and Soviet historiography announced the goals of 
the discussion as “development of Soviet democracy, communist edu-
cation of the masses, and political participation for fighting all short-
comings and ineffective bureaucracy.” Universal participation in state 
administration was seen as a feature of communism, according to  
N. Bukharin’s and E. Preobrazhensky’s ABC of Communism (1920). 
Historiography translates this into the modern language of social science 
and conceptualizes the goals further: from sampling popular opinion, 
socialization, and enlightenment to a mobilization strategy in order to 
inculcate Stalinist values into society (Sokolov 2009; Getty 1991, p. 23).

1. Monitoring popular moods was among the goals of the campaign 
(Getty 1991, p. 23; Fitzpatrick 1999, p. 178). Authorities were always 
interested in popular opinions: since 1918, they had received regu-
lar secret police, party, Komsomol, and military reports on the political 
mood and memorandums on the secret scanning of private correspond-
ence. Numerous recommendations and comments in the campaign  
were carefully collected and filed, but not for incorporation into the law 
or bringing them into practice: only 20 recommendations and some edi-
torial corrections found their way into the constitution and thousands of 
others were neglected (see Chapter 12). The goal of this monitoring was 
a test for Sovietness (see #3 below).

2. A more obvious function of the discussion of the constitution was 
to educate and infuse the millions herded into conference halls and “red 
corners” with the Soviet ideology. Education, especially political educa-
tion, was a cornerstone of the Enlightenment project and its descend-
ants—the Bolsheviks. They firmly believed in the power of education 
and propaganda to change the human psyche. A younger generation, 
who had no personal experience of capitalism, was educated in Soviet 
schools and the army in the new spirit. But the older generation, with 
their prerevolutionary values, would be reeducated in the system of 
political education—in the classes and seminars where the constitution 
was “studied” in several rounds and via newspapers with their norma-
tive message. It was in this top-down instruction that a sense of politi-
cal community, as an attribute of the New Man and harmonious society, 
would be ideally fostered. These public events guided by the party, cul-
tural workers, and propagandists structured the perception of the new 
law and correspondingly the comments (Photo 7.1).

3. Implicitly, the discussion represented a new way of power legiti-
mation through sham appeals for the direct expression of the people’s 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_12
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will, and, ultimately, to the principle of popular sovereignty. Legitimacy 
is a consensus achieved in the relations between society and politi-
cal power, under which the right of the latter to govern is recognized 
(Medushevsky 2016, p. 113). As a fundamental feature of a political 
regime, legitimacy has at least two main components: on the one hand, 
the perception of the government order as acceptable by the major part 
of society, and on the other, the ruling elite’s confidence in its right to 
exercise power.

After the social disruptions of the first Five-Year Plan, the restora-
tion of balance in society–power relations was vital. When Stalin halted  

Photo 7.1  Political seminar (kruzhok). Note the portrait of Stalin, bust of 
Lenin, and a slogan “Under the banner of Lenin, under the guidance of Stalin, 
forward to Communism.” Leningrad. 1930s. Photographer unknown. Author’s 
family archive
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mass repressions in 1933, he showed his concern about the prestige of 
power: “The method of mass disorderly arrests under the new condi-
tions produces only [a] negative [impression], decreasing the authority 
[avtoritet] of Soviet power” (Kulakov et al. 2005, pp. 153–4; Shearer 
and Khaustov 2015, pp. 143–7). The dictator played softball when use-
ful and hardball when needed, such as during the Great Terror, when 
priorities other than prestige became important to him. In 1937–1938, a 
flood of arrests resulted in a loss of the legitimacy of power in significant 
cross sections of the population.

Any political system tries to project strength and stability to win popu-
lar support. The Harvard Project interviews of the 1950s confirmed that 
the image of a strong regime, a strong military, and a well-articulated 
international mission played an important role in ensuring the loyalty 
of the younger generation and inhibiting any disloyalty in the old one 
(Inkeles and Bauer 1959, p. 285). In 1936, the constitution enhanced 
the legitimacy of the Soviet system in the eyes of both foreign and 
domestic observers, though it was a short-term and not universal phe-
nomenon (Solomon 1996, pp. 191–4). We will see in Chapters 9 and 11 
that many citizens frequently did not believe in the niceties of the new 
law from the very beginning. The rest understood a short while later that 
the constitution did not work in practice—its legal terms actually cloaked 
the antilegal, dictatorial nature of the regime.

As for the Soviet government, it was its permanent concern to rees-
tablish and reconfirm its legitimacy. For a government created in a 
coup, which then disbanded the Constituent Assembly and triggered 
a civil war, these were not easy tasks, especially when the major prom-
ise of the Bolsheviks to bring “improvement of life” to the population 
was not achieved. According to Max Weber, of three types of legiti-
macy—traditional, charismatic, and legal—the charismatic or revolu-
tionary mode, being unstable, compels the government to constantly 
confirm its right to rule by incessant victories and frequent appeals to 
the cult of the charismatic leader. The weak self-confidence of the gov-
ernment produced sporadic panics among the party elite, as in the days 
of Lenin’s illness and death in 1923–1924 and during the War Scare of 
1927 (Velikanova 2001, pp. 51–2, 67–89). Though the legitimacy of the 
regime tends to increase with its longevity,1 especially in the eyes of the 

1 According to Rose, in durable systems, support becomes a matter of habit, because it is 
the only one people know (Rose et al. 2011, p. 16).
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younger generation, the insecurity of the Soviet rulers about their pop-
ular support produced recurring mobilization campaigns and ultimately 
repressions to intimidate and excise the doubters. Fear of a “fifth col-
umn” and conspiracies speaks clearly about the permanent anxiety at the 
top. The party’s self-perception of isolation from society pushed it to 
incessantly solicit evidence of popular support and to stage political per-
formances in organizing mass demonstrations, festivals, and campaigns. 
Suspecting a lack of genuine loyalty on the part of the majority of the 
population and seeking legitimation, the party did not know any means 
of governing other than mobilization and intimidation. Scholars inter-
preted the connection between a heightened feeling of external threat 
and waves of domestic repressions as a reflection of the deep insecurity 
of the Soviet government (Hoffmann 2011, p. 207; Velikanova 2013b, 
pp. 73, 88; Getty 1991, p. 34). Seeking to enhance its legitimacy, the 
state aimed to complement the revolutionary mode of legitimacy with 
the legal, or bureaucratic, type in Weber’s categorization and presented 
a nationwide discussion as a direct exercise of the people’s sovereignty. 
By the very fact of participating in the discussion, the population would 
give the government a legal mandate to rule. The writer Mikhail Prishvin 
expressed it this way: “The government will now have to draw on the 
people [’s will]. That is why they start speaking so often of the ‘people’ 
and I had [finally] believed in the constitution.” In his diary entry from 
4 December, the day of adoption of the constitution, he perspicaciously 
explained the goal of the discussion in religious terms: “[The govern-
ment] is quite sincere [about the constitution] and expects real hosannas 
[expressing gratitude for salvation], that is, expressions of the authentic 
feelings of the people, and then, after they are confident of the genu-
ineness of the hosannas, [they will] say, ‘Now lettest Thou Thy servant 
depart in peace’2 [nyne otpuskaesh s mirom raba tvoego]: speak, write 
whatever you want freely [vasha volia].” This exclamation is appropri-
ate when a big enterprise is completed or a great goal achieved. Prishvin 
meant that the discussion was a kind of test for Sovietness, after which 
freedom would be allowed (Prishvin 2010, pp. 298, 382). The turn to 
mass repressions in 1937 implied that society did not pass the test.

4. In other terms, the nationwide discussion was an orches-
trated exercise in political conformity. It was a case of sociopolitical 

2 Song of Simeon (Luke 2:29).
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mobilization—an important feature of Stalinism intended to control the 
public and involve it in activities that shaped attitudes and perceptions. 
It was one of the modern state instruments of social management—“to 
empower and enthuse the masses so that they might be willing to con-
tribute fully to the state’s goals” (Priestland 2007, p. 35). It showed its 
effectiveness in the extraordinary situation of World War I in all com-
batant countries. The war showed that modern states had now acquired 
the technological ability to control their populations at a new level and 
to direct them toward state goals through new forms of mass mobiliza-
tion, surveillance, registration techniques, policing, and excisionary state 
violence. Total mass mobilization and political violence were elements of 
the emergency mode of Stalin’s power in his endeavor to quickly mod-
ernize the country and fashion a perfect society. That is why we so often 
see his erratic policies—consolidating and repressive, inclusion for loyal-
ists and excision for alleged enemies, a carrot and a stick.

As social mobilization, the 1936 discussion ran simultaneously with 
many other campaigns, both consolidating and confrontational, accord-
ing to the typology of Sergei Krassil’nikov: the state loan campaign, 
the nationwide discussion of an abortion ban,3 Stakhanovism, the 
report campaign in the soviets, the show trial of the United Trotskyist–
Zinovievist Center in August 1936, and the “verification” of party doc-
uments, as discussed earlier (Krassil’nikov 2013, p. 20; Tolts 2016). 
Everything in the Soviet Union was actually a mobilization, as one 
historian noted. The goal of all campaigns was to artificially invigorate 
elements of the state and society—the soviets, the party, and the popula-
tion—objectively demotivated by the lack of material incentives inherent 
in socialism.

An important condition of mobilization was totality, requiring an 
all-embracing participation. In its drive for totality, the state aimed to 
monopolize all the public communication space, politicizing even the 
private sphere—for example, presenting housing as a gift from Stalin 
(Brooks 2000, p. 74)—and appropriating critical discourse when the 

3 The law was adopted on 27 June 1936 and was in effect until 1955. According to Mark 
Tolts, it led to a temporary two-year 2 million increase in births, an increase in female mor-
tality (about 2000 every year, only measured in cities), and an increase in infant murders, 
which comprised up to 14% of all registered murders (25% in 1940 in Leningrad). State 
support of mothers was insufficient. The pension for the second child was 25% of average 
salary and gradually declined.
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party solicited critical comments about the constitution and the soviets, 
invited denunciations, and prompted self-criticism. The staged public 
sphere, as Gabor Rittersporn called it, imposed discursive conventions 
and newspeak, simultaneously silenced all deviants, and aimed to mold 
homogeneous public opinion, uniform values, and ultimately a new per-
son with a new consciousness.

5. Other implicit functions of mobilization were the solicitation of 
support, increasing industrial output, and most important—consolidation 
through mass education and socialization. Attempting to homogenize 
society, the constitution campaign conditioned citizens to the ideal type 
of socialism, and in turn they learned how to come to terms with the 
requirements of the system. By inviting people to discuss the constitution 
in meetings and to propose amendments, the campaign promoted the 
sense of unity so eagerly envisaged by utopians in the Kremlin.

It was one more exercise in consolidation on the way to the harmoni-
ous society of socialism, which for a moment resonated with the hopes 
of different population groups. Nikolai Ustrialov praised this unifying 
message of the constitution in his diary in December 1936: “A demon-
stration of solidarity and fraternity throughout the land.” The former 
émigré and outcast, now a repatriate and journalist, followed the whole 
of Stalin’s radio speech on the constitution with delight, recorded 
his impression in detail, and remarked that for a country with a weak 
national consciousness, it was time to become aware of its identity as a 
whole (Schloegel 2012, p. 226). A professor’s wife and activist, Liubov’ 
Shtange, expressed the same emotion in her diary: “Last night new 
Constitution was adopted. I won’t say anything about it: I feel the same 
way as the rest of the country, that is, absolute, infinite delight.” A skep-
tic, Andrei Arzhilovsky, a former prisoner, joined the public rally for the 
first time: “Yesterday the city celebrated the ratification of Stalin’s consti-
tution. It approved unanimous, direct, secret voting. Everyone, no mat-
ter what his past, has the right to vote and to run for office … Of course, 
there’s more idiocy and herd behavior than enthusiasm … In any case, at 
least the finger-pointing has ended” (Garros et al. 1997, pp. 131, 181).4

4 Diaries of L. Shtange and A. Arzhilovsky (8 December 1936). Shtange’s husband had 
been arrested and incarcerated in 1928, so she may have been very careful about what she 
wrote in her diary. We find mostly neutral and positive words about everyday life and scarce 
notes on politics in her diary.
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A special event designed to unite the people and connect them with 
their leader was a live radio broadcast of Stalin’s speech at the 8th 
Congress of Soviets on 25 November 1936, in which he reviewed the 
results of the discussion. The entire population was assembled around 
radios: in plants, institutions, schools, and military units, even in 
Vladivostok in the middle of night. It is said that 25 million people lis-
tened. Because of this event, many villages finally received a radio con-
nection. All diarists remembered this emotional moment of “direct” 
contact with Stalin (see Chapter 12). The forced, ceaseless broadcast 
on the streets, in dormitories, and hotels united people by a common 
soundtrack and, according to Ustrialov, “transformed us all into citizens 
of the world” (Schloegel 2012, p. 224).

Nevertheless, despite the rhetoric of unification and the drive for 
totality, we will see that the referendum documents exposed the tense, 
aggressive, and confrontational nature of social relations in the USSR, 
both in popular discourse and in the official practice of the elimination 
of critics. This campaign was integrational in its intention but confronta-
tional in its practice. Arzhilovsky acknowledged: “No, comrades, no con-
stitution can plaster over the great fissure in the Russian land” (Garros 
et al. 1997, p. 141). Only few months after he joined the celebration, 
Arzhilovsky conveyed distrust of the constitution results—despite for-
mal enfranchisement, “former people” were still under suspicion and he 
wisely decided to refrain from a solicited critique of the bureaucrats.

Nothing we, former people like me, do will be acceptable; everywhere they 
look they’ll see intent to discredit the innocent communists. They are not 
building a classless society in the broad sense of the word; they are simply 
pulling the wool over people’s eyes. And they know how to do it. For no 
matter what I say, it will all be twisted to mean something bad; everything 
will be interpreted as an attempt to discredit the party, an assault by a class 
enemy. They will never allow us to be equal, and they never will believe 
that we’ve forgotten and forgiven everything. We are damned, from now 
until the end of our lives. (Garros et al. 1997, p. 158)

Dictated by the communist ideal, the need for integration was also 
a condition for survival of the Bolshevik regime in the deeply divided 
nation. In its effort to fix the balance of social forces and to expand the 
social base of the regime, the constitution renounced the principle of 
proletarian supremacy and class struggle, and declared the “power of all 
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toilers.” The constitution claimed that class and national disparity had 
been overcome and replaced by a unified entity—narod. Replacing the 
words “the deputies of the workers and peasants” with “deputies of the 
toilers (trudiashchiesia),” it embodied this new vision of society. Besides, 
the declaration of the already constructed foundation of socialism pre-
sented promises that had by this time been fulfilled in order to convince 
the population to wait with patience on the way to the bright future of 
communism. In its integrational message, the constitution belonged to 
the Soviet system of symbols that included the myths of the October 
Revolution, the Civil War, the figures of Lenin and Stalin, and later vic-
tory in war.

With its mobilizational, integrational, monitoring and educational 
functions, the campaign in the summer and fall of 1936 belonged to the 
practices of social engineering—the “taming” of society by the inculca-
tion of patterns of thinking and behavior.
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To understand popular reactions to the constitution and how workers 
and peasants felt during the recurring discussion sessions, let us look at 
the economic context of everyday life and the peasants’ mood.

The few descriptions of the 1936 economy existing in historiogra-
phy focus mostly on the macro process, which presents positive growth 
after the strains of the first Five-Year Plan. At the grassroots, however, 
the economic circumstances did not look so optimistic. After a good har-
vest in 1933 when the famine receded, relative economic improvements 
made it possible to end the rationing of meat, fish, sugar, potatoes, 
and fats on 1 October 1935 and of manufactured goods on 1 January 
1936. Naum Jasny called the period of 1934–1936 “three good years.” 
Khlevniuk wrote that in 1934, Stalin initiated the shift from “leftist” 
extremes of rationing as the norm to an emphasis on trade and a mone-
tary economy (Khlevniuk 2010, pp. 248–9).

The economic (and political) landscape in 1936 is characterized by 
scholars as ambivalent and inconsistent. For villagers, it looked quite 
different than for workers and urbanites; for Muscovites, everyday life 
was not as hard as for the citizens of the small town in the Urals where 
Andrei Arzhilovsky lived. These constituencies saw the economy differ-
ently, because of diverse state norms of supply. The first half of the year 
was easier than the second. State statistics were more optimistic than 
conversations in the food lines. The British Foreign Office, using scarce 
sources available to diplomats residing in Moscow, reported on the 
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economy in 1936: “Materially the [conditions of the] average workman 
is 30% worse off than in 1913. … The housing question is indescribably 
bad—far worse than in 1913” (British F.O. 371, 1936, vol. 20351,  
p. 30).

The huge growth in industrial production in 1936 was marked by an 
increase in the production of consumer goods from 18 in 1935 to 27.2% 
of all investment in industry, exceeding the annual plan by 5.8%. In the 
branches providing clothes and footwear to the population, growth 
measured in physical terms was 23.9% for cotton textiles and 37.3% for 
leather footwear. In the food industry, the production of meat products 
expanded particularly rapidly (Davies 2014, p. 321). The shortage of 
consumer goods, however, was so acute that people did not notice this 
growth: L. Shtange, the professor’s wife and activist living in Moscow, 
the city with the best supply in the country, still complained about a lack 
of clothing and shoes in 1937 (Garros et al. 1997, p. 209).

Growth rates slowed in the last quarter of 1936. Besides the global 
economic crisis, unrealistic planning, and industrial disorganization due 
to repressions and Stakhanovism, a significant reason for this slowdown 
was the overburdening of the economy with defense spending. In 1936, 
the Soviet Union spent 16% of its budget on defense, considerably more 
than the 11% in the previous year, showing 45% growth in one year. 
The armed forces increased from about one million people in 1935 to 
1,300,000 in 1936 and up to 1,700,000 in 1937 and became the larg-
est in the world (Manning 1993, p. 132; Harrison and Davies 1997). 
Comparing the military and consumer sectors, R. W. Davies showed that 
in 1936, armaments production was more than twice that of 1932, while 
the production of consumer goods increased by only 27.2% (Davies 
2014, pp. 321, 326). Between 1936 and 1940, increases in military 
spending severely strained an already overtaxed economy and resulted in 
growing supply problems throughout industry and agriculture. Cultural 
factors also influenced the way people reacted to the economic hard-
ships: while the leadership expected a miraculous socialist growth, both 
the leaders and the populace tended to blame conspiracies and delib-
erate wrecking by enemies rather than objective economic constraints 
(Manning 1993, pp. 135, 141).

The massive crop failure became the major disaster of the year, the 
worst since 1932. The news about crop failure had already started 
trickling in when in the summer of 1936, at a meeting with the com-
bine drivers, Stalin, inspired by the good harvest of 1935, set the goal  
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for increasing grain output (urozhainost’) by 50% in the next three to 
four years. Due to drought, the grain crop dropped 18–25%, accord-
ing to various estimates, to approximately 56 million tons (Manning 
1993, pp. 118, 120; Davies 2014, p. 353). It was accompanied by live-
stock slaughtering and a typhus epidemic in the Smolensk, Briansk, and 
Kalinin oblasts (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 374–6; TsGAIPD 
SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860, l. 41; Khaustov and Samuelson 2010,  
p. 159). Long lines—a common reflection of the shortages—formed in 
cities partly because peasants also flooded into buy bread, as people from 
depleted small towns traveled to major cities and industrial centers with a 
better supply: “The bread shortage has just added to all the usual hassles. 
People stand in line for six or eight hours at a time and talk about the 
possibility of war. … I am starving, after all. … [We are] quite a hungry 
bunch of people. It’s a happy country, but still a lot of people don’t have 
enough to eat,” wrote Arzhilovsky in December 1936, referring to the 
famous Stalin motto “Life became better, comrades” (Garros et al. 1997, 
pp. 130–1, 144).

In July, the NKVD svodki informed the rulers about the crop fail-
ure and food shortages in many European provinces: in the Volga, 
Orenburg, and Chelyabinsk regions, in the Bashkir and Tatar auton-
omous republics, and in the non-Black Earth zone (Saratov, Ivanovo, 
Kursk, Gorky, Stalingrad, Voronezh oblasts, Stavropol) (Davies 2014,  
p. 353).1 In December 1936, the NKVD registered cases of hunger 
swelling in the Saratov oblast’, and in February 1937 informed the rulers 
about deaths from starvation there and in the Volga German Republic 
(Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 367–81). In some locales, cannibal-
ism was reported (Khaustov and Samuelson 2010, p. 158). M. Kalinin 
received letters from the countryside: “In Kursk and Voronezh oblasts, 
famine and total destitution reign. Very many residents stay without 
bread for several days. Instead of bread they eat various plants. People 
prowl like wild beasts, seeking a piece of bread” (RGASPI f. 78, op. 1,  
d. 592, l. 33).2 The Soviet press kept the famine secret and tried to 
manufacture a positive picture, while Soviet officials like Kalinin and 
the deputy commissar of agriculture of the Russian Federative Republic 
(RSFSR), N. Lisitsyn, assured the public the harvest was good. Any 
“philistine” talk about crop failure could result in arrest and charges of 

1 The harvest was good in the south and in Western Siberia.
2 12 April 1937.
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counterrevolutionary propaganda. This happened to citizens Khrolov 
and Vorozhtsov, who were arrested for conversations at a sanatorium 
in August 1936. Among the topics they discussed were “food difficul-
ties” in some regions and violent methods of grain procurement: “There 
is a shortage of bread in their region [in Gorky oblast’], so peasants go 
at night to the cities and stand in breadlines. … There was an incident. 
Members of the village soviet came to a peasant’s hut [to procure the 
state quota] and at that very moment, he was drying groats in a pan. 
They took the grain from the pan straightaway” (Kulakov et al. 2005, 
pp. 317–9).3

R. W. Davies estimates that the 1936 harvest was almost certainly as 
poor as that of 1932,4 but the government now conducted a sharply 
different policy which prevented an increase in deaths from hunger and 
malnutrition (Danilov et al. 2002, p. 27; Davies 2014, p. 365). A new 
understanding of social conditions in the countryside influenced the atti-
tude of the government toward the problem of crop failure. In 1932, it 
viewed peasants as class enemies and saboteurs and left them to starve 
without aid. Now they viewed villages as successfully collectivized with 
enemies eradicated, and consequently did not punish the peasantry 
for “sabotaging” procurement. In 1936, the government decreased 
the state delivery obligations by 44% and directed food aid and seeds 
to the afflicted regions, which arrived in winter (Danilov et al. 2002,  
p. 30; Khlevniuk et al. 2001, pp. 632, 639, 648, 674, 696; Davies 
2014, pp. 370–81). As E. Osokina noted, none of the party or NKVD 
reports included accusations of sabotage against peasants. Most of the 
starvation deaths occurred among individual peasants, not among col-
lective farmers, who received aid (Osokina 2001, p. 162). “As early as 
July and August of 1936, mortality was 50–60% greater than in the same 
months of 1935, with the increase being greater in the countryside than 
in the towns” (Davies 2014, p. 364). The government managed to cope 
with crop failure much better than in 1932–1933. It had already cur-
tailed the export of grain and fodder in August and stopped it altogether 
by February 1937, decreasing grain exports from 1517 thousand tons in 
1935 to 321 thousand tons. The grain reserves accumulated in plenti-
ful 1935 allowed famine relief to collective farms and additional supplies 

3 Interrogation record, 25 February 1937.
4 According to kolkhoz reports, they harvested 571.3 million centners of grain and beans 

in 1935 and 464.8 million centners in 1936.
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of bread and flour to the cities in the fourth quarter, but the situation 
“remained severely strained throughout the first half of 1937” until the 
next very rich harvest (Manning 1993, pp. 122–3, 131; Davies 2014, pp. 
352, 422). In addition, households were not as vulnerable as in 1932, 
because in 1934–1936 private plots supported peasants and kolkhoz mar-
kets developed. As a result, the famine was not as disastrous as in 1932–
1933: starvation was limited to several thousand people. Nevertheless, 
lines in the cities, shortages in everything, and starving villagers created 
unfavorable conditions for praising the achievements and celebrating 
socialism. Discontented people generalized: “What kind of socialism was 
built? You even have to fight [in lines] to get bread. We stand in lines for 
hours: when is there time to work?” (Osokina 2001, p. 164).

With trade liberalized the previous year, the government on 20 
January 1936 permitted the rural population of the areas that fulfilled 
the state procurements to trade bread on the markets. That summer, 
responsibility to maintain the farmers markets was imposed on local 
soviets—evidence of a trade revival. But this liberalization, obviously a 
result of a good harvest, continued only briefly. Following the June 1936 
Central Committee (CC) Plenum decision, the NKVD circular from 
20 June prohibited collective farms and individuals from trading bread, 
grain, and flour at the farmers markets (Osokina 2001, p. 161; Danilov 
et al. 2002, p. 794). As skeptical peasants had predicted, the free trade of 
bread was postponed in August–September 1936 when the government 
learned about the crop failure.

Shortages in food and industrial consumer goods were endemic, pro-
ducing lines and speculation. The government struggled with this persis-
tent problem by organizing commissions, raising prices, and conducting 
repressions: on 19 July, the Politburo issued a decree to allocate more 
textiles and footwear to four major European cities, with prices increased 
by 25–30% and accompanied by a round of arrests of speculators. “The 
decision also instructed the NKVD to exile up to 5000 speculators from 
the four towns. By the beginning of September, 4003 persons had been 
sentenced by the NKVD troiki [extralegal courts] in four towns, and in 
25 regions an additional 1635 persons were sentenced by the courts” 
(Davies 2014, pp. 347, 349). On 19 September, an engineer from 
Moscow wrote to Molotov that when searching for children’s shoes 
he visited 40 stores in one day and finally found a pair for 48 rubles—
almost one-third of the average monthly wage. “In an interview with 
Chastene [a French journalist], you announced to the whole USSR and 
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the world that prices will be lowered in the next two years. However, in 
a few months you raised the prices on textile and shoes. It’s too bad. You 
are accountable for that. Why do you make people angry? … Discontent 
grows. … This has continued for ten years. For how much longer?” 
(Livshin et al. 2002, pp. 312–3).

The tactics employed by the population in the countryside antici-
pating famine were quite natural—flight from the collective farms and 
refusal to work. Documents show how desperate the situation was. In 
some regions, mass refusal to work the collective farm fields increased 
dramatically—as much as 40% in August in the Stalingrad oblast’; in July, 
55% in the kolkhoz Dubrava, Voronezh oblast’; and in December, 90–95% 
in that oblast’. The problem of motivating people to work in the fields 
was endemic for the collective farms, but now evasion of field work grew 
into strike dimensions. In the Krasny Stroitel’ collective farm, Voronezh 
oblast’ peasant women beat the kolkhoz chair who pressed them to work. 
The reason: no payments for workdays5—neither in money nor kind 
(Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 280, 332; TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 
2v, d. 1850, l. 49; Fitzpatrick 1996, pp. 145–8). People remembered 
the previous year: “With the good harvest we got only one kilogram 
per workday; this year we won’t get even that.” In the kolkhoz Stalinets, 
Saratov krai, foreman Arefiev, 70 years old, said: “I would not press 
members of my team to work without [payment of] bread. It’s enough 
to deceive them. Six years of promises, but no bread. We are starving” 
(TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860, l. 69). With the prospects of a bad 
harvest, kolkhozniks did not expect compensation after the mandatory 
delivery of state procurement in the fall and looked for alternative means 
to survive the difficult time ahead. They did not rely on collective farms, 
but preferred to work their private vegetable plots to guarantee at least 
subsistence, and they rushed to the woods to gather mushrooms and 
berries (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 279, 292; TsGAIPD SPb  
f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1850, ll. 63, 258).

This desperate situation on a collective farm is described by a 16-year-
old boy:

To VTsIK, Kalinin from citizen Goriachev Fedor Petrovich, village Kletino 
Nerl’ raion, Kalinin oblast’ [about May 1937].

5 The workday (trudoden’) was a measurement of work according to which kolkhozniks 
were paid in money and kind.



8  THE ECONOMIC CONDITION AT THE GRASSROOTS   117

This is my request to pay attention to my circumstances. On 12 April 
1937, my father, a kolkhoz chair, hanged himself. In October 1936 he 
was elected a temporary chair for two weeks, but in the fall all the people 
went away to work elsewhere, so he had to work as the chair all winter. 
Because in 1936 there was a crop failure, we did not have seeds for sow-
ing. … By the beginning of the sowing season there was only one man in 
the kolkhoz [and] me—Goriachev Fedor and my comrade S. F. Guchkov. 
My father many times appealed to village soviet and the raion ispolkom, 
but got no support from these organizations. He was very much shocked 
by this situation. On 10 April 1937, comrade M. S. Rozonov refused cate-
gorically to be a brigade leader because he appeared to be alone with only 
two 16-year-old boys, when we had to sow 82 hectares [202.6 acres]. My 
father wrote a note and hanged himself: “No more force. I can’t work any-
more.” He left us five children: (1) Ponia, 21 years old, but she is a stu-
dent in Moscow. (2) Me—Fedia, 16 years (3) Klaudia, 12 years (4) Vania, 
7 years (5) Niusha, 4 years (6) Serezha, 9 months (7) babushka, 75 years 
(she has a broken leg), and (8) Mama. After father’s death our family had 
five pounds of bread. However, the same day, we got help—80 kg of flour. 
… Now we have eaten this flour and I do not know what we’ll eat further. 
I ask you to consider this situation. Goriachev Fedor.

In the following interview, Fedor answered the questions of a certain 
representative:

There were 35 households in the kolkhoz, but all went away and only 15 
households remained. Absolutely all the able-bodied people left the kolk-
hoz, because in 1935 they got no payment for workdays, or very little. 
Only the elderly stayed in the kolkhoz. Nobody could work. In the spring 
for eight–ten days we plowed alone with my comrade—I, 16 years old, and 
my comrade, 17 years, and also my father—no more able-bodied. There 
were a few women, but they did not go out to work because they went 
every day [to the city] to buy bread—all together seven–eight women. Yes, 
about eight days we plowed by ourselves with my comrade. My father had 
no time to work [in the field], because he had to attend meetings or go 
to the village soviet. [Question: Did you have meetings in the kolkhoz?] 
Yes, every other day. Representatives from the RIK [region executive com-
mittee] visited us. … They pressed father because the kolkhozniks fled. He 
reported to the local soviet that he has no people to work [in the fields], 
but they pressed him—do your business. But he is not responsible for 
people fleeing. Who can stop them? [Question: So people left the kolkhoz 
without his permission?] They do not need any permission. … They did 
not ask permission. (RGASPI f. 78, op. 1, d. 592, ll. 57–60)
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To get such a permit issued by the kolkhoz or village soviet chair was 
difficult but important, as an ID-substitute was necessary to get jobs 
elsewhere. But the lack of permission ID did not prevent the outpour-
ing from the collective farms to the towns. Fear of hunger made the 
peasants bypass the law. The process of the depopulation of villages 
increased during collectivization when the industrial workforce grew by 
1,300,000 a year (plus the extraction of peasants to the Gulag) and con-
tinued through the 1930s and 1940s. Though not every departing peas-
ant got permission, the number of permissions issued in the Orenburg 
oblast’ grew two to three times in comparison with 1935 (TsGAIPD SPb 
f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860, ll. 111–3). The total nonagricultural employed 
labor force increased in 1936 by 1.3 million persons—6% (Davies 2014,  
p. 353).

In October, many collective farms had no grain for the members 
to pay in kind and could not fulfill state quotas. A summary of yearly 
reports compiled by kolkhozes between 1934 and 1939 shows that 
10,000 kolkhozes in the country did not pay grain from the 1936 har-
vest to members; 100,000 did not pay potatoes; and 26.5% of kolkhozes 
did not pay a monetary share (Danilov et al. 2002, p. 27). The village 
officials did what they could in these dire conditions. Facing a lack of 
grain and mass flight, some kolkhoz chairs refused to deliver the state 
procurement quotas (their primary obligation before paying the mem-
bers), but instead distributed available grain among the kolkhoz mem-
bers, neglecting the law giving priority to state delivery (TsGAIPD SPb 
f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860, l. 61). The reason: otherwise the kolkhozniks 
would flee to the cities. “First we should provide the members, and the 
state will get the leftovers.” In Yaroslav oblast’ in August, the chair of 
the Voroshilov kolkhoz, A. A. Danilov, gathered several chairs and col-
luded to boycott the state delivery. Danilov spoke at the village soviet 
plenum, but party representatives from the raion prevented a strike 
(Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, p. 327). The village officials contrived 
to spoil the grain with weeds, expecting the state would not accept grain 
of poor quality (unsuitable for storage) and that it would go to members 
of the farm, who could eat it anyway (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, 
pp. 307, 322–7). The NKVD reported that many kolkhoz leaders broke 
the law by neglecting the creation of seed reserves (zasypka) and instead 
distributed grain to members before the state procurement delivery. 
Many delayed harvesting and threshing, expecting that the state would 
lower the quotas in view of the crop failure. Collective farmers frequently 
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disrupted the kolkhoz meetings with demands to pay grain to peasants 
for workdays before state delivery—such protesters were arrested in the 
Makarov, Cherkess, Aktarsk, Bakur, Novorepin, Ershov, Kistendei, and 
Romanov raions in the Saratov oblast’ (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 
1860, ll. 75, 78). Such resistance at the grassroots, prioritizing local 
needs at the expense of state duties, was called by NKVD “antistate 
tendencies among some leaders of kolkhozes and raion organizations.” 
They took place in the West and East Siberian krai, Kazakhstan, North 
Caucasus, Krasnoyarsk, Kirov, Saratov, Gorky krais, Tatar autonomous 
republic, Kuibyshev, Yaroslav, Stalingrad, Kursk, Sverdlovsk, Cheliabinsk, 
Orenburg, Voronezh oblasts, Bashkiria, Georgia, and Ukraine (TsGAIPD 
SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1852, l. 132). It was an open challenge to the kolk-
hoz system, designed as a whole to drain resources from the village and 
to supply industry and the military. This “antistate” economic behav-
ior contributed to the escalation of repressions. After the harvest, many 
party and soviet locals were arrested—for instance, the chief of the 
agricultural department on the Voronezh oblast’ party committee, S. I. 
Bulatov—for low payments to collective farmers for workdays, as well 
as the Tatarsky oblast’ party committee’s secretary for a loss of livestock 
(Khaustov and Samuelson 2010, pp. 157–8). “Antistate tendencies” (or 
agricultural strikes) against procurement were reported through the fall 
of 1936 and winter of 1937 (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 845, 848).

Another form of resistance common in 1936 was the “antimachin-
ery (or anticombine) mood” among the kolkhoz chairs and popula-
tion. Machine-breaking was widely reported during collectivization and 
opposed the cult of technology (an element of Soviet ethics). Official 
sources interpreted both intentional and accidental breakage and cases 
of negligence as intentional wrecking by class enemies, numbering 2250 
cases in the USSR, or 14.9% of all cases of “enemy assaults” on collective 
farms in 1931 (Viola 1996, p. 218). With the introduction of machin-
ery in the kolkhozes, the new phenomenon of machine–breaking, which 
Viola compared with Luddism,6 was justified in the popular narrative. 
Unrelated to politics, anticombine incidents were often a part of hidden 
feuds within the village, for machinists became a privileged group in the 

6 The Luddites were a social movement of British textile artisans in the early nineteenth 
century who often destroyed mechanized looms in protest against the changes produced by 
the Industrial Revolution, which they felt were leaving them without work.
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kolkhoz; they received passports, unlike other members, and more—a 
wage and a minimum income in cash and kind guaranteed by the state 
since 1935 (Fitzpatrick 1996, p. 141). There was another reason for dis-
like of the combines: in the peculiar conditions of 1936, when the har-
vest was so poor, a compulsory share of it went to machine operators as 
payment and thus became a loss for other members. “Now the harvest 
is so bad, but you have to pay grain for the combine”; that is why the 
chairs of the kolkhozes Krasnyi Pakhar’, Chapaev in the Saratov oblast’, 
and Podol’sky in the Western Oblast’ refused to use combines (TsGAIPD 
SPb, f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1850, ll. 136, 238, 39; Koval’ 2009, p. 237). 
Paradoxically, combiners alleviating the rural labor competed with rank-
and-file kolkhozniks, leaving the latter without work. If the combine har-
vested all the grain, the collective farmers would not earn workdays and 
would not receive payment in the fall. Worse, peasants complained about 
the low quality of combine work—up to 10 or even 20% of grain was 
lost, blown away, or otherwise (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1850, 
ll. 161, 204). Pravda recognized that even in the advanced kolkhozes, 
a combine could harvest only half the grain in the fields, and advised 
peasants to use simpler machines for the remainder (Pravda 5 August 
1936). Anonymous forms of protest such as throwing iron objects into 
machines and littering fields with iron sticks in order to break the com-
bines were reported in 1936 and interpreted as wrecking (Berelowitch 
and Danilov 2012, pp. 275, 277, 313; TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 
1850, l. 136). Selfish economic motives were blamed in a November 
1933 report from the Machine-Tractor Stations’ political department 
describing the collective farmers’ grievances over the large sums paid for 
machinery use and their belief that manual labor was more productive 
(Viola 1996, p. 218). Antimachinery tempers resulted from the demoti-
vating organization of work in the kolkhozes.

The most common way for peasants to escape the coming famine 
and kolkhoz serfdom was flight. To prevent this, freedom of outmigra-
tion for collective farmers was restricted. In 1933, the state issued inter-
nal passports to city dwellers, regulating access to work and housing. 
To avert panic migration resulting from famine in the countryside, vil-
lagers (excepting machinists) were excluded from passportization and 
depended on the village soviet, which could reject or issue identification 
(spravka) permitting departure. This resembled conditions of serfdom. 
Only in the period 1976–1981 did Soviet peasants acquire passports and 
the right of mobility.
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Starting in July 1936, when the drought had ensured a crop failure, 
whole labor teams fled to industrial centers or sovkhozy, including fore-
men, Young Communist League (Komsomol), and party members. By 
August, the flight had become massive. The NKVD arrested those agi-
tating for flight, but it was futile. Peasants said: “Drought. You won’t get 
bread in the kolkhoz anyway; you need to find a job in other places, or 
you will die from hunger” (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1850, l. 48). 
The tractor operators fled too: “There is no point in working. The kolk-
hoz does not provide payment and bread; we do not want to go hungry, 
unclothed, and barefoot.” Crowds besieged the village soviets demand-
ing the permits to leave. Many left without papers. Because of the result-
ing lack of a labor force, the entire harvest was in jeopardy: delays led to 
additional losses of grain (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 303, 309).

Only on 6 November did Pravda finally recognize the drought, but 
not the troubles: “In agriculture, an ominous enemy impedes continuing 
kolkhoz achievements—the extraordinary drought over the entire terri-
tory of the USSR. … In front of all our achievements, such as the kolkhoz 
labor discipline, the socialist enthusiasm in the fields, and the army of 
tractors created by the Bolsheviks, the threatening ghost of cataclysm has 
receded. It has no place in the country of victorious socialism.”

Under such conditions, peasants were pressed to discuss the charter. 
The economic situation in the countryside influenced the mood and 
behavior of the rural population. Unsurprisingly, attendance at the meet-
ings was a problem. A collective farm organizer explained: “A kolkhoznik 
is not up to discussing the constitution because he is almost starving” 
(Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, p. 345; Garros et al. 1997, p. 297). It 
was against this background of a poor harvest, the threat of hunger, and 
the exodus from kolkhozes that the exclusion of peasants from constitu-
tional guaranties, such as the passport system and social welfare, exacer-
bated their desire to abandon the countryside and move to the city or a 
construction site. There they would be eligible for social benefits and full 
citizenship.
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The wide range of opinions voiced in 1936 was another reflection of 
meaningful political participation demonstrated by the populace rather 
than the simple parroting of propaganda. Categorizing the polyph-
ony of popular reactions, one can distinguish several themes of popu-
lar concern—direct secret elections, civil rights, citizenship, rule of law, 
welfare, democratic procedures, and local administration. Citizens’ com-
ments characterizing Soviet popular political culture can be thematically 
grouped into two major categories. The first is comments supporting 
democratic, civic, moderate, conciliatory, tolerant (for example, of reli-
gion) values and appreciating individual rights, all of which are close to 
our understanding of liberal values.

The second group of opinions supported regulation, excision, and dis-
crimination and can be categorized as antiliberal discourse. Intolerance 
toward anyone different, aggression toward sanctioned minorities, hatred 
of enemies, generalized hostility, but respect for authority, and adher-
ence to values perceived as endorsed by the leadership are usually asso-
ciated with the authoritarian (H. Arendt, T. Adorno) or totalitarian  
(A. Etkind and L. Gozman, A. Krylova and others) type of personality and 
political culture. Some opinions revealing a commitment to collectivism 
over individualism, statism, patron–client relationships, and the personi-
fication of power are often associated with traditional peasant societies.1 

CHAPTER 9

Liberal Discourse
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1 Orlov and Dolgova (2008) suggest the following categories in the Soviet political 
culture: traditional, Western-modernist, and Soviet elements. In the latter, they include 
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This categorization, dictated by the nature of my sources, will form the 
strategy for the following analysis. It will be taken in the context of offi-
cial culture that promoted the virtues of a New Man: loyalty to socialism, 
collectivism, antireligiosity, modesty, humanity, altruism, self-perfection, 
and an illiberal subjectivity (Hoffmann 2003, pp. 45–7). In this chapter, 
I argue that the concern of many citizens about individual and civil rights, 
the workings of the soviets, election reform, and legality, as well as politi-
cal engagement, speaks in favor of the existence of liberal elements in the 
Soviet mass political culture.

Democracy was the primary issue under discussion and the common 
people had their own ideas about it. Don Cossack, who worked as a 
bookkeeper, said after the war in an interview: “My opinion is that the 
Russian people are not prepared for democratic rule. You need a period 
of preparation for them. But the Russian people (narod) are so wise that 
they can develop self-rule. With the free vote as in 1913 [author meant 
1613], they met in the Zemski Sobor. If they could meet again this way, 
if they could collect their own representatives, if the system of parties had 
not been suppressed, they could do it” (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 1, Case 
5, p. 53). Another correspondent believed that only with the help of 
foreigners could self-governing be successful in Belorussia: “(Question: 
Do you think it would be good for Belorussians to have their own inde-
pendent state?) Yes, it would be good, but Americans should stay there 
for a long while. (Question: What do you mean, Americans should stay 
there?) American soldiers; something like in Germany, because peo-
ple in our regions don’t know how to behave. They should be taught 
that to steal, to lie, and to kill is not good” (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 
34, Case 109, p. 34). Another minor kolkhoz official and teacher from 
Ukraine “emphasized very heavily the democratic inclinations of the 
Russian peasantry, saying they were not fooled by the pseudodemoc-
racy of choosing their own collective farm chairman and alike” (HPSSS 
Schedule A, Vol. 25, Case 494, p. 49).

9.1  T  he Judicial Innovations of the Constitution

The judicial innovations of the constitution provoked vivid interest 
among the citizens. A part of the “moderation” trend in politics during 
1934–1936 was the turn to more legality and the partial rehabilitation 

Communist eschatology, the cult of the leader (vozhdism), conflict consciousness, and 
egalitarianism.
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of the rule of law. After decades of upholding “revolutionary” extrale-
gal practices and mass arrests of peasants during collectivization, the new 
turn realized a tendency for more stability and order that had been spo-
radically initiated by the government over time to keep control.

The innovations of the constitution included new rules for elections 
of the judges, the rise of the role of defense, and procurator approval of 
arrests. They corresponded to the reorganization of the judicial system, 
conducted between 1934 and 1936 and directed toward reviving legal 
procedures and improving the administration of justice. But the main 
purpose of the reorganization was centralization and control over the 
judges, procurators, and investigators (Solomon 1996, pp. 274, 297). 
This reorganization corresponded to the dual model persistent in Soviet 
politics—with one hand the government strengthened the legal system, 
with the other hand it continued extralegal operations. According to the 
draft, all levels of courts were to be elected by the appropriate soviets, 
but people’s courts, the lowest level, were to be elected by direct, equal, 
and secret voting of the whole electorate of each region. In Leningrad 
and Smolensk, between 5 and 7% of comments suggested that all judges 
and procurators should be elected in a democratic procedure (Getty 
1991, p. 25). In Gorky krai, 15 comments out of 400 supported the 
election of educated judges, who would report regularly and could be 
recalled, while ten comments were for the appointment of judges, with 
one voice against the attorneys in courts and one for introduction of the 
death sentence (Kulakov et al. 2005, pp. 389–435). The anxious popu-
lation endorsed the legal innovations of the constitution, which ignited 
the expectations and demands for repressions to stop. Many believed that 
people who were arrested would now be pardoned and released from 
the prisons (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 34, Case 109, p. 34; Vol. 29, Case 
633, p. 25; RGASPI f. 5, op. 1, d. 232, ll. 57, 86).

Both the leaders and the common people were dissatisfied with 
the low qualifications of the legal officials. In 1934–1935, the gover
nment tried to expand legal education for judges (Solomon 1996,  
pp. 185–91). Standardized education potentially enhanced uniformity 
and state control over the judiciary. As Soviet official statistics showed, 
by 1 June 1936, over 50% of procurators and the people’s judges in the 
Russian Federative Republic (RSFSR) had no legal training, with only 
5% having completed a course of law studies at university level (British 
F.O. 371, 1936, vol. 20351, pp. 122–3; Solomon 1996, p. 186). To 
address the problem of low competency, a review of all judges was 
ordered by the Central Committee (CC) on 10 July 1934, leading to 
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the removal of 12% identified as incompetent. But their replacements 
proved no better (Solomon 1996, p. 185). People within the discus-
sion endorsed the idea of the election and the revocation of judges and 
procurators, insisting that judges have appropriate education and qual-
ifications (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 207, l. 146).2 The constitution, 
however, did not require any legal knowledge or formal training for 
judges. Educated cadres were in short supply in all fields.

A part of judicial reorganization was empowerment of the institution 
of defense in the Soviet courts. Previously, the old class of advocates had 
been destroyed and Soviet courts showed a lack of confidence toward 
defense counsel. Only the growth of the new Soviet cadres, “assimilated 
to our Soviet viewpoint,” made a turn in favor of advocacy both “timely 
and appropriate,” as Nikolai Krylenko, head of the Commissariat of 
Justice, stated in September 1936. The idea of the independence of all 
parties in court, however, was framed in a peculiar way by Krylenko, an 
officer with an affinity to extralegality and simplification of procedure. 
Krylenko made it clear that though the defense should be independent, 
“definite” political control and a “definite” direction of the defense on 
the part of the government organs are necessary because “our defense 
should be a Soviet defense” (Sovietskaia Yustitsia 26 September 1936). 
Independence of judges—not subject to dismissal or to outside control 
by other institutions within the system of government—is a crucial char-
acteristic of the effective modern state. But starting in 1936, local party 
committees regularly reviewed the work of the courts and procuracy. A 
few attempts to ignore the directives of the party and soviet authorities 
were undertaken by some judges, who cited the constitution in support. 
Independence remained unrealized after 1936 as long as the recruit-
ment, budgeting, and supervising of legal officials were still under party 
and soviet control (Solomon 1996, pp. 286–97).

In the course of preparing for the elections of the people’s judges 
by secret ballot, Sovetstkaia Yustitsia published the list of qualities nec-
essary in a Soviet judge under the new constitution. The order was as 
follows: (a) fidelity to socialism and to the party of Lenin and Stalin; 
(b) a political, Bolshevik steadfastness and uncompromising attitude 
in the struggle with enemy; (c) political experience; (d) education and 
culture; (e) thoughtfulness and seriousness in relation to people; and 
(f) calmness and sagacity. These qualities should ensure that judicial  

2 Seven suggestions in Gorky krai.
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personnel would be “independent and answerable only to the law” 
(Sovietskaia Yustitsia 5 November 1936). Loyalty was in first place and 
qualifications—in fourth place. Such a priority was a typical requirement 
for all Soviet functionaries.

The emphasis of the draft on an open judicial process and the right 
of the accused to a defense (Article 111) found resonance in society and 
produced a cluster of suggestions from below. Article 109 about people’s 
judges attracted vivid interest and elicited 1551 comments—ranking it 
sixth. A population who hardly had the historical opportunity to develop 
strong traditions of legal culture now, after the outrage of collectivization, 
showed an appreciation for lawfulness—not overwhelming but repetitive 
demands (32 in my archival records) for an independent, open court and 
the accountability of judges (26 recommendations in one report). Some 
correspondents thoughtfully suggested paying judges from the cen-
tral budget to secure independence from local authorities. Concerned 
citizens in their comments wanted more rule of law, less arbitrariness: 
“Disfranchisement should be imposed only by the court, not the village 
soviet,” as was the old practice according to the 1918 constitution (GARF 
f. 3316, op. 8, d. 225, l. 93). Approval of legal innovations could reflect a 
craving for normalcy in an unsettled society and some continuity with the 
prerevolutionary culture, when legal proceedings were an accepted means 
of resolving conflicts, even in rural settings (Burbank 2004, p. 72).

This group of comments suggests the existence of a certain degree 
of legal consciousness in the public mind, although the majority gen-
erally showed a weak understanding of how the law operated. Article 
1273 constitutionalized the requirement of the procurator’s approval 
for an arrest, as promoted by procurator Andrei Vyshinsky, in order to 
restrict the NKVD’s power, and had been introduced earlier in June 
1935 following a secret Politburo instruction from 8 May 1933, “On 
the Procedure of Arrests.” The procurator’s approval requirement pro-
duced numerous protests among the rural population—1098 out of 
3218 comments on this article (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 226, l. 131). 
The confusion of the people was understandable; in rural areas, villagers 
had never seen procurators and even police (called militia in the USSR) 
were in short supply: “We have no procurator in our village. So a hoo-
ligan will roughhouse and nobody can stop him without a procurator’s 

3 “Citizens of the USSR are guaranteed inviolability of the person. No person may be 
placed under arrest except by the decision of a court or with the sanction of a procurator.”
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permission?” (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 225, l. 75). People saw the 
requirement of the procurator sanction as an impediment to justice, 
especially in distant villages. According to customary law, minor crimes 
like the theft of a horse were usually resolved on the spot by direct, 
immediate action—often by fists (Chudakov 2012, p. 106). Eight per-
cent of Leningrad respondents and 13.3% of Smolensk residents rejected 
the need for a procurator sanction (Getty 1991, p. 25). People often 
demanded the right of every citizen to detain an offender caught in the 
act (GARF, f. 3316, op. 41, d. 207, l. 191; d. 147, l. 67; op. 40, d. 40, l. 
20; f. 1235, op. 76, d. 153, ll. 118, 431).

In conditions of judicial ignorance, habitual arbitrariness, and fre-
quent retreats to extralegality, combined with the fresh memory of the 
mass deportations of dekulakization, the officials and population had 
only a vague understanding of who had the right to arrest. Because of 
the absence of police in many villages and the possession of legal weap-
ons by party officials, this civil war practice of arbitrariness was repeat-
edly overused by local authorities. Though the law limited the right to 
arrest to only police, the procuracy, and the NKVD, all authorities—
chairmen of kolkhoz or soviet or party secretaries—exercised it as a mat-
ter of course—for example, to force peasants onto the collective farm. 
Justifications of the protests against the procurator’s approval for the 
arrest (calling for no police or procurators in villages) made one thing 
clear: discontent originated more from the customary legal traditions and 
a misunderstanding of the judicial procedure rather than from popular 
approval of unlimited and arbitrary local power.

Despite misunderstandings, discussion of the constitution played an 
educational role, making people aware of their rights. We know that in 
later decades the constitution became a weapon of the entire Soviet dissi-
dent movement, which constantly pointed to the discrepancy between the 
law and practice. This pattern originated in 1936. In the extralegal chaos 
of the Great Terror, victims constantly demanded implementation of the 
constitution’s provisions. As the wife of an arrested man wrote to Molotov 
in December 1936: “The right to work is written in our Stalin’s constitu-
tion,” but she was fired and could find no other job (Livshin et al. 2002, 
p. 321). A respondent to the postwar interview recalled such an episode:

In the spring of 1938 in our school in the Donbas, a Ukrainian teacher, 
35 years old, married, with two children, was arrested. In the consti-
tution it says that the arrest of a person by the police can occur only on 
permission by the procurator. When two militiamen came at 11 o’clock 
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at night to arrest him, he did not open the door and asked them through 
the door whether they had a permit from the procurator to arrest him. 
They answered, “No.” The teacher told them that, according to Stalin’s 
Constitution, they had no right to arrest him without any permit from 
the procurator. The militiamen said they had only an order from the 
nachal’nik [boss] of the militia office. But the teacher demanded the 
procurator’s permit. Then one militiaman remained and the other went 
to the nachal’nik of the militia and told him the story. The nachal’nik of 
the militia … instructed the militiaman not to pay any attention to the 
teacher’s demand and, if the teacher should make further resistance and 
not open the door, to break the door down and arrest him forcibly. When 
they began to break down the door, the teacher opened the door and was 
arrested. … His wife told me later that he was accused of counterrevo-
lutionary activities, of telling some political jokes. (HPSSS Schedule A,  
Vol. 9, Case 118, pp. 23–4)

The constitutional principal regarding procuratorial approval was 
neglected in practice in 1937–1938. Another interviewee, a Ukrainian 
mechanic, said: “In the Stalin Constitution, which we all had to learn, 
it was said that one could only be arrested upon the presentation of evi-
dence by the state prosecutor and with judicial guarantees. But when in 
1937 the NKVD led me directly from my place of work to prison, I saw 
no trace of these guarantees, and if I had tried to draw on my consti-
tutional rights, that would only have worsened my situation” (HPSSS 
Schedule A, Vol. 36, Case 492, p. 54). Modern surveys show that legal 
awareness in Russian society continues to be in its embryonic state 
(Dubin 2010, p. 83).

9.2  T  he Workings of the Soviets  
and Electoral Reform

The workings of the soviets and electoral reform formed the core of the 
new constitution both for its authors and its readers. Equal elections 
with secret ballots are the key element in democracies and exactly this 
innovation was suggested by Stalin personally in 1935, becoming a moti-
vation for reform of the entire constitution. The new electoral system 
canceled class restrictions, the inequality of city and village voters, and 
indirect many-step elections. This “social reconciliation” policy, however, 
co-occurred with continuing repressions on the basis of social origin.

M. Kalinin’s and the Central Executive Committee’s (TsIK) instruc-
tions (see Chapter 6) on the mechanism of the discussion and elections 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_6


130   O. Velikanova

directed popular discontent against members of local soviets and their 
mismanagement. It was easy to set the population against the “boyars”; 
blaming those in the middle of the power hierarchy had a long histori-
cal tradition. After the Revolution, the peasant masses initially supported 
the soviets as potential instruments of autonomous self-governance. But 
gradually they grew disillusioned with the village and provincial soviets, 
which became more and more controlled by the party-state. During the 
1920s, the party’s central bureaucracy subdued the soviets, taking over 
their governing functions. Finally, the soviets transformed from organs 
of self-government to subservient agencies for collecting taxes and pro-
moting state interests. One peasant wrote: “There is concern among the 
peasants that the people who are sitting in the VIKs [provincial soviets] 
are not our people, they don’t know the peasants’ needs” (TsGAIPD 
SPb f. 16, op. 6, d. 6916, l. 80). The independence of the elected dep-
uties was questionable. The idea of representing the people’s interests 
against the pressure of the higher administration and state bureaucracy 
was not realistic. The ineffectiveness of the soviets, the appointment sys-
tem, the barring of the wealthier peasants from soviet elections, and the 
nomination of outsiders caused popular distrust of these bodies and dis-
couraged villagers from voting in annual elections, resulting in low par-
ticipation. In 1922, turnout was only 22.3% and in 1924 it was so low 
that many places saw their results canceled. Officials (and later Soviet 
historiography) attributed such absenteeism to backwardness, a general 
indifference to politics, poor communication, and huge distances. The 
main cause was, however, the powerlessness of the soviets and disillusion-
ment in this institution. In a group of 2073 private letters from 1924  
to 1925, 96% were dissatisfied with local soviet authorities (Izmozik 
1996, p. 289).

People absolutely lost trust in power and stopped attending gatherings 
… Now when the reelection of the soviet is announced, … citizens speak 
directly: “We won’t go anyway; we have nothing to do there; our voice is 
not heard there. Let the chair of soviet Cherdakov elect himself like in the 
March elections.”

The power is appointed from the top to the bottom. The chair and the 
secretary of the soviet are not elected, but are sent here from elsewhere. 
If he is good or bad—it’s not your business. Even in the Tsarist times, we 
elected our elder and a head, but now Soviet authorities do not trust us [to 
choose]. (RGASPI f. 17, op. 85, d. 529, l. 280; GARF f. 396, op. 1, d. 1, 
l. 29)
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Demands for the equal representation of all strata of the peasantry 
and of political parity between peasants and the proletariat promoted the 
principle of universality of rights throughout the postrevolutionary dec-
ade. This basic tenet of democracy was used as a standard when peasants 
referred to the violation of their rights stated in the Russian Federation 
(RSFSR) constitution of 1925: “Examining the constitution, one inevi-
tably comes upon Article 9, in which any person from the city is given 
more privileges than a peasant; it reads that [factory] workers have 
one representative to the Congress of Soviets for every 25,000 people, 
whereas peasants have the same one representative for every 125,000 
people. For me, a peasant, this seems very odd. I am thinking that there 
are sons there and stepsons here” (RGASPI f. 17, op. 84, d. 916, ll. 2–7).

In the 1920s, peasants often demanded changes to the constitution 
in their favor: free multicandidate elections and equality of the poor and 
wealthy peasants in the soviets (RGASPI f. 17, op. 21, d. 3075, l. 20;  
f. 17, op. 85, d. 354, l. 14; Krukova 2001, pp. 208–9; Danilov et al. 
1999, p. 577; Klimin 2007, p. 180). The disproportionate representation 
of the poor villagers promoted by the party within the local soviets, as well 
as their pursuit of state interests rather than those of peasants, dissatisfied 
the majority of the countryside with this institute (Male 1971, p. 99).

In the middle of the 1930s, under the new social conditions after 
dekulakization, when the remaining villagers were equalized in kolk-
hoz, the problem of wealthy peasants’ representation receded, but not 
the problem of the effectiveness of soviets. Soviets received a plethora of 
criticism from above and below, especially in distant rural areas. It was a 
soviet’s authority to collect taxes and duties, to issue passports and ID 
documents for those who wanted to depart the village. The arbitrariness 
and abuse of power (such as arrests and arbitrary levying of fines), theft, 
and drunkenness of the soviet chairs were the major sources of peasant’s 
grievances (Fitzpatrick 1994, pp. 175–84). Neglect of legal procedure 
was a norm and dekulakization only made things worse. The Central 
Executive Committee (TsIK) svodka about the 1934 soviet elections and 
decree from 15 May 1936 revealed a failure of the majority of soviets 
to implement voters’ requests and of deputies to report on their work 
to the voters (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1755, ll. 118, 136–7,  
140–1). In this general setting, the improvement of soviets’ work was 
imperative.

The constitution and the targeted efforts of the campaign organizers 
stirred up a new wave of hope and criticism among the population. In 
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numerous demands from below (45 in my records, 4% in Getty’s data, 
and 2% in Gorky krai), we can hear the frustration with the workings of 
the soviet system and the desire for more accountability, transparency of 
the local administration, and prompt answers to inquiries. Articles 142 
and 95, concerning regular reporting by the deputies to the voters and 
revoking inefficient deputies, got respectively 1048 and 395 comments 
out of 43,427 registered, with 305 recommendations on the frequency 
of reports (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 226, l. 162). These comments 
expressed one of the foundations of democracy—the deputies should 
be responsible to the electorate. But with the phony elections, deputies 
depended more on their superiors than on their constituencies.

Voronezh leaders informed TsIK, “The anticipation and demands 
to the soviets grew; the majority of all suggestions (about the consti-
tution) is related to the local powers” (GARF f. 1235, op. 76, d. 161, 
l. 230). Pravda wrote, “The Soviet citizen … criticizes without mercy 
unworthy leaders, bureaucrats who do not help him to make his work 
more efficient, his life more cultured” (Pravda 27 September 1936). 
Here, criticism solicited from above during the soviet report campaign 
in the summer and fall of 1936 found resonance in the popular discon-
tent. Some participants rejected the right of immunity for local deputies. 
When criticizing local bureaucrats, the people sometimes questioned the 
top authorities: “Does the Supreme Soviet report regularly to the vot-
ers?” “Who had elected Stalin? We or somebody else?” (GARF f. 3316, 
op. 41, d. 207, l. 172; Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, p. 346). But crit-
icism aimed at high targets was not the intention of the masterminds in 
the Kremlin. Rather, they planned to discipline the intermediate bureau-
crats by using the hands of the people. British diplomat MacKillop 
observed in September 1936 that a Soviet citizen, invited to criticize 
“must … surrender his critical faculty and use it for the still immovable 
establishment of those in high office—he must not use it against them—
by helping them to detect and to eliminate the inefficient among those 
minor office-holders with whom he comes into daily contact and by gen-
erally reducing that sense of security among elected persons” (British 
F.O. 371, 1936, vol. 20351, p. 48).

People greeted the new election law as an opportunity to bring to 
power their genuine representatives, who would defend their inter-
ests against the party-state. “In future elections we should organize 
ourselves in order to elect our own people to the soviets, not aliens. … 
In new elections using the Constitution, people will elect a people’s 
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government, which will grant freedom. [As a result,] those who want 
to will stay in the kolkhoz; others will get a piece of land and work as in 
the old ways. Communists and Jews will leave Ukraine for Great Russia. 
Ukraine will be independent. New power will restore the churches.” 
The speaker, Vatazhenko (Ukraine), was arrested for this talk (TsGAIPD 
SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1858, l. 230; GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222,  
l. 73; Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 340–1, 346, 350, 364). People 
insisted on multiple-candidate elections at all levels: “Before elections to 
the village, raion, up to the Supreme Soviet, public and party organiza-
tions should nominate more than one candidate from among the best 
people, so that people could make a choice freely” (GARF f. 3316, op.  
8, d. 226, l. 162). They asserted the right to nominate candidates by 
nonaffiliated units—local organizations and working collectives, agri-
cultural and sports units, tractor stations, housewives’ groups (44 pro-
posals)—and by individuals (25 proposals, TsIK estimates) (RGASPI 
f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, ll. 83–5; GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 226, l. 160; 
Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, p. 286). Ordinary people saw nomination 
by individuals and self-nominations as direct democracy. But not Stalin. 
He rejected self-nomination at the June 1937 CC Plenum (Kurliandsky 
2011, p. 488). The collective farm, however, finally became the nominat-
ing institution according to the subsequent 1937 clarification to the elec-
tion law. Nomination of candidates was a crucial moment that allowed 
the party-state to control the elections. A Leningrad worker, Lebedev, 
saw this clearly: “Anyway, we’ll elect only low-level officials. We won’t be 
able to nominate the candidates to high offices. They will be nominated 
from the top. Our business is only to give our votes” (TsGAIPD SPb f. 
24, op. 2v, d. 2664, l. 270) (Photo 9.1).

Chapter XI, “Electoral System,” got a huge number of comments—
totaling 6369—14.2% of all proposals sorted by the TsIK (GARF  
f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, l. 158). Of this number, Article 135, which intro-
duced universal voting rights and canceled the institution of disenfran-
chisement, received 4716 comments and was second after Article 120  
on pension benefits (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, ll. 156–60).4

There is no surprise that the question of citizens’ rights was at the 
center of discussion. It presented a radical shift in policy and involved 

4 Statistical review, Organizational Department of the Presidium of TsIK SSSR 
(“Kolichestvo predlozhenii k Proektu Konstitutsii SSSR”), received by 15 November 1936. 
See Tables 12.1 and 12.2 in Chapter 12.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_12
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http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_12
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the personal interests of millions previously excluded from full cit-
izenship. After the Revolution, the Constitution of 1918 legalized  
the class struggle principle, which deprived a variety of people called 
“former”—such as priests, kulaks, former tsarist police, traders, and 
nobility—of the rights of citizenship, categorizing them as lishentsy 
(RSFSR Constitution 1918, Article 4, Chapter 13, no. 65). Initially, 
this group numbered 2–3% of the population—if we believe Stalin 
(1947, p. 31). The Constitution of 1924 expanded the category. The 
government itemized the list of prerevolutionary positions and titles 
that precluded their owners and families from voting, and added to a 
category of former people—those not loyal to the Soviet government. 
In the second half of the 1920s, the Bolsheviks toughened restric-
tions on the franchise again, to exclude White Army officers, members 

Photo 9.1  Collective farmers of cooperative Zaklinie, Luga raion, Leningrad 
oblast’, near the polling station on the day of elections of the Supreme Soviet 
of the USSR. December 1937. Courtesy of the Central State Archives of 
Documentary Films, Photographs, and Sound Recordings, Saint-Petersburg 
(TsGAKFFD SPb)
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of “counterrevolutionary parties,” victims of political repression, and 
their family members, making the group three times bigger. According 
to estimates, these unfortunates comprised 7.7% of adults in the towns 
and 3.5% in the countryside—more than 5 million people (Smith 
2002, p. 131). Fitzpatrick estimates their number as 8.6% of all adults 
in 1929, and Sergei Krassil’nikov as 3,716,855 people, or 4.89% of all 
voters. Collectivization enlarged this constituency because of deported 
peasants, but according to Molotov,5 in 1934, after some softening of 
policy, the disenfranchised comprised 2.5%, or more than two million 
out of 91 million voters (Fitzpatrick 1999, p. 249; Krassil’nikov 1998, 
Table 1, and passim; RGASPI f. 82, op. 2, d. 247, l. 29). The decision 
about who to disfranchise was made by local election committees fol-
lowing nomination by soviets, OGPU, or financial organs. According 
to A. Dobkin, an older and non-Russian population dominated in this 
group. The share of clergy with families was 20% among lishentsy in the 
countryside and 5–8% in the cites; merchants—up to 40% in RSFSR cit-
ies; artisans and “exploiters” using hired labor up to 27% in cities and 
villages (Dobkin 1992, p. 606).6 For the lishentsy, disfranchisement was 
actually a matter of life or death because the state stripped access not 
only to voting but also to housing, food rations, education, and jobs; it 
penalized them with higher taxes, and, most perilously, it made them the 
first targets in periodic mass operations. Documents record the waves 
of suicides among the disfranchised (Alexopoulos 1997, p. 127). Both 
Krassil’nikov and Dobkin concluded that those ostracized were not so 
much political opponents of the regime, as they were independent, ener-
getic, and entrepreneurial elements of society who were able to self-or-
ganize and build the foundation of a civil society.

The elimination of disfranchisement was the primary innovation of 
the constitution that roiled the society. Arzhilovsky recorded in his diary 
the TsIK decree from 14 March 1937, which ordered an end to judicial 
cases that restricted voting rights because of social origin, wealth, or past 
activities. “But,” he continued, “there are no signs of improvement in 
our life. They always be saying ‘class enemies’ are everywhere.” He was 
right. The inclusive message of the constitution and the granting of vot-
ing rights to the “class alien elements” did not directly affect the practice 
of the NKVD, which continued to persecute specific groups because of 

5 Molotov’s report at the 7th Soviet Congress, 6 February 1935.
6 No date specified, but probably at the end of the 1920s.
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their social origin or past affiliation with now-banned parties. Ultimately, 
the number of “alien elements” did not decrease among those arrested 
in 1936—and comprised 26.9% (Khaustov and Samuelson 2010, p. 66). 
Preventive mass operations targeted alien elements: kulaks and mullahs 
from Azerbaijan (16 December 1936 Politburo order), church peo-
ple (27 March 1937 NKVD circular), and former Mensheviks (29 April 
1937 NKVD circular) (Khaustov and Samuelson 2010, pp. 52, 66, 68). 
The narrative of reconciliation obviously belonged to the sphere of ideol-
ogy—what ought to be—rather than to political reality.

The article about universal voting rights divided society. Comments 
against the inclusive conciliation policy will be discussed in Chapter 10. 
Here, I focus on approval comments. The voting rights provisions of the 
constitution encouraged numerous general assertions in favor of grand 
democratic principles that went to the newspapers and the TsIK. Citizens 
often preferred “moving with the flow”. More pragmatic support came 
from those who felt discriminated against, with their rights violated: 
believers, kulaks, kolkhozniks, and even workers. Welcoming univer-
sal voting rights, believers wanted more; they wanted a reversal of the 
previous brutal policies: liberation of imprisoned priests and parishion-
ers, the reopening of churches, compliance with religious freedom, and 
an end to abuses and arbitrary taxes on churches (GARF f. 5263, op. 1,  
d. 32, l. 9). The kolkhozniks were another group dissatisfied with their 
second-class status: the inaccessibility of social benefits, heavy taxes on 
collective farms, exclusion from decision-making, and inability to leave 
the kolkhoz. “There is no improvement for the kolkhoznik in the consti-
tution. It opened the way for the kulak and the priest, but nothing has 
changed for us.” “The constitution is good only for workers” (RGASPI 
f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 86; Sokolov 1998, p. 137). Peasants used 
exactly the terms of citizenship and discrimination when they demanded 
their share of welfare provisions and to take part in decision-making (see 
Chapter 12).

The workers, formally a “privileged” class, also used this occasion and 
voiced loud grievances about exploitation. They requested that the con-
stitutional norm of a seven-hour working day, granted by Article 119 
for “the great majority of the workers,” be implemented in reality and 
reported the practice in the provinces of twelve, seventeen, and even 
nineteen hour workdays without any compensation for overtime or days 
off (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 81, ll. 53, 67). They humbly asked for the 
right to have a land lot, a small house, and livestock, in order to grow 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_10
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_12


9  LIBERAL DISCOURSE   137

supplemental foodstuff. With only their meager wages, “the workers 
can’t support their families as the kolkhozes still produce too little food 
for the market.”

Let me write my opinion following the new constitution and freedom of 
opinion and press. I lost my health at the construction of socialism and I 
am unable to work in production now. I am exhausted, weak, and drained, 
but have nothing and do not know how to live. I have two children and 
no home. I would like to have a chance to get without pay some allot-
ment to build a small hut or dugout and a vegetable garden in order not 
to burden the state [requesting a pension]. A proletarian living on land 
should have a right to toil the small piece of land. I have never had a hut 
and vegetable garden, and now I have a desire to live peacefully and inde-
pendently. Could you also permit artisanship without hiring labor and high 
taxes—just to subsist? Please permit the trade of building materials like 
bricks and timber for individuals. (GARF f. 1235, op. 76, d. 153, l. 328; f. 
3316, op. 8, d. 225, l. 3; f. 3316, op. 41, d. 81, l. 53; TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, 
op. 2v, d. 1772, l. 51)

Formerly, a huge majority of industrial workers owned their share of 
land in the village commune, along with the houses to which they usu-
ally returned after retirement. There was no longer such a practice after 
collectivization, as the plea of this worker conveys. This request listed the 
everyday hardships that the proletariat endured in a country of a dicta-
torship of the proletariat: malnutrition, scarcity, homelessness, and a mis-
erable retirement. But the fate of the deported kulaks was far worse.

9.3  T  he Rights of Special Settlers in Light  
of the Constitution

The most vocal group in support of universal voting was the exiled 
kulaks in special settlements comprising 1,056,633 persons in September 
1936. During collectivization in 1930–1931, 1.8 million were deported, 
including their families, into internal exile to the North, Far East, and 
Siberia, to work as forced laborers with the goals of colonizing the hin-
terlands and exploiting natural resources while, to use the official par-
lance, reeducating themselves to become socialist citizens. By 1 January 
1932, only 1.3 million remained in special settlements: 500,000 had 
either fled or died (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, pp. 47, 310, 532, 797). These 
exiled peasants enthusiastically greeted enfranchisement but they also 
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expected liberation and freedom of movement. Enfranchisement led to 
legal and administrative confusion around the freedom to move, rooted 
in significant part in the extralegal practice of the peasants’ deporta-
tion with no formal verdict or exact terms defined. As Lynne Viola and 
Sergei Krassil’nikov wrote, the mass banishment during collectivization 
was conducted not by the judiciary but by soviet administrative organs. 
According to law, such administrative exile inflicted individual, not fam-
ily, deportation, and free, not forced, labor, and was limited to five years. 
The extraordinary practice of family deportation, with forced labor and 
no terms of exile, violated the law and created a legal vacuum around 
the question of liberation that allowed authorities to manipulate the 
issue with bylaws and instructions according to their immediate needs 
(Pokrovsky et al. 2006, p. 22; Viola 2007, pp. 155–9).

After the publication and adoption of the constitution, those exiled 
during collectivization requested permission to return home, and many 
of them left the special settlements without authorization. The NKVD 
reported the mass return of deportees as early as July 1936 (Berelowitch 
and Danilov 2012, p. 283; Fitzpatrick 1994, pp. 240–1). The writer 
Mikhail Prishvin in his diary entry from 10 June 1937 depicted wander-
ers who appeared on Russian roads—peasant-deportees who were walk-
ing home. The picture is tragic: “Now when summer warm days came, 
people with yellowish-green faces appeared on the northern highway. 
They drag slowly, like turtles, swinging. I asked one where he was com-
ing from—‘from Arkhangelsk.’ He worked in exile for seven years in 
timber rafting, lost all family, and now is returning to his izba (hut) in 
his native village. Others are children of the kulaks, whose fathers died 
doing forestry work. … They wander for about two months, overnight-
ing in the villages.” These “ghosts” moved Prishvin to write a letter to 
Molotov asking if in seven years these poor people had not yet earned a 
ticket back home, at least in cattle cars. “Beside natural sympathy, these 
human shadows are politically undesirable as they conflict with the pic-
ture of a happy life in the country, which we are trying to design. Even 
if they learned there in the North to keep absolutely total silence, their 
appearance is a crying shame” (Prishvin 2010, pp. 622–3).

Article 135 of the constitution, which introduced universal voting 
rights and reinstated the citizenship of millions, had been a part of the 
discourse in the villages and special settlements, in the Lubianka and the 
Kremlin for years. The period between 1930 and 1936 was a marked 
by fluctuations in policy—from concessions to restrictions—regarding  
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the rights of the special settlers. The TsIK decree of 3 July 1931 estab-
lished a term of five years for the special settlers, which in principle 
ended the term for those exiled during collectivization in 1934–1935, 
but partial and selective rehabilitation of their rights started earlier. To 
motivate labor, concessions were made to the youth and good work-
ers who demonstrated their loyalty. For example, in May 1932, the 
TsIK restored rights to a group of 931 deportees—the shock work-
ers. An important concession for the youth was the TsIK instruction 
of 17 March 1933, which enfranchised the children of the deportees 
who came of age. The OGPU sought to profit from this concession, 
instructing local offices to use this chance to motivate young people to 
raise productivity, to recruit them as informers, and also “for the pur-
pose of splitting the constituency of the exiled”—an old ChK-OGPU 
practice. The TsIK decree of 27 May 1934 specified that hard-working, 
loyal deportees nominated by OGPU officers could acquire civil rights 
after the five years of exile and the shock workers among young peo-
ple even before this time (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, pp. 83, 89, 99). But 
in a few days, on 9 June, internal OGPU instruction no. 43 went to 
local departments imposing a restriction of enfranchisement. First, this 
instruction—“About the mechanism of restoration of civil rights for spet-
sposelentsy,” signed by OGPU deputy chief G. Yagoda, Gulag chief M. 
Berman, and G. A. Molchanov (Secret Political Department, OGPU)—
warned local officers against “mass rehabilitation” but instead to select 
individuals. Second, the instruction imposed a cumbersome bureaucratic 
rehabilitation procedure. Third, it urged using the enfranchisement “to 
detach the youth from the counterrevolutionary older generation and 
to recruit new informants [among youth].” Last, the document permit-
ted the rehabilitated to leave the special settlements but instructed the 
OGPU to press them to stay, and for this purpose to introduce a few 
privileges (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, pp. 506, 508, 569–72).

It seems that the rulers were firm in their belief that youth would be 
on the side of the government. In a report about the political moods of 
Ural deportees, the chekists emphasized that the mood of the youth is 
very distinct from the rebellious moods and actions of the older exiles. 
“Young people consider themselves to be not guilty and grumble about 
their parents. Conflict with adults reflects the splitting [of the constit-
uency]. The groups of young people visit the comendature, offices of 
forestry departments, and declare their break with their relatives and 
demand improvement of living conditions. On the eve of the October 
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holidays, the youth expressed their wish to participate in a celebration 
and even to volunteer to build a club.”7 Youth was the target group in 
recruiting informers. According to the OGPU, in Ural exile, every 20 
families had on average one informer, and about 30% of the informers 
were youth.

The question about the right to return became central. By 1 
November 1934, 31,364 exiles were rehabilitated, and despite pressure 
to stay, 75% of them left the special settlements; in the Northern krai—
90%. To stop their departure, on 25 January 1935, the TsIK approved 
the prohibition, suggested by the OGPU, for the rehabilitated to leave 
their place of exile (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, p. 661). This was a break 
with the earlier OGPU “Temporary statute (polozhenie) about rights 
and duties of special settlers” from 25 October 1931, which regulated 
all peasant exile life in the 1930s and established the “full restoration 
of all civil rights five years after deportation” (Pokrovsky et al. 2006,  
p. 36). This point of the statute had maintained the spirit of thousands 
of deportees, but was now canceled.

Inconsistency about the right to return to one’s native place, join a 
kolkhoz, and restore one’s possessions found expression in a debate at 
the Second Congress of Outstanding Kolkhozniks in February 1935. 
The adopted Kolkhoz Statute contained a clause allowing the admission 
to collective farms of expropriated kulaks who had reformed themselves 
and were no longer enemies of the Soviet government (Fitzpatrick 1994,  
p. 123). However, at the Congress and later during the constitution dis-
cussion, kolkhoz activists expressed anxiety about revenge from the kulaks. 
“I believe that, as a result, those who were activists during dekulakiza-
tion and the elimination of kulaks will suffer now. If the kulaks come to 
power, they will persecute those activists because kulaks still continue 
to feel a big hatred” (GARF f. 3316, op. 40, d. 14, l. 33).8 Siegelbaum 
and Geldern agree with Fitzpatrick’s observation elsewhere that “the 
party leadership proved to be more conciliatory towards the bulk of 
the peasantry than did the activists” (Geldern and Siegelbaum 1935).  
While the Kolkhoz Statute inspired deportees, a reverse movement came 

8 The author, K. E. Porkhomenko, Western oblast’, Gordeevsky raion, probably belonged 
to the activists.

7 19 December 1930, Report of Ural oblast’ plenipotentiary G. P. Matson to the head of 
the Secret Operative Department (SOU), OGPU, E. G. Evdokimov “About the conditions 
of kulak exile.”
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in August 1935 arising from a Gulag clarification sent to all chiefs of 
special settlements to allow admission to collective farms only in places 
of exile, not in the returnees’ native localities (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, p. 
581).9 Such manipulation, when secret instructions denigrated the opera-
tion of publicly announced policies, was a common practice.

At that moment, in the midst of this ambiguity, the constitution draft 
was published and aroused a new wave of hope and many cases of spon-
taneous unauthorized departures of settlers. In the general confusion on 
the legal status of the deportees, the returnees were often accepted in 
kolkhozes, which at that time experienced a depletion of the workforce 
(Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 365).

The next problem of the returnees was the question of homes and 
possessions. They demanded not only voting rights and membership in 
the kolkhoz but also their homes and property (RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, 
d. 232, ll. 49, 51; f. 5, op. 1, d. 232, l. 51; Sokolov 1998, p. 139). 
This understandably met opposition among the beneficiaries of collec-
tivization. A certain V. N. Chimorodov from Voronehz oblast’ pro-
tested: “[The constitution] implies that the popes and kulaks are full 
citizens and have the right to receive their confiscated homes, which 
are now in the kolkhoz [’s possession]. For that reason, we ask to ban 
them from voting [meaning from restoration of rights—OV]” (GARF 
f. 3316, op. 40, d. 14, l. 57). The arbitrary nature of collectivization 
caused a backlash resulting in new conflicts. In some places, peoples’ 
courts sanctioned the restoration of possession rights to former kulaks 
(in Northern Caucasus); in other places, returnees occupied their confis-
cated homes without any authorization (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012,  
pp. 283, 285).

With such uncertainty about their status, special settlers expected 
the adoption of the constitution would help them. The newspapers and 
authorities received an incessant flow of questions and complaints about 
the rights of deported kulaks. Many had been deported without trial and 
did not know their terms: “We do not consider ourselves to be deprived 
of the rights according to the court decision, but only by NKVD 
[power], because we did not hear any sentence, any trial, but they sim-
ply exiled us to another area and that’s it” (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 
86, ll. 2a, 2a (verso), 2b, 2b (verso); f. 3316, op. 40, d. 14, ll. 33, 57).  

9 The Gulag clarification to local organs about the application of the Statute article to 
special settlers with reinstated voting rights, August 1935.
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These peasants asked about their status. To numerous questions and 
inquiries, the secretariat of the TsIK Presidium answered in January 
1937: “There is to be no return of dekulakized (confiscated) property 
because it was confiscated according to law. The constitution does not 
imply such a return” (GARF f. 3316, op. 29, d. 793, ll. 11, 17, 32, 45, 
59, 73).10 The August 1937 letter of the chief of the Gulag, I. I. Pliner, 
to Yezhov reflected the understanding of the necessity to clarify the legal 
status of the special settlers according to the new constitution: “In the 
last three–four months, he wrote, the flow of complaints by the settlers 
[trudposelentsy] grew significantly. They write to central and local gov-
ernment institutions and complain that after the adoption of the new 
Constitution there is no change in their legal status. … At the time I do 
not deem it necessary to allow former kulaks to leave their place of exile 
but rather to uphold the TsIK decree from 25 January 1935 forbidding 
them to leave exile until … 1943” (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, p. 591). The 
NKVD did not consider the constitution applied to them. For too many 
deportees, rehabilitation according to Article 135 was nominal since they 
were not allowed to leave their place of exile (Khlevniuk 2010, p. 244). 
In contrast to the published and discussed constitution, the inaccessibil-
ity of the laws’ publications and secret instructions issued by the Gulag 
caused additional pain for citizens.

Another flow of letters with inquiries followed during the prepara-
tion for elections in 1937 (GARF f. 3316, op. 29, d. 793, ll. 71–3). The 
Gulag instruction from 15 October 1937 confirmed the voting rights 
of the settlers, though again restricting their mobility. The central elec-
tion committee and NKVD agreed that voting identification documents 
(spravka) should be issued for special settlers by the commandants of the 
settlements to then be taken away at the polls in exchange for a ballot 
(Pokrovsky et al. 2006, p. 593). Restoration of civil rights was incom-
plete and sabotaged at any level of administration. We see a common 
practice when the constitution, law, or decree granting rights to citizens 
was curtailed by normative instructions and bylaws that restricted those 
rights. “Normative acts quenched the power of law,” wrote Lynne Viola 
and Sergei Krassil’nikov, the compilers of the document collection on the 
special settlers. The authors abstain there from using the term “the legal 
status of spetspereselentsy,” as the notion of legality does not reflect the 

10 December 1936–January 1937. Requests for clarifications of the constitution.
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reality of their condition. “It was a quasilegal procedure, with norms and 
rules not restricted by any legal or justice institutions, but established 
and changed by political authority. … The law was an instrument in the 
hands of regime organs [NKVD] supervising the groups of special set-
tlers” (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, pp. 21–2, 38). Finally, by April 1937 as 
many as 136,350 former deportees, though rehabilitated, still resided 
in or near special settlements (Ivnitsky 2004, pp. 143, 147; Pokrovsky  
et al. 2006, p. 603).11 This twist-and-turn policy of rehabilitation lasted 
for a short period, until July 1937, when, according to the infamous 
Order No. 00447, thousands of former kulaks who had fled or returned 
from exile became victims of a new mass operation directed first of all 
against returnees (Viola 2007, pp. 163–4).

Article 121 announced the right to education. Free education was a 
great achievement of socialism. Children of the lishentsy formally gained 
access to high education according to a government decree from 29 
December 1935. A Belorussian correspondent told an interviewer that 
his father was dekulakized, arrested, and disfranchised. In 1933, he tried 
to enter Leningrad University but was not accepted. In 1936, due to 
the new constitution, he successfully enrolled at the teachers’ institute in 
Vitebsk (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 36, Case 142, p. 45).

At the beginning of 1936, Vyshinsky offered to expand this decree to 
children of deportees but did not receive approval. Only selected appli-
cations, for example groups of young men from Leningrad and Igarka, 
were approved in 1936 (Khlevniuk 2010, pp. 245–7; Pokrovsky et al. 
2006, p. 111). Children of special settlers got the right to move to nearby 
cities with educational institutions only in the spring of 1939, accord-
ing to a new NKVD statute. But as always, there was a great distance 
between law and practice: the letters of young people relate their inabil-
ity to realize their right to an education. The seventh-grade student Vasily 
Melusov wrote to the commandant of the special settlement in the vil-
lage of Berezovka, Pikhtov raion, in Siberia on 23 July 1939. “[In May 
I wrote to you and] on 25 June I have sent an application to Tomsk 
Forestry College via [you] the commandant receiving no answer. … 
Obviously you held my documents with the purpose of keeping me from 
education. However, Article 121 of the Constitution (the Fundamental 
law) of the USSR declares the right of USSR citizens for education,  

11 The total number of special settlers was 859,366 by 1 October 1938.
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but—alas!—not in our settlement” (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, pp. 1010, 
1013). Not only was the right to education impossible to realize for many 
young citizens but the right to freedom itself was equally unattainable. 
The TsIK decree from 1938 to liberate sixteen-year-old children of the 
special settlers was only one-third successful: out of 165,050, only 50,569 
were liberated by 1941. Liberal measures were hardly implemented 
(Ivnitsky 2004, p. 149). Ultimately, the exile and all restrictions on the 
kulaks and special settlers officially ended only after Stalin’s death—in 
1954.

The approvals of the enfranchisement of special settlers in the discus-
sion materials cannot be interpreted as a reflection of liberal attitudes per 
se, but they were a part of the discourse endorsing a new conciliation 
policy and individual and political rights of citizens.

9.4  S  kepticism About Fair Elections

The constitution inspired hope in citizens, who welcomed the state’s 
new direction toward civil rights. Too many, however, were skeptical: 
“Universal and secret voting—it’s just on paper; still only the nominees 
of the Communists will be elected [proidut]” (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, 
op. 2v, d. 1860, ll. 7–8, 18–20, 63; d. 2664, ll. 232, 270). Repetitive 
expressions of disbelief in the new freedoms reflected the accumulated 
experience of the two decades when much was promised but little real-
ized. Citizens actually remembered only one major effective retreat 
from the harsh Bolshevik policies—the New Economic Policy. But even 
this single concession was reversed in 1928. The adult generation who 
remembered the prerevolutionary past and witnessed a myriad of unre-
alized promises and declarations had abundant grounds for disbelief. A 
recent disappointment was the first Five-Year Plan. American military 
intelligence reported: “Another cause of serious discontent was ‘the 
bluff about Five-Year Plan.’ They [the people] were promised after the 
completion of the plan a period of rest and prosperity” (Reynolds 1984, 
Reel X, pp. 0366, 0439; HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 36, Case 1705, p. 68).  
The archival sources reflect popular anticipation (HPSSS Schedule A, 
Vol. 13, Case 167, p. 30). The results of the first Five-Year Plan were 
indeed inadequate: real wages fell by about 50% in industry and con-
tinued to fall until 1934. In the cities, the standard of living fell and the 
countryside was decimated by famine. A worker stated: “A good state 
would be one without Communists because they only promise to better 
the position of the workers. When will we finally see this improvement? 
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The first Five-Year Plan has already ended and where are their prom-
ises?” (Goldman 2007, pp. 20, 31).

While the constitution democratized the election procedure, people 
suspected that falsification and fraud would be used in future elections 
to guarantee the results necessary for the party. “Is it a new democ-
racy if the party will compile the list [of candidates] and introduce it 
to the masses for approval and they vote without thinking?” (Danilov 
et al. 2002, p. 426). A diary recorded such a conversation: “Yesterday 
Stroshkov, the chairman of a local artel, blurted out, ‘The Constitution 
is one thing, but local authorities are something else. Everything will be 
at their discretion: who can be allowed [to run for office] and who can-
not.’ And he may be right, the red-faced thug. They can find subversive 
meaning in the most well-intentioned criticism. Myself, I do not expect 
any real change,” noted the worker Arzhilovsky (Garros et al. 1997,  
p. 127). But disbelief was a crime. Arzhilovsky was arrested, his diary 
confiscated, the statements of skepticism about the victory of socialism 
were underlined by an NKVD officer and brought him a death sentence. 
Pig farm worker Gontarev, Mostov raion, Odessa oblast’, was sent to a 
labor camp for five years for discrediting the constitution in November 
1936 by talking to other workers about the government’s lies in the con-
stitution, saying that the liberties would not be realized (Berelowitch and 
Danilov 2012, p. 364). The same fate befell another worker in February 
1937, who said: “We have no freedom of speech. In what newspaper 
can I criticize the CC secretary Andreev? We have no democracy; our 
democracy is fake; any bourgeois country has more democracy than the 
USSR” (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 2685, l. 1–2).

A certain Gaponov in Leningrad expected arrests of the people’s 
candidates together with their supporters. “If the people’s candidates 
win, the dictatorship will dismiss them. Do not be fooled by the wid-
ening of liberties!” (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860, l. 20). “The 
election was arranged in a way that the results were predetermined. It’s 
interesting what will be a mechanism of elections now and how it will 
be arranged to secure the results necessary for the party.” “Even if the 
people elect their representatives, the Bolsheviks, under the conditions of 
their dictatorship, will do everything to dismiss them. Give us freedom 
of parties and the press, and then we’ll see who wins.” “The counting of 
votes will be arranged in favor of the Bolsheviks” (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, 
op. 2v, d. 1860, ll. 19–20).

Every day brought confirmation of the truth behind these skepti-
cal comments. Delegates’ elections to the local and all-nation soviet 
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congresses in the summer and fall of 1936 were conducted according 
the old norms (including unequal representation of urban and rural sovi-
ets), as specified by the TsIK instruction from 2 August 1936 follow-
ing Stalin’s remark at the CC June Plenum. But voters hurried to realize 
their new rights in practice. Pravda wrote approvingly that electors felt 
compelled by the constitution draft to exercise their right to dismiss inef-
fective cadres immediately—in the fall elections and report campaign in 
the local soviets—even before formal approval of the constitution.

While the population attempted to realize new freedoms, they had 
already been violated here and there. The officials continued to behave 
in the old suppressive ways. In October, the NKVD reported with 
alarm of voters nominating and electing to the local soviet congresses 
“anti-Soviet elements”, lishentsy, or former counterrevolutionaries. The  
NKVD quickly dismissed such delegates from the congress list: in Malaia 
Vishera, Podporozhie, Novoselsky raion in Leningrad oblast’, Zeldsky 
raion, Odesskaia oblast’, and others (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012,  
pp. 354–5, 363–4). The kulak lishenets Afanasy Popov in the Caucasus 
was deprived of the deputy mandate in the middle of the congress, while 
delegates “Khoptiar, suspected in spying, and Zaidman, Trotskyist,” in 
Vinnitsa oblast’, were arrested (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860,  
ll. 3, 14–5; d. 2664, l. 231; Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 354–5, 
365). Security bodies and the party directly intervened in the elections, 
blocking undesirable candidates and imposing the nominees. In Tikhvin 
raion, Leningrad oblast’, the voters declined the candidacy of village 
soviet chair Sokolov, but the raion representative said, “You can vote 
him out, but my word is final: Sokolov will stay as chair” (Berelowitch 
and Danilov 2012, p. 354). As skeptics predicted, the old practice 
of party and NKVD control over elections and manipulation contin-
ued: the unwanted candidates were excluded from the voting lists or 
arrested. Another method of manipulation was “an informal quota sys-
tem,” or raznariadka (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 2664; Kulakov 
et al. 2005, p. 447). For example, the Gorky krai soviet leader instructed 
the staff: “Elections to the krai [soviet] congress should guarantee [win-
ners include] 34 per cent women, 40–45 per cent nonparty people, 22 
per cent workers, and 30 per cent kolkhozniks” (Kulakov et al. 2005, pp. 
385–447; Yekelchyk 2014, pp. 199–202). This sorting took place at the 
moment of nomination. The plenum of the Gorky krai party commit-
tee in September 1936 directly instructed party officials to scrutinize 
the cadres of the candidates and manage the elections of the deputies 
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(Kulakov et al. 2005, pp. 384–5).12 Thus, already in the fall of 1936, the 
local elections of the delegates to the soviet congresses saw the test of the 
new freedoms implementation. The NKVD reported that socially alien 
elements used the report campaign and elections for anti-Soviet agita-
tion (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 346–58). Elected former kulaks 
and members of now banned parties were blocked via something akin to 
“criminal checks”.

In the fall of 1936, when the NKVD en masse warned high 
party authorities of the people’s intent to use a secret procedure to 
vote out Communists from local positions, they already had prec-
edents (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 340–1, 346, 350). In  
1937, such warnings multiplied as soviet and party officials realized 
the threat to their positions of power. Their misgivings were voiced in 
the debates on the new election procedure at the February–March 
1937 CC Plenum. Arch Getty analyzed this debate from the perspec-
tive of officials’ resistance to the initiatives of the center (Getty 1991, 
p. 29; 2013a, Chapter 7), but the subject of the debate—energizing  
of anti-Soviet forces in the population—was also internalized by the 
decision-makers. As a result, repressions targeted not only officials and 
elite, but the masses—NKVD decrees from 27 March, 25 April and 8 
June 1937 directed operations against churchmen and believers13; opera-
tions against former kulaks and other anti-Soviet elements started in July 
1937. Experiments with freely contested elections, announced by A. A. 
Zhdanov at the plenum to purge officials, continued as well. May 1937 
elections in the local Communist Party committees led to 50% rotation 
and to over 70% rotation in the trade unions (Goldman 2007, pp. 147–
8). On 2 July, the press published the procedures governing elections 
to the Supreme Soviet—the ballots were printed to accommodate sev-
eral candidates. According to Getty, the frightened local officials “tried 
to convince Moscow of the dangers of contested elections” and thus pre-
cipitated the mass operations of the Great Terror (Getty 2013b, p. 229)  

12 The information of the Gorky krai soviet chair Yu. M. Kaganovich about the prepa-
ration of the extraordinary soviet congresses at the 10th Plenum of the VKPb Krai 
Committee, 28 September 1936.

13 The decrees stressed preparations of the church people to elections according to the 
new liberties of the constitution. Sixty-four percent of the arrested 31,359 in church opera-
tions between August and November 1937 were believers, others—churchmen.
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unleashed in July 1937.14 Contested elections were secretly cancelled 
in October 1937 just before the election to the Supreme Soviet. In 
December, the people were disappointed to find only one name on each 
ballot (Photo 9.2). The intelligent and critically minded Leningradian 
Liubov’ Shaporina put in her diary:

During the studies of the election law in all enterprises and institutions, 
the public asked if they could take the ballot and go home to ponder what 
candidate to vote for. Answer: yes. I entered the booth where I was sup-
posed to read the ballot and choose my candidate to the Supreme Soviet 
… [but] we have on the ballot one name, selected in advance. I had 

14 The history of the elections to the Supreme Soviet in 1937 deserves to be stud-
ied further, with meticulous analysis of the October CC Plenum (see Getty 2013b; 
Brandenberger 2011; Pavlova 2003).

Photo 9.2  Polling station no. 19 in Leningrad, December 1937. The slo-
gan reads “On 12 December 1937 here will take place a secret voting to elect 
the Supreme Soviet of the USSR.” M. P. Yanov. Courtesy of the Central State 
Archives of Documentary Films, Photographs, and Sound Recordings, Saint-
Petersburg (TsGAKFFD SPb)
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a laugh attack in the booth. For a time, I could not make the appropri-
ate calm face. At the exit I met Yuri with a stony expression on his face. I 
raised my collar [to hide my face—OV]—it was incredibly laughable. In 
the yard I met Petrov-Vodkin and Dmitriev. V. V. [Dmitriev] talked about 
something and wildly laughed. …We all laughed. (Shaporina 2012, p. 219)

Finally, popular skepticism about the election reform was well justified.
This disbelief demonstrates a faculty for rational and critical thinking in 

the popular mind—the ability to analyze the political process, to connect 
cause and consequence. These skeptical comments evidence the distance 
that some individuals managed to keep from the state—and the fortitude 
underlying their opposition to the state’s falsehoods embodied in its con-
stitution. The liberal undercurrent was pronounced in support of judicial 
innovations, accountability of the soviets’ administration, universal voting 
rights, and especially in reactions to proclaimed individual freedoms.

9.5  N  ew Freedoms in the Popular Discourse

Individual rights, guaranteed safe from government interference, and the 
protection of minority rights are generally considered the essential ele-
ments of a liberal democracy. The 1936 discussion characterizes popular 
views on the principles announced in the constitution draft—freedom of 
assembly, press, religion, mobility, and the inviolability of person, home, 
and private correspondence.

The freedom to unite in public organizations declared by Article 
12615 stood in sharp contrast to reality: by the 1930s, the party-state 
had suppressed all independent voluntary associations of any kind. After 
crushing the party of Socialists-Revolutionaries and the Mensheviks 
at the beginning of the 1920s, the All-Union Communist Party (of 
Bolsheviks) (VKPb) remained the single party in the country, though 
this one-party system had never been institutionalized in previous con-
stitutions. By describing it as a party of the most active and politically 
conscious citizens, the 1936 Constitution’s Article 126 enhanced the 

15 “In conformity with the interests of the working people, … citizens of the U.S.S.R. are 
ensured the right to unite in public organizations—trade unions, cooperative associations, 
youth, sport and defense organizations, cultural, technical, and scientific societies; and the 
most active and politically conscious citizens … unite in the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union, which is the vanguard of the working people in their struggle to strengthen and 
develop the socialist system and is the leading core of all organizations of the working peo-
ple, both public and state.”
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party’s role, especially in its formula “the All-Union Communist Party 
(of Bolsheviks) … is the leading core of all organizations of the work-
ing people, both public and state.” This formula confirmed the status of 
the party organization at plants, schools, kolkhozes, and local soviets as 
supervisor of their executives, and thus institutionalized the party-state. 
The next constitution in 1977 established the party as “the leading and 
directing force of the Soviet society.”

Common people reading Articles 125 and 126 often missed the 
point that political freedoms were guaranteed to citizens “in conform-
ity with the interests of the working people, and in order to strengthen 
the socialist system.” It was an important limitation meant to bar critique 
of the regime. Although the article did not mention political parties, it 
raised expectations in public about the revival of a multiparty system. A 
certain Grigory Gorunov, called a former Socialist-Revolutionary in the 
NKVD report, interpreted Article 126 as follows: “The constitution per-
mits parties and liberties, so now we’ll organize our own party and press 
and will conduct our own policy” (RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 
52; TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860, l. 7). The engineer Glebov 
from Leningrad recommended that the government permit political par-
ties; otherwise, he warned, they will go underground. (RGASPI f. 17, 
op. 120, d. 232, l. 52). People still did not forget their experience of 
a multiparty system, as many nostalgic references to the prerevolution-
ary past or to Western political systems showed. The comments were 
mostly abstract in nature, approving liberties in principle; peasants, how-
ever, were quite explicit in their demand for Peasant Unions to protect 
their interests. “We ask you [the government] to allow a Peasant Union 
because without it we are like a flock without a shepherd; we have no 
place to ask any advice.” “I suggest complementing Article 126 about 
enhancing self-organization [with an addition] to grant the kolkhoz and 
individual peasantry the right to organize a Peasant Union at every vil-
lage soviet to convey directly all [the peasants’] needs and requests to 
central agricultural agencies. The village soviets and kolkhoz offices, 
because of their bureaucratic attitude, in most cases lead kolkhozes not 
to an affluent and cultured life, but to destruction and deterioration” 
(GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 207, l. 195; RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 
52; f. 5, op. 1, d. 232, l. 79). The voices from the countryside demanded 
equal rights with workers, effective representation in power, and pro-
tection of their specific political and economic interests. These requests 
for a peasant political party or trade union, widespread in the 1920s, 
lessened after the eradication of the most active and entrepreneurial 
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farmers from the village during collectivization, but demands were still 
voiced during the constitution discussion (Velikanova 2013, pp. 118–58; 
RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, ll. 79, 83; f. 5, op. 1, d. 232, ll. 74, 
79; TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860, l. 8; GARF f. 3316, op. 40, 
d. 14, ll. 69–70; Sokolov 1998, p. 149). The political movement in the 
countryside for the Peasant Union indicates strongly the efficiency of the 
forces of modernity in transforming even a conservative constituency like 
the peasantry. It undermines the maxim of Max Weber about the pattern 
in peasants’ behavior in European revolutions: “to switch from the most 
thoroughgoing radicalism [during the Revolution] to a state of apathy 
or political reaction, once their immediate economic demands had been 
satisfied” (Beetham 1985, p. 188).

Here too, skeptics contributed to the conversation: “Anyway, those 
who dare to organize a party will be razed to the ground.” Those dream-
ing about democratic pluralism overlooked the discouraging note in 
Molotov’s interview with the French journalist Chastene, published in 
Izvestia on 24 March 1936: the question about the multiparty system in 
the USSR “is not relevant as we approach the disappearance of conflict-
ing classes, and respectively the parties representing them.” Pravda, in 
editorials and articles written by officials, often underscored the incom-
patibility of the multiparty system with the harmonious world of social-
ism. “There are no conditions in our country for any party opposed to 
the Bolshevik one” (Pravda 1, 4, 6 November 1936). Finally, Stalin dis-
missed the need for other parties in a speech at the 8th Soviet Congress 
“because all classes are friendly now, without antagonistic interests,” thus 
conveying his ideal of a homogeneous communist society (Stalin 1947, 
p. 21).

While state supremacy was recognized by the masses as a given (to 
be discussed in Chapter 10), support for individual rights also found its 
place in the popular discourse. One of the correspondents advised: “The 
violation of the main rights of man and citizen not only undermines citi-
zenship but also ignites hatred in a person against the state and the desire 
to destroy such a state” (RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 52). The 
articles about individual rights were in sharp antagonism with the very 
recent experience of collectivization. After dispossession of the kulaks, 
when pillows, mirrors, and coats had been confiscated, typically with-
out taking any inventory, or simply robbed, personal property was now 
declared protected by the law. The new constitution claimed the house-
holds of collective, individual farmers, and artisans inviolable, includ-
ing livestock and hens. “Earned by labor, possessions, income, savings, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_10
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house, household, instruments, and personal belongings are protected by 
the socialist state” (Pravda 14 June 1936). The new Family Legislation 
confirmed property rights.

Article 9 permitted the small private subsidiary economy of individual 
out-kolkhoz peasants and handicraftsmen. This inspired the expectations 
that pressure on independent peasants to join kolkhoz would end. Most 
collectivized peasants interpreted this concession to individual farmers 
as the beginning of a return to the pre-kolkhoz system—this was a pop-
ular subject of rumors in the countryside. Their logic: if there was no 
more pressure on the out-kolkhoz farmers to join collective farms, then 
kolhozniks would also be free to exit. For peasants, no pressure meant 
freedom to stay out of the collective farms, and in this case, they implied, 
nobody would stay in the kolkhoz. The dreamers fantasized even fur-
ther: that after cancellation of the kolkhoz, peasants would be given land 
(RGASPI f. 5, op. 1, d. 232, l. 49; f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 49).

The numerous expectations of the end of collective farms were 
accompanied by a small number of requests for the right to travel abroad 
and for such “luxuries” as receiving foreign newspapers (GARF f. 1235, 
op. 76, d. 153, l. 73 verso; f. 3316, op. 8, d. 225, l. 73, 114; d. 226, l. 
152). Such requests sounded quite extravagant in a country where per-
missions to go abroad were approved by the Politburo. The constitu-
tion inspired freedom-lovers like a certain Savin from West Siberian krai, 
Diaschinsky raion. In his letter to Krestianskaia Gazeta, he demanded 
freedom of trade, days off for all, low taxes, ending repressions, and con-
trol of crime. But his main emphasis was on religious freedom: “Give all 
citizens full freedom, no suppression of beliefs in any nation, open all 
temples—Orthodox and other denominations. Liberate all exiled priests 
and other persons. Village soviets and other state institutions should not 
harass the churches and other denominations; all citizens should prac-
tice the faith that they want” (Danilov et al. 2002, p. 822; Kresianskaia 
Gazeta 17 August 1936). Savin’s letter demonstrated inclusive views and 
tolerance when he defended the rights of minorities. The letter does not 
show if he was a believer or not, but he raised his voice for all faiths, 
not only the Orthodox. Such tolerance, however, was rare: disregard of 
the rights of minorities (individual farmers and believers) was a particular 
trend in the discussants’ understanding of democracy. Even as late as the 
1990s, Russian citizens showed concern first and foremost for their own 
rights, neglecting the rights of others, including minorities. In 2006, 
from a third to half of young people in Russia showed a willingness to 
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suppress the rights of “others,” of minorities and deviants (Gibson and 
Duch 1993, p. 88; Zorkaia 2010, p. 24). Such an understanding was 
noticeable even among the Russian “democrats” who guided reforms in 
the 1990s (Lukin 2000, p. 265).

Article 127, which guaranteed the inviolability of the person, found 
strong resonance and got 3218 comments (ranking it fifth). “Farmers 
are very happy with the inviolability of the person in the Constitution—
now soviet officials won’t come to arrest us for debts as in the past” 
(GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 207, l. 191; d. 81, l. 84; RGASPI f. 17, op. 
120, d. 232, ll. 83–5). A certain Tkachenko, maligned and excluded 
from the party, addressed Kalinin: “According to Soviet laws, do I have 
a right to wash away the black spot of slander from me? I want to know 
how the constitutional law provides inviolability of person to me, an 
honest man, and to a slanderer in our Soviet conditions” (RGASPI f. 78, 
op. 1, d. 592, l. 25). The article resonated with the growing sense of 
dignity and self-worth among citizens.

Self-esteem and individualism revealed itself in ten (TsIK data) 
requests to protect citizens from humiliation by cursing and insults. 
These comments responded to Article 123: “any advocacy of racial or 
national exclusiveness or hatred and contempt is punishable by law.” The 
voices in the discussion against verbal aggressiveness, emboldened by a 
feeling of personal autonomy, belonged to a liberal discourse. Obscene 
language (mat) after the revolution flooded public spaces and new pop-
ulation groups—women and children. A contemporary philologist, 
Selischev, observed the attempts to condemn the proliferation of vulgar-
isms in party and youth publications in the 1920s. He discussed a source 
of obscenity and vulgarisms within criminal groups and believed that the 
phenomenon migrated from the city factory milieu toward villages and 
youth (Selischev 1928, pp. 74, 80). At 4 a.m. on 27 February 1937, 
while walking to take his place in a food line, Arzhilovsky “heard a young 
woman, a worker, swearing. She used the same filthy language that men 
are prone to use. The other women were laughing at her outbursts. And 
in fact, all the women are constantly exposed to coarse language; they 
know the hidden meaning to all the words, so why not use them them-
selves? Equality in all things” (Garros et al. 1997, p. 149). The observer 
sarcastically interpreted everyday brutalization as a result of the drive to 
equality.

As a reaction to the vulgarization of language and in line with 
the enlightenment trend in Bolshevism, an attempt at “linguistic 
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engineering” (Katarina Clark’s expression) produced in the 1920s an 
official campaign of a “struggle for cultured speech”: the Komsomol 
campaigned against foul language; the pedagogue Makarenko and 
writer Maxim Gorky advised adults to censor their speech; and polite-
ness was invoked as a requirement for the new Soviet elite and bureau-
crats (Hoffmann 2003, pp. 42–3, 67; Clark 1998, p. 208; Smith 1998; 
Komsomol’skaia Pravda, no. 162, 1925; Laursen 2007). Some local sovi-
ets—in the Sverdlovsk, Omsk, and Kuban’ oblasts—introduced fines for 
cursing and thus hoped to replenish their scarce budgets (Rittersporn 
2014, p. 228). Despite these efforts, swearing and rudeness persisted 
in society. Campaigns in the press against verbal aggressiveness juxta-
posed a powerful but crude vernacular, associated with proletarian ori-
gins, against cultured speech, which the masses instinctively associated 
with “bourgeois” manners and upbringing. Shaporina, who was of noble 
origin, wrote in 1946: “[She was] very cultured, well-mannered, and I 
often rebuked her for being too ‘ladylike’ (barynia). I know from my 
experience that this gentleness hindered and hinders me in contempo-
rary life, preventing me from when in Rome, doing as the Romans do 
(s volkami zhit’– po volch’i vyt’)” (Shaporina 2017, p. 33). Besides the 
antibourgeois tenor in the vernacular and the general coarsening of 
mores as a result of wars and the exodus of the cultural elite after the 
Revolution, some historians see the persistence of cursing as a vent for 
long-suppressed frustrations of the Soviet citizens, as a means of sym-
bolic self-assertion for a population reduced to silence (Rittersporn 
2014, p. 205). More convincing is the positing of mat as an antireli-
gious declaration or an often unconscious resistance to lifeless and dull 
Bolshevik speech, a kind of “secret” language of a subaltern group, in 
James Scott’s terms. Facing a flood of verbal violence, members of the 
old intelligentsia—but also those unrooted, humiliated, and marginal-
ized elements, who desperately sought a new Soviet identity, security, 
and integration—believed that the “blessed” new constitution could 
stop swearing (GARF f. 1235, op. 76, d. 153, l. 126; f. 3316, op. 8,  
d. 225, l. 75; op. 41, d. 207, l. 16; op. 40, d. 40, l. 13). It is yet more 
evidence of the common belief in the power of words and texts (a consti-
tution) to change reality. Correspondents in 1936 suggested toughening 
punishment as the way to stop cursing (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 225, ll. 
75, 135; op. 41, d. 85, ll. 42–3, 45–6; d. 86, l. 19; f. 3316, op. 40, d. 
15, l. 117; RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, ll. 56, 87). Already existing 
decrees against insults, however, did not work. A gap between the law  
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and practice in the USSR was common: in the discussion, people often 
demanded the introduction of a law that had already been in force but 
rarely implemented. The swearing epidemic remained incurable for dec-
ades: in 1999, half of surveyed Russians had reported having been a vic-
tim of verbal abuse (Dubin 2010, p. 86).

These calls for human dignity were a part of modern subjectivity16 
and a new feature for the workers and peasants in their transforma-
tion to a modern personality. Inspired by the liberating promises of the 
Revolution, it was endorsed by the official inculcation of civility (Taylor 
1989, p. 211). The growth of self-worth accompanied the process of 
the formation of the Russian working class. Stephen Smith showed that 
already during the 1905 Revolution, “Russian workers had developed 
a heightened sensitivity to the innate value of the human person.” In 
labor strikes, demands for polite treatment in the workplace went hand 
in hand with economic and political issues. The traditional form of famil-
iar address, ty, used by foremen and supervisors when communicating 
with the workers, became perceived as intolerable by the first generation 
of the proletarians. In the period 1901–1913, the Factory Inspectorate 
registered a tenfold increase in annual complaints about “bad treatment” 
and a demand for respectful treatment was in one-fifth of all strike res-
olutions between 1907 and 1914 (Smith 1998, pp. 105–6; Figes and 
Kolonitsky 1999, pp. 115–6). One of the innovations of the February 
Revolution in 1917 was Order No. 1, introducing the more formal 
address, vy, to soldiers in the army.

Mechanisms of modernization—migration to cities, industrial dis-
cipline, education—launched the process of individuation in former 
peasants and proletarians. A sign of this was the perception of a loss of 
citizenship (lishenie prav) in the USSR as a source of shame for indi-
viduals, while the acquisition of full citizenship was perceived by 
many former outcasts as a restoration of honor (Alexopoulos 2006,  
p. 514). In our sources, we hear the voices of the disenfranchised who 
defended their dignity. An artisan, I. Anokhin protested against the 
practice of displaying the lists of lishentsy in public places in villages 
and small towns on the eve of elections: “I have a family and children. 
Placing my name on the fence [zabor], like a citizen without rights, 
defames my good name … [It] puts the stamp of outcast on me.”  

16 The idea of natural autonomy and dignity are central in the modern Western self.
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Another voice: “I am a loyal member of the Churikov [religious] sect 
and like a free citizen living in free Soviet republic, I have the right 
to think freely, go and spend time where I want and need” (Dobkin 
1992, pp. 620, 622). These expressions of self-validation and individ-
uation were noteworthy in the context of many centuries of a peasant 
collectivist commune mentality and anti-individualist Soviet mores. In 
official discourse, dignity and respectability had a quite ambiguous place 
and were often overshadowed by subordination of the individual to the 
collective good and by self-denial in favor of the collective. The word 
“individualist” had a negative connotation in the Soviet vernacular. Not 
self-esteem, but modesty was one of the ideal features of the new Soviet 
Man, inculcated by propaganda, inter alia, through the ascetic images of 
Lenin and Stalin, who served as role models. This mindset was propped 
up by those in power at any level to make sure that their subordinates 
did not appropriate their superiors’ places, and exemplified in a Soviet 
colloquialism ne vesovyvaisia!, which can be translated as “Do not stand 
out!” or “Keep a low profile!” Reflecting the feeling of “unworthi-
ness” hidden in the subconscious, many letters and appeals began with 
excuses for bothering the addressee.

Freedom of mobility was in demand in the country, with 1.3 mil-
lion exiled peasants, kolkhoz bondage, and the administrative system of 
“regime” cities with limited residency. Nine comments collected by TsIK 
requested introducing the right to settle anywhere inside the country 
without restrictions; and seven (my records), the right to change work-
places. This freedom was not introduced in the charter, but the demand 
came organically from below. These citizens disapproved of the reduc-
tion of freedom of movement resulting from the establishment of kolk-
hozes, exclusion of collective farmers from the internal passport system, 
and the introduction of residency registration in the cities. In the sum-
mer of 1936, under conditions of massive flight from collective farms in 
the face of famine, the basic freedom of movement became vital for com-
mon folk, who often compared their status with that of fugitive serfs.

Article 128 about the inviolability of the home produced various 
readings—the majority of discussants stood for the restriction of this 
right (to be discussed in Chapter 10); others were in favor. This prin-
ciple in Western constitutions was based on private property. After the 
nationalization of real estate in 1918, bringing with it the absence of 
private property in the USSR, the inviolability of the home was a false-
hood. State property on real estate made the state a distributor of hous-
ing according to its interests in favor of privileged social groups. An 
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economy of shortages made any resource an instrument of wealth redis-
tribution and thus of control. In this condition, tenants’ rights were 
inevitably vulnerable. Soviet urbanites obtained their living space free, 
according to the written order of the local soviet, which was omnipo-
tent in the distribution of housing. The order gave “the right of occupa-
tion” or “using the living space.” The urban housing crisis, arbitrariness 
and corruption of allocating agencies, and the uncertain status of vari-
ous housing facilities made the “housing problem” central in cities and 
towns. Tenants had no right to sell, buy, exchange, or lease at will the 
accommodations where they lived. They totally depended on the author-
ities in this key sphere. Distribution of housing and the institution of 
registration in a certain place became instruments of control over the 
population, regulating the people’s mobility and way of life (Meerovich 
2008, pp. 196–7, 294–5).

Many citizens understood very well the weakness of the principle of 
real estate inviolability under socialism without private property rights. 
This constitution article provoked endless inquiries about the issues of 
inheritance, exchange, bequest, and the lease of housing, which were 
not clearly established by law (GARF f. 3316, op. 29, d. 793, ll. 12–4). 
Reflecting the routine of arrests, many comments endorsed the principle 
that only a police warrant gives the right to intrude into a home and 
make searches.

More complicated was the legal status of dormitories and housing 
facilities affiliated with a particular plant or factory, where eviction of 
the retired, sick, or fired was common practice. The workers at the shoe 
factory in Leningrad enthusiastically supported Article 128 and insisted 
that nobody except the court could evict a resident or make him or her 
share a living space (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 225, ll. 75, 149; op. 41, d. 
207, l. 17; d. 85, ll. 4, 11, 13–4, 18). Such interpretation of the article, 
however, was wrong: factory barracks remained exterritorial for law. In 
July 1937, the TsIK secretary answered Podolsk worker M. A. Zhukov, 
explaining that the article does not imply that eviction from plant hous-
ing is illegal. It rather means “Nobody can enter a citizen’s dwelling 
without his consent (except the power organs with the appropriate war-
rant). … As for the question of eviction of a tenant who no longer works 
in the plant, this is regulated by the rules of dwelling usage. The new 
constitution’s Article 128 has nothing to do with this question.” One 
TsIK clarification—“The eviction is acceptable by court decision”—con-
tradicted another clarification: “Instruct the courts that they should not 
accept such lawsuits about eviction” (GARF f. 3316, op. 29, d. 793, ll. 
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11, 22, 30, 90, 119, 133).17 Numerous inquiries and evasive answers 
from officials, who instructed supplicants to “seek a lawyer’s consulta-
tion,” demonstrate how unfree and vulnerable Soviet citizens were when 
it came to their basic human rights.

The discussion of the constitution for the first time educated a new 
generation of Soviet citizens in the language of civil rights. For example, 
the woman’s discontent about the ban on abortion in 1936 expressed 
her concern in civil rights terms—as a restriction of the personal human 
rights of all women (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 82, ll. 1–2). An under-
ground leaflet from 1939 signed by the National Labor Union of the 
New Generation urged: “Fight for the rights that Stalin has taken from 
you! Restoration of religion, political views, legality, and equality before 
the law is our aim. … In respecting the rights and freedoms of others, 
one is strengthening his own rights and freedoms. … Restoration of the 
right to work, freedom of occupation, and equality is our aim. … All 
citizens of Russia must have the right to choose their work” (Reynolds 
1984, Enclosure to report 10516 from 26 October 1939).

The concern of many citizens about individual and civil rights, the 
effective workings of the soviets, election reform, and the rule of law, 
as well as their political engagement, support the existence in Stalinist 
society of a liberal political subculture with democratic elements. An 
illiberal system still admitted a liberal subject with limited autonomy 
(Fitzpatrick 2005; Tikhomirov 2013, pp. 117–8).18 The evidence of lib-
eral discourse challenges the monolithic argument about “the death of 
liberal man in Stalinist Russia,” articulated in debates on Stalinist subjec-
tivity in historiography (Krylova 2000). Discussed here, pockets of liberal 
political culture, though marginal, add an alternative perspective to the 
view of indiscriminate consumption by society of the state’s ideological 
production (Dobrenko et al. 2004, p. 700). The comments reflected 
creative, independent political engagement and rational attitudes to be 
distinguished from those praising Stalin’s constitution, who originated 
in servile and emotional conformity, uncritically accepting everything 
emanating from the authorities. It is the democratic character of the 
constitution and a shift in official discourse that inspired these “liberal” 

17 “Clarifications about the Constitution.”
18 The letters to the regime, according to A. Tikhomirov, showed that the Soviet people 

conceptualized themselves not only as supplicants but also as individuals and citizens.
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voices and allowed them to be heard in the summer and fall of 1936. 
The transient moment of discussion allowed “unsettled identities to con-
solidate” around one or another set of values. But the previous and later 
practices of the regime precluded this stratum of the population from 
becoming “a competent, self-confident, experienced body of citizens.” 
They tended to remain “democratic aspirants” (Almond and Verba 
1965, p. 25). Lacking proper experience in Stalin’s USSR, they had few 
chances to develop their confidence and competence. The fake, dema-
gogic democratism of the political system, as well as persecutions, led to 
the isolation of liberal elements in society. They still existed, however, 
in “the islands of separateness” such as professional and private life, as 
well as in religious and intellectual groups. As one of the correspondents 
warned in the discussion of 1936, these “aspirants” turned to the semi-
underground. Only much later did dissidents generate peaceful activities 
to protect human rights, but this will come only in the 1960s and 1970s. 
These dissidents will make the constitution their banner.
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Among the polyphony of opinions, two major pattern-driven currents 
existed—liberal versus antiliberal. The clamor for civil rights and support 
for the innovations of the constitution contrasted with mass disapproval 
of the new liberties, demands for continuing segregation of the “for-
mer people,” and strengthening of punishments—a major finding of this 
research that deserves analysis and will get full attention in this chapter.

But first a few reservations about the opinions should be discussed 
here. As soon as the constitution was granted from above to the pop-
ulation, its support among the masses swung toward maximization as 
many swam with the tide, uncritically accepting everything emanating 
from the top, sometimes even without understanding—for example, the 
concept of the secret vote. This phenomenon is well known to sociolo-
gists. But opposition to the liberal principles of the constitution should 
logically have had a reverse tendency, toward minimization, as noncon-
formists swam against the tide and had to overcome the frustration and 
danger of defying the powers above. Protests against liberties conflicted 
with the official truth manifested in the constitution, and with Stalin 
himself. In our attempt to analyze these two trends, we should keep in 
mind these pressures—of loyalty and fear, conformity and individual rea-
soning. It is noteworthy that the widespread mood of rejection of the 
“holy” constitution was not reported by the People’s Commissariat for 
Internal Affairs (NKVD) or party observers as anti-Soviet or disloyal. In 
contrast, unauthorized meetings of believers to discuss the constitution, 
though absolutely legal, were reported as suspicious. Apparently, blatant 
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constitutional freedoms did not live alongside the cultural code that 
ruled the perceptions and behavior of activists and reporting officials.

The expansion of the franchise met extremely articulate opposition. 
Rejection of this innovation reflected a high intolerance and hostility 
in society against the people defined as “enemies” or as “others”—for 
example, “former people,” clergy, and individual homestead farmers. 
Starting from the Civil War, the new Soviet identity was promoted 
through an official incitement of class hatred and the planting of images 
of internal and external enemies. When the constitution annulled a  
pillar of Soviet identity—internal foes—it met numerous protests. In my 
records, 108 comments, and 7.7% in Smolensk, 17% in Leningrad, and 
30.6% in Gorky krai, were against expansion of the franchise to former 
“enemies.” Article 135 stated, “Elections of deputies are universal: all 
citizens of the USSR irrespective of race or nationality, religion, educa-
tional and residential qualifications, social origin, property status, or past 
activities, have the right to vote in the election of deputies and to be 
elected.” Arch Getty generalized that “in rural areas, and indeed across 
the USSR, around 17 per cent of all suggestions represented a protest 
against allowing formerly disenfranchised persons … to vote,” but the 
origin of this number is not clear. In the information svodka no. 3/13 
from 1 November 1936, Article 135 got 4716 suggestions (10.8%) and 
Part XI, “Elections System,” got 6369 comments (14.6%) out of 43,427 
calculated comments, but in any event these numbers included both pro-
tests and approvals (Getty 2013, p. 210; GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, 
ll. 123, 158). Half—48%—of the 4716 comments argued with Stalin’s 
thesis that the class structure of Soviet society had changed, that classes 
were emancipated and entirely transformed, with no political contradic-
tions between them. And he heard this message. This opposition, coun-
ter to the “sacred” constitution, provides us with one more important 
argument about popular opinions. If, generally, comments in the dis-
cussion are a priori assumed to have been manipulated by the official 
framework, through intimidation, propaganda, and selection, and as such 
tended to be more supportive and celebratory, the counter-constitutional 
utterances, sometimes arguing with Stalin himself, undermine the uni-
versality of such an assumption. The large group of comments criticizing 
Stalin’s thesis of social conciliation seems more independent than those 
voices glorifying the constitution as a “gift” of the Great Stalin to Soviet 
citizens.
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Arguing with the constitution, these citizens insisted on the preser-
vation of hostile anti-Soviet attitudes in the population: “Former mer-
chants, kulaks, and other exploiters have not yet transformed themselves 
and forgotten their former wealth. During elections they can propagate 
their views and attract unstable, hesitant citizens. Former people should 
be restricted in their rights” (Kulakov et al. 2005, p. 428; GARF f. 3316, 
op. 41, d. 126, l. 147). Such aggressive intolerance predominated over 
the voices of inclusion and reconciliation: “I agree with the article. … 
Many former people became new people and participate in the con-
struction of socialism” (Fitzpatrick 1999, p. 179; Getty 1991, pp. 26–7; 
GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 184, l. 63). The major popular argument 
against enfranchisement and reconciliation with former enemies was fear 
of vengeance from the kulaks if elected to soviets: “I believe that now 
things will be very bad for those who were activists during dekulakiza-
tion and kulaks’ elimination. If a kulak comes to power, he will harass 
the activists, as he still has a big hatred” (GARF f. 3316, op. 40, d. 14, 
l. 33).1 Another important argument was the collective farmers’ unwill-
ingness to return kulaks’ property. The peasant Chimorodov wrote to a 
newspaper: “I can’t understand one question. Our village soviet started 
mass returns of possessions—homes, gardens—to former kulaks, specu-
lators, and other people harmful for Soviet power. … Soviet administra-
tion seized all this from kulaks and speculators in favor of kolkhoz. Now 
the soviet returns these things to them. They told me it’s according to 
the text of Stalin’s constitution” (GARF f. 3316, op. 40, d. 14, l. 57; 
RGASPI f. 78, op. 1, d. 593, l. 138).2 In Cherkessia, returned depor-
tees seized their property back by force. In Shabal’insk raion, Kirov krai, 
kolkhozes accepted peasants who returned without permission from a spe-
cial settlement: the Balyberdin family, Seleznev family, the Kozlovs, and 
the Valegzhanins got back their houses, estates, property, and cows. The 
NKVD reported eight such episodes and deported those families back 
to special settlements (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 285, 287). In  
Borisovka, Kursk oblast’, 75 houses were returned to the dekulakized 
according to the constitution, and 134 kulaks had their voting rights 
restored. In the fall next year, however, during the show trial against 
local officials, the party secretary in Borisovka, Fedosov, was charged 

1 K. E. Porkhomenko, Western oblast’, Gordeevsky raion.
2 V. N. Chimorodov, Voronezh oblast’, Troitsky soviet.
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with exactly these concessions (Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 307), which—now 
that the earlier optimistic view of society had changed—were consid-
ered reconciliation with the class enemies. Several times during these 
trials peasants witnessed that kulaks, accepted to kolkhoz, had taken 
revenge on the activists. The deportee V. F. Kulygin, from Kirov krai, 
wrote that it was too early to restore the civil rights of all exiled kulaks: 
“Many, especially the elders, resist personal transformation and remain 
hostile to Soviet rule” (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 86, ll. 2a, verso, 2b, 
verso).3 Such warnings undoubtedly attracted the attention of the chron-
ically suspicious Stalin. The arguments of the protesters reflected deep 
layers of the popular mentality, the influence of propaganda, and often 
personal interests. Beneficiaries of the previous policies opposed the new 
shift. The practices of the Civil War—ruptures of legality, violence—were 
sustained during collectivization and now echoed again in the social disa-
greement surrounding the constitution.

Objections to conferring electoral rights on former class enemies were 
so numerous that high government spokespersons had to respond. The 
Central Executive Committee (TsIK) officer I. A. Akulov, in his article 
in Izvestia, dismissed these objections because “they took no account 
of the fact that the task of building a classless socialist society had been 
already fulfilled, and so respectively no more class struggle occurred in 
the USSR” (Izvestia 23 November 1936). In his speech published in 
July, M. Kalinin, was more circumlocutional in answering the critics:

By giving electoral rights to our antagonists … we are allowing them to 
take part in public life. … There is no doubt that the restoration of elec-
toral rights will not increase the number of our enemies. Naturally, the 
declared enemies of the Soviet rule will endeavor to increase their counter-
revolutionary work. But on the other hand … those who, as lishentsy, were 
denied the possibility of demonstrating clearly that they were for the Soviet 
government will join the ranks of the workers as fully enfranchised builders 
of the socialist society. Not only so, but the universality of the elections 
will make it possible to distinguish and expose the direct enemies of the 
Soviet rule. (Izvestia 6 July 1936)

3 Such a denunciation from a special settler should be taken critically as the deportees’ 
letters were read by the commandants. The letters were often a means to demonstrate loy-
alty and earn some privileges in the brutal, unfree conditions of exile. The warnings, how-
ever, about hidden enemies were copious.
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Such a message opened the door for opportunists and intimidated those 
who dared to canvass for nonparty candidates.

Finally, the supreme leader answered these concerns at the 8th 
Congress of Soviets and rejected the idea that former White Guards, 
kulaks, and priests, if allowed to vote, would present a threat to the 
Soviet rule. He added ominously that even if these enemies were elected, 
party officials would be responsible because they had conducted their 
propaganda poorly (Stalin 1947, p. 30).4 “If our agitation work will be 
conducted in the strong Bolshevik way, then people won’t let inimical 
persons enter supreme power organs. It means we should work, not 
complain, but work hard.” This statement of rejection demonstrated, 
first, that Stalin had heard the people’s forewarnings about the threat of 
the remaining enemies; second, that he believed in the might of propa-
ganda and ideology; and third, his desire to intimidate officials and urge 
them to work hard.

Stalin’s statement conflicted with the letter of the new law and put 
party officials in a predicament: what should they do if people elect a 
religious person to a soviet? This is lawful according to the constitution 
but unwanted according to Stalin’s statement. They could easily pay with 
their lives for the wrong reading of the official message. A peasant, Anna 
Manuilova, a member of the soviet in the village of Zolotovo, Moscow 
oblast’, wrote to the TsIK in April 1937 that the village administrators 
blamed her for attending church. “Stalin’s Constitution announces free-
dom of religion and the right of religious persons to vote and be elected. 
Is it harmful if I, a member of the soviet, attend church or pray at home? 
I do my work in the soviet well. The chair of the kolkhoz answered me at 
the meeting that I am wrong in connecting religion with the constitu-
tion. I asked him directly: Should we elect to the soviet only nonbeliev-
ers? Are believers our enemies and should not be elected to the soviets? 
He answered that I am wrong. Who is right? Who is wrong here?” 
(RGASPI f. 78, op. 1, d. 592, l. 29). We do not know the TsIK answer. 
But a logical conclusion for the local officials would be to prevent the 
nomination and election of newly enfranchised people to the soviets by 
any means—including their elimination.

The persistence of the protests against extending the franchise sug-
gests that the divisive Bolshevik class ideology had a strong reverberation 

4 Citation translated by David Priestland (2007, p. 346).
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in society. The language and arguments of popular comments parroted 
official rhetoric from the past and demonstrated so deep an entrench-
ment of revolutionary values in the public mind that these irreconcila-
bles dared to oppose the new course of politics and criticize Stalin’s 
constitution. These aggressive voices denied freedom of the press, assem-
bly, and speech for “enemies” and former people (2% in Getty’s data). 
Responding to numerous fears that the enemies could use the liber-
ties to obstruct the construction of socialism, the article “Freedom of 
Assembly” by M. Katanian in Izvestia explained that the new constitu-
tion granted not freedom in general, but freedom corresponding only 
to the interests of the working people and designed to strengthen the 
socialist order.

There cannot be meetings of criminals—monarchists, Mensheviks, social 
revolutionaries, and so on. … [Anyway], the ranks of such people grow 
thinner every day; they are an insignificant minority. … The people who 
are not allowed to make use of these liberties are dying out, for they have 
no basis for existence. The Soviet state will continue to wage untiring war-
fare with the relics of capitalism, crushing [them] on the one hand, … and 
on the other hand, [it will] reeducate, remold such people, by absorbing 
them into the general constructive work of our country. For the convening 
of meetings, no special permission will be required … though the repre-
sentatives will apply to those who are in charge of the premises and must 
make a declaration regarding the placing of these premises at their dis-
posal. (Izvestia 6 August 1936)

Thus outlining the limitations, Katanian assured the doubters that 
everything was under control. It was, however, nearly impossible for offi-
cials to interpret and convey the meaning of the constitution to the “lay-
people,” to explain the new political turn without calling danger on their 
heads.

Those irreconcilables who objected to the new freedoms could pur-
sue their personal interests—the activists, for example, could protect 
their benefits and positions, or they could be true believers, defending 
socialist principles as they understood them. Regardless, inertia could 
frame popular actions: people possibly found difficulty adjusting to rapid 
shifts in ideology. The Marxian dictum about the perfectibility of man 
and society, inherited from the Enlightenment, was epitomized in the 
constitution’s optimistic view on the transformation of “enemies.” But 
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many participants in the discussion were inflexible and stubborn, adher-
ing to the well-internalized connection between class origin and political 
views and disbelieving in the conversion of former people. The narra-
tive of omnipresent enemies held sway among local and central author-
ities. Debating the inclusive message of the new constitution, popular 
comments tellingly omit the Christian virtue of forgiveness of former 
“enemies.” Modern surveys confirm that the refusal to believe in the 
repentance of a criminal, and to forgive him if he has indeed repented, is 
“notably and unequivocally prevalent” in all strata of the Russian popula-
tion today (Dubin 2010, p. 80).

Among the possible motives of this irreconcilable position could be 
a lack of understanding in the minds of the common people. A young 
female student, for example, told an interviewer after the war that a gov-
ernment should grant freedom of the press. But when asked specifically 
about the role of government in relation to the press, she answered: 
“It is the government’s responsibility to close down papers that are 
against the system. Everything must be done on democratic principles, 
but within the framework of a definite control. Government must see 
to it that the press tells the truth and does not publish lies or fantasies. 
Everything that appears in the press must correspond to reality” (HPSSS 
Schedule A, Vol. 12, Case 145, p. 59). This was a quite common view of 
liberal freedoms—accessible to the majority, but restricted for the ene-
mies. Such liberties as permission to trade and have a small garden plot 
were sometimes considered a retreat to capitalism and betrayal of the 
Revolution. One feature of these protests was a lack of reverence typical 
of many encomiums to the constitution, which indicates the genuineness 
of opinion. People vacillated between the new official norms and what 
they observed in everyday practice.

Protests were numerous against the legalization of the individual 
out-kolkhoz households confirmed in Article 9, which was incompat-
ible with the true believers’ understanding of socialism. The individual 
farmers, recognized in the constitution as equal to kolkhozniks, were 
often targets of hostility in the discussion. Edinolichniki—an entrepre-
neurial market-oriented group numbering between 7 and 10% of the 
peasantry5—resisted collectivization and remained out of the kolkhoz 

5 The Election Information Bulletin in September 1937 evaluated this group as 10%. 
Fitzpatrick characterized this social group and evaluated it as 7% (Fitzpatrick 1994, pp. 
153–8).
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system (GARF f. 1235, op. 76, d. 158, l. 11). They were discriminated 
against by heavy taxes. The constitution’s step toward independents 
was in opposition to the previous official course—to strangle this group 
by taxes and administrative pressure. In a July 1934 Kremlin meeting, 
Stalin called for an offensive on individual peasants “in order to relieve 
kolkhozniks from hesitation [about staying in the kolkhoz].” At the 
Second Congress of Outstanding Kolkhozniks in February 1935, Ya. A. 
Yakovlev, head of the Central Committee’s (CC) agriculture department 
and an editor of Krestianskaia Gazeta, claimed in his report that “it was 
the government’s aim to enroll all the peasantry in collective farms, not 
to retain the present division of the village into kolkhozniks and inde-
pendents” (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 12–3; Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 125). In 
1935, edinolichniki complained in great numbers about taxes and state 
obligations, which increased by a factor of 9 to 22, ruining their house-
holds (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 476, 560–4). In 1936, this official line 
underlied a large number of comments that demanded eliminating the 
stratum of individual households: “Individual farmers provoke the gul-
lible kolkhozniks [to believe] that individual life is better. We should 
eliminate those who hinder us from building a classless socialist society” 
(GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 207, ll. 180, 197; d. 147, l. 52; op. 40, d. 
40, ll. 31, 94; RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 50; f. 5, op. 1, d. 232, 
ll. 50, 65–7; TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1772, ll. 17, 54). Peasants 
who succumbed to forced collectivization, joined kolkhozes, and suffered 
from their ineffectiveness were antagonized by the out-kolkhoz farmers’ 
relative independence and efficiency. Tense relations and internal scores 
often divided these two parties in the village. In their intolerance and 
envy, collectivized peasants demonstrated the old communal conform-
ism, collectivism, and egalitarianism. Boris Mironov sees these features 
of popular culture cultivated in patriarchal families and rural communes 
as a source of Soviet authoritarianism (Mironov 1994, p. 54). Peasants, 
though unhappy with the kolkhoz system, did not accept peace with the 
disturbers of the community and uniformity. The kolkhozniks’ discontent 
with liberalism in relation to independent farmers—a minority group in 
the rural world—was echoed in the pronouncements of local officials: 
“Remnants of class enemies praise the constitution and its article about 
out-kolkhoz farmers. They propagandize that after the constitution’s 
adoption the land will be returned to the independent farmers and their 
taxes will be waived. By doing that, the class enemy pushes peasants to 
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leave the kolkhoz. Such departures were already reported” (Kulakov et al. 
2005, p. 386).6

At the very top level, Stalin addressed this mass demand in his report 
at the 8th Congress of Soviets in November 1936 when he reviewed 
popular comments: “Besides collective farmers among the peasants there 
are more than one million individual households. What to do with them? 
Do the authors of this demand suggest that we discard them? It would 
be unreasonable” (Stalin 1947, p. 24). In spite of Stalin’s intervention in 
defense of edinolichniki, the constitution’s adoption did not bring an end 
to excommunicative policies toward them. Official pressure continued 
and encouraged local administrators and envious neighbors to squeeze 
edinolichniki out of the village. By the end of the decade, the tax burden 
and ostracism had eliminated this social group.

10.1  R  eligious Liberties: Popular  
and Government Views

Aggression toward sanctioned minorities can be read as an indication 
of authoritarian-type political culture. After individual farmers, another 
target of antifranchise fever in the constitution discussion was the clergy 
(GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, l. 26 verso, 58). The Gorky krai soviet by 
16 October claimed to have received “around 1,000” anticlerical com-
ments and no approvals out of 4000 systematized suggestions (Kulakov 
et al. 2005, p. 425); such round numbers, however, may raise concern 
about their precision. The TsIK received 1061 objections from indi-
viduals to the voting rights for clerics plus 730 that were announced 
at the meetings (80% of antifranchise objections). Another 20% of  
protests—448 (including 384 individual recommendations)—denied 
voting rights to “exes,” kulaks, “exploiters,” White Army and tsarist 
police officers, prison inmates, and individual farmers (GARF f. 3316, 
op. 8, d. 226, ll. 154, 120–76).7 The TsIK reported a similar proportion 

6 Speech by the chair of the Gorky krai soviet executive committee about preparation for 
the soviets’ congresses, 28 September 1936.

7 The Information svodka 3/13 of Presidium TsIK from 15 October 1936 summarized 
the materials from the republics, provincial soviets, and 505 central and local newspapers, 
speeches at the meetings, and individual and collective letters addressed to various institu-
tions and the Presidium itself.
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in the svodka from 22 July 1936: 52 suggestions against the clergy and 
28 against all “former people” (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 207, l. 152).

Practical considerations could rationalize the segregation of this sec-
ond group. Exiled kulaks returning home, for example, threatened the 
economic interests of the villagers who benefited from dekulakization 
because kulaks demanded and often seized back their homes and prop-
erty. It seemed reasonable to perceive former military and police officers 
as a threat. But the question of why peaceful priests became a target of 
mass ostracism needs deliberation. This subchapter examines the atti-
tudes to religion and priests in light of the new freedoms.

Previous constitutions of 1918 and 1925 declared freedom of con-
science, antireligious and religious propaganda. The last freedom was 
restricted in 1929 and was not restored in 1936. Despite the old consti-
tutions’ provisions, antireligious propaganda and persecutions prevailed 
in state politics in the 1920s and 1930s, with periods of relative modera-
tion between five subsequent waves of persecutions: the Civil War, 1922, 
1929, 1937, and 1958. In the official narrative, the fight with religion 
was couched in terms of modernization, as a drive for enlightenment 
and rationalism. A religious worldview was seen as incompatible with 
communist ideology. A political element in the justification was that the 
Orthodox Church was a pillar of the monarchy and ally of the Whites 
in the Civil War. Nineteen years after the Revolution, the real goal of 
the antireligious campaign and repressions was more social discipline 
and engineering rather than modernization. The dictatorship saw reli-
gion as “dangerous” because of “its informal and uncontrolled nature, 
which could not be tolerated in authoritarian society” (Panchenko 2012,  
p. 336).

After splitting the institutional hierarchy of the Patriarchate into 
Tikhon’s branch and Renovationists at the beginning of the 1920s, and 
a “concordat” with the Soviet state—agreed to by the Metropolitan 
Sergy in 1927—the most disastrous year for ground-level religion was 
1929. The Politburo resolution from 24 January 1929 on intensifi-
cation of antireligious work was grounded in Stalin’s determination 
to end religion as a part of his “socialist offensive” policy. The secret 
party CC instruction “Enhancing Antireligious Work,” from February 
1929, launched the new wave of repressions and arbitrary closures of 
churches. The fateful government decree “On Religious Organizations,” 
from 8 April 1929, regulated the life of parishes. It requested registra-
tion of all members, permission for all activities, and forbade charity 
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and pilgrimages. The decree tried to legally structure the arbitrariness 
at the grassroots level and centralize control. Gregory Freeze defines 
the government strategy since 1929 as “to unfetter grass-roots rad-
icalism to combat counterrevolutionary religious circles”, but hold 
“local zealots in check, insisting upon both popular assent and official 
endorsement” from the TsIK commission (Freeze 1998, pp. 215, 219). 
Despite the decree’s article no. 36, however, that churches’ “liquidation 
can be authorized only by a motivated decree of the Central Executive 
Committees,” the churches were often closed in haste, breaking existing 
laws, with the decision taken by only the village soviet, and accompanied 
by confiscation of valuables and arrests of the priests. This was not new. 
In the previous period of church closures, the zeal of local powers and 
the Young Communist League (Komsomol) to quickly put an end to 
religion often conflicted with the letter of the law. The party congresses 
in 1923 and 1924 repeatedly warned against excessive use of administra-
tive measures by local militants in closing the houses of worship.

The TsIK Cults Commission under P. A. Krasikov operated between 
1930 and 1938 and pursued similar attempts to somehow regulate arbi-
trariness at the village level. Designed to supervise the law in relation 
to the church and to regulate religious life, the commission repeatedly 
communicated the grievances of the believers and cases of breaking the 
law to the CC VKPb and to the procurator general, and reprimanded 
local organs for many severe law violations in relation to priests and  
believers—but without success.

In May 1936, the TsIK and Cults Commission directed a circular to 
local powers with a demand to stop “fighting religious beliefs by admin-
istrative measures” (meaning violence and unlawfulness). They warned 
that those breaking the law by closing churches without TsIK approval 
would be severely punished. The commission disapproved of the liqui-
dation of 15% of churches in 1934 and 1935, and 36 and 32% in 1936 
and 1937 respectively, but it was not very effective—both high authori-
ties and locals in most cases ignored it, or sometimes resisted (Odintsov 
2014, pp. 211–3; Fitzpatrick 1999, p. 119). The Soviet government first 
ignited “revolutionary” ardor on the local level, and then tried to bridle 
it by commissions and law.

Pondering these attempts at control from above, Sheila Fitzpatrick 
suggested that “these repeated calls for tolerance … are evidence not just 
of the party leaders’ moderation and rationality on the question of reli-
gion but also—and perhaps more importantly—of the lack of tolerance 
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and militant antireligious zest of the party’s rank and file” (Fitzpatrick 
1994, p. 34). The popular rage against priests articulated in the discus-
sion of the constitution matched the local authorities’ practice of “sab-
otaging” any periodic attempts to regulate religion ordered from the 
center. Freeze assumes that there was internal discord in the center 
about methods of antireligious work between the militant League of 
the Godless (a sponsored public organization) and the moderate CC 
Antireligious Commission, abolished in December 1929 when all-out 
secularization began (Freeze 1998, p. 214). Activists and local soviets 
often relied on their revolutionary instincts, rather than the letter of the 
law, when they closed churches without legal procedure, capriciously 
overtaxed the priests, and generally tended to overdo the laws in favor of 
restriction and prohibition.

Numerous official reports about the revival of religious activities fol-
lowing the constitution’s publication may reflect the “regime’s obses-
sion with purported subversion by churchmen and believers after the 
introduction of the new constitution” as “the only organized alterna-
tive group able to collective action with highly developed infrastructure 
and communication network” (Rittersporn 2014, p. 156; Rittersporn 
et al. 2003, p. 442). Official reports of the Cults Commission, People’s 
Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) documents, and individual 
letters confirm the objective increase of religious activities in connec-
tion with the constitution (Freeze 1998, pp. 210, 212, 227, 232).8 After 
years of hard persecutions, priests and believers happily greeted Article 
124, which confirmed freedom of conscience and was read as a prom-
ise to reverse the official repressive policy. Only a few skeptics pointed 
out acidly that religious freedom granted by the previous Constitution of 
1925 was not implemented and so churchgoers should not believe in the 
new constitution (GARF f. 5263, op. 1, d. 32, l. 9; Prishvin 2010, pp. 
384, 388). The former Archimandrite of the Kiev-Pechory monastery, 
P. Ivanov, wrote to the Cults Commission: “Citizens of the USSR had 
already had these rights according to the previous constitution … but 
in reality it was open harassment and persecution. … That’s why believ-
ers do not trust both Article 124 and the whole constitution.” Among 

8 The security organs and trade unions continuously reported the rise of religious activi-
ties, a surge in sectarianism and religiosity in the 1920s, religious opposition and resistance 
in 1930–1931 and in 1935, driven primarily by the systematic closing of churches, and 
occasionally with the approach of Easter.
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most parishioners, however, the constitution produced new hope, as sta-
tistics of the Cults Commission show. In July 1936, the number of peti-
tions (some had 700 signatures) increased by 8.5% compared to the same 
period in 1935; the number of visitors to the commission increased by 
53%. The next month, the number of petitions increased by 36% com-
pared to the previous year, and there was a 95% increase in visitors. In 
these petitions and complaints, demands to reopen the churches domi-
nated—at 37.7% (1965 petitions). Complaints about overtaxation com-
prised 18.1% (945). Believers demanding freedoms were more active 
than the intolerants opposing freedoms: in July and August, the com-
mission received 2318 complaints from the believers, while the TsIK 
received 52 suggestions against the clergy and religion in July and 1791 
in five months (GARF f. 5263, op. 1, d. 32, ll. 84, 89, 91). The NKVD 
reported:

Recently in connection with the publication of the draft of the new consti-
tution, one sees an intensification of the activity of the clergy and religious 
people (to open previously closed churches, create new religious com-
munes, and prevent closing of churches). In this case, the clergy exploit 
the draft of the new constitution in an anti–Soviet direction; they assem-
ble signatures in villages and prepare declarations to organs of authority, 
requesting the opening of churches. (Freeze 1998, p. 228)

Having read the draft, parishes started religious processions praying 
for rain during drought, and some reopened churches without permis-
sion (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 285, 341–2). The tone of their 
demands became more persistent: “Bring Article 124 to life and restrict 
the arbitrariness of the local authorities. Stop harassment of believers and 
the arbitrary taxation of the church!” Chernov from Virsk in Bashkir 
republic demanded: “1. Article 124 should be implemented better, rein 
in local authorities’ arbitrariness [postavit’ v ramki]. 2. Do not overtax 
the churches and clergy, but establish a percentage taxation. 3. Forbid 
harassment of church, clergy, and believers. 4. Allow free meetings of 
believers, church councils, and services at homes without the need of 
formal permits. 5. Do not allow pressure on workers and employees for 
their beliefs. 6. Do not close churches by administrative pressure without 
the consent of a parish.” Priest M. Sorokoumovsky sent the list of 22 
demands to the Cults Commission (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, l. 139; 
f. 5263, op. 1, d. 32, ll. 11, 9, 83–6). Parishioners requested the freeing 
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of arrested priests and believers, and former clerics asked for access to 
jobs previously barred to them. Religious people pressed authorities to 
reopen the churches by mass petitions, by mass demonstrations at the 
soviets sessions, or by strikes. In the village of Naryshkino, Gorky krai, 
collective farmers demanding the reopening of the church did not go 
to the fields to harvest (Kulakov et al. 2005, p. 960). Believers wanted 
nothing more than what the new constitution declared, but local author-
ities and the NKVD interpreted and reported these requests as under-
mining activities and arrested church people, as in Voronezh oblast’, who 
demanded opening the churches. When the believers and their priests in 
Valdai and in Saratov krai organized 33 religious processions in July to 
pray for rain, they faced repression and fines. The priest was surprised: 
“The Constitution announces the processions’ freedom, but they fined 
me. Why?” (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, pp. 274, 280–1, 322, 342, 
351; GARF f. 5263, op. 1, d. 32, l. 8).

Opposing those voices supporting the liberalization of religious policy, 
intolerant comments comprised a large part of the discussion. What were 
their arguments? The militant activists raised their voices and rejected 
religious liberties. They argued that the church was an old enemy that 
fought against the Revolution and that the priests did not contrib-
ute their labor to the construction of socialism. They were scared that 
priests elected to soviets could seek revenge on their persecutors. The 
Red Army soldier Kalganov objected to the franchise because the priests 
were traitors of working people, and in the future war they may betray 
the socialist fatherland (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 225, ll. 92–3; f. 3316, 
op. 40, d. 40, l. 103; d. 15, l. 121; RGASPI f. 89, op. 4, d. 55, l. 19; 
f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 71; TsGAIPD SPb f. 4000, op. 7, d. 1176, ll. 
13, 24). Antifranchisement demands were complemented by numerous 
suggestions that all houses of worship should be closed and remodeled 
into cultural institutions (16 demands, TsIK). Freedom of religious rit-
uals, especially baptism and circumcision, should be limited (280, TsIK), 
religious propaganda should be persecuted (seven, TsIK), religious edu-
cation of children and priests forbidden, and priests and their children 
(together with former kulaks and criminals) should be excluded from 
military service9 (GARF f. 1235, op. 76, d. 153, l. 124; f. 3316, op. 
8, d. 225, l. 72). Indeed, almost all of these limitations were in force 

9 As unreliable groups to access the weaponry.
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previously and numerous discussants quite belligerently demanded their 
continuation.

The evidence of exasperation against the priests, church, and religion 
is interesting when seen against the high degree of religiosity of the 
population. Two months later, in the January 1937 census, 57% of the 
USSR’s population claimed to be believers. Historiography debates 
the level of popular religiosity in the 1930s—was it still high or had it 
decreased? Most scholars think the real number of believers was even 
higher, as heated covert conversations took place among believers on 
the eve of the census about whether they should conceal or announce 
their faith to the census taker. The tendency to hide religiosity prevailed 
as a means to avoid expected repression, deprivation of rations, and so 
forth (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 2486, ll. 36–7, 62, 83). Karpov, 
the counter in the census, reported to his superiors: “When you ask 
about religion, the masses answer with great caution and distrust. They 
consider that it is a trap: if they register as believers—then they can be 
persecuted. It’s better to register as a disbeliever. The populace is in con-
fusion” (GARF f. 3316, op. 29, d. 793, l. 27, verso).

The question about religious affiliation was included in the census at 
Stalin’s insistence. He personally approved the final version of question-
naire. The instruction for counters directed the question toward “current 
convictions” rather than the religion given to a person by his parents 
(Schloegel 2012, p. 113). The organizers obviously wanted to know 
about the progress of secularization and the effectiveness of their anti-
religious policies. This particular question caused nervousness and even 
protests in society. On the eve of the census, eight Leningrad workers 
wrote to the TsIK:

We ask you to cancel the question about religion in the census. The 
Constitution granted us freedom of conscience, and rituals, but this 
question will push many believers to tell untruths, because before the 
Constitution it was persecuted. Accordingly, many distrust not only mere 
mortals, but even high officials and party people. You know that in ancient 
Rome, even the great persecutors of Religion did not use such means to 
search out believers. We ask you to convey our request to comrade Stalin 
and to cancel this question in the census. This is a great injustice and God 
will punish the guilty. (RGASPI f. 78, op. 1, d. 592, n.p.)
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Such testimonies reveal the logic behind hiding religiosity, and display 
the high level of anxiety and mistrust of the state and constitution at the 
grassroots level.

Evidencing the persistence of religiosity in the 1930s, peasants did not 
work in the fields on religious holidays. Services still remained in great 
demand in society, as Arzhilovsky witnessed as a census counter: “The 
phantom of religion is still alive; even the clergy can make a living. … In 
spite of 20 years of reeducation, some people are still religious, and when 
they come to the census question about religion they give a straightfor-
ward answer: believer. Old allegiances, old habits” (Garros et al. 1997, 
pp. 23, 132, 135).10 The NKVD svodki reported great respect for 
exiled priests among deported peasants. Exiled to the Far East, depor-
tees refused to work on religious holidays, though deprived of all liber-
ties and under threat of repression and hunger. A crowd of 200 persons 
requested permission to attend church and asked for a priest to be sent 
to them (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, pp. 54, 924).

Every time the threat of oppression receded, folk religiosity immedi-
ately revived: we see it in the summer of 1936, and during emigration 
when some former Soviet young people converted (HPSSS Schedule A, 
Vol. 1, Case 6, pp. 38–40; Vol. 23, Case 470, pp. 41–2; Vol. 14, Case 
240, p. 40). Churches were reopened by the population in the territories 
that had been occupied by the Nazis. In 1955, many adults were bap-
tized (Shaporina 2017, p. 323) and many turned to religion during pere-
stroika. All this shows the resilience of faith in peasant culture despite 
repressions and modernization. Stephen Smith posits that the onslaught 
of modernization itself and the specifics of the Russian crisis activated the 
“magic resources of popular culture” (Smith 2005, pp. 300–2).

An alternative view in historiography opposes this interpretation of 
the higher rates of religiosity in the USSR and the resulting conclusion 
about the failure of state propaganda. I. Kurliandsky argues that the anti-
religious campaign was generally successful, especially among the youth, 
city dwellers, and the Komsomol (Kurliandsky 2011, p. 486). He sug-
gests that in the census, many people registered as believers only because 
they were baptized, but were actually not active churchgoers. It is logical 
that as the local church was closed, people could not attend it and open 
religious observance inevitably declined because of the lack of priests and 

10 See diary of Frolov; diary of Arzhilovsky.
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churches (exactly as Bolshevik visionaries anticipated). Soviet statistics 
confirmed the decline of religion, as expected at the top. In 1934, a sur-
vey in the Black Earth oblast’ kolkhozy found that in the adult group, only 
38% of women and 10% of men were still carrying out religious rituals, 
but in the youth group only 12% of women and 1% of men were doing 
so (Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 205). Statistics, however, measured outward 
ritual observance, not inner beliefs. In the census, 45% of youth claimed 
to be believers. Furthermore, we should take the accuracy of all Soviet 
surveys and statistics with a grain of salt, as results could be adjusted to 
match the expectations of the ideological authorities. We can also ques-
tion how sincere people were in answering direct questions about faith 
while knowing the official repressive position on religion.

Indirect evidence, however, about the decline of religiosity in the 
USSR provided another sample of information the government received. 
The 26 October 1936 note of the chief of the NKVD State Registrar, 
M. M. Alievsky, analyzed the correlation of weddings and births with 
periods of fasting and abstinence in the Orthodox tradition—the Great 
Lent fast in March and the Nativity fast in December. He noted the rise 
in the number of weddings (out of 100 weddings/year in the country-
side) in 1910, 1926, and 1935 in the European part of Russia: 1.2, 7.6, 
and 9.5 during the period of the fast in March and 1.2, 3.3, and 8.1 
in December. In the same way, the seasonal peaks of fertility typical for 
Imperial Russia became, in 1935, almost level with the same rate in other 
months (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 859–61). While seasonal fluctuations in 
weddings and births in Imperial Russia presented the adherence of the 
countryside to religious rituals (though generally tending to decrease, as 
Boris Mironov showed in his Social History of Russia), their 1935 even 
distribution was interpreted in favor of mounting secularization.

Due to excessively optimistic reports from the local officials and 
imprecise data on church closures, the central authorities by 1936 pre-
sumed that only 28% of all religious communities were still in opera-
tion and 23.5% of religious buildings (Freeze 1998, pp. 223, 225). The 
report of the Cults Commission about the situation of religious organi-
zations in the USSR and their attitude to the draft of the new constitu-
tion from October 1936 reported 29% of religious buildings functioning 
in April 1936 out of a prerevolutionary 72,963 (GARF f. 5263, op. 1, d. 
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32, l. 77) and 21.4% of priests in 1936 out of 112,629 in 1914 (GARF f. 
1235, op. 76, d. 58, l. 23).11

Such surveys and statistics produced in the high authorities an impres-
sion of success for the state’s antireligious efforts. In its precensus 
propaganda, the political leadership projected its high expectations for 
social advancements. On the very day of the census, Pravda predicted 
the growth of the population, literacy, and education, and insisted that 
religious beliefs had almost been eradicated (Pravda 6 January 1937). 
In preparation for the census, “the categories of social status were sig-
nificantly simplified and formulated in such a way as to emphasize the 
homogeneity of society and progressive meaning of the elimination of 
all social differences” (Medushevsky 2010, p. 10). But even with such 
manipulation, the results of the census were incompatible with ideolog-
ical schemes and shocked the Stalinists, who had scheduled an end to 
class divisions in the second Five-Year Plan (1933–1937) and the reedu-
cation of citizens into secular New Men. Gregory Freeze explains: “The 
party probably shared the traditional intelligentsia view that Orthodoxy 
was largely ritualistic (obriadoverie), rooted in quotidian custom rather 
than conscious belief.” So they assumed “an automatic withering away 
of superstition” as soon as the church superstructure and parish infra-
structure were broken and religious services ceased. Correspondingly, 
local officials concluded that after closing the churches, “everything is 
finished with religion” and they halted their antireligious propaganda 
(GARF f. 5263, op. 1, d. 32, ll. 2, 5, 18). The census results, as well as 
the popular discussion warnings about enemies, did not correspond to 
the Stalinists’ wishful ideological constructions: the population growth 
(seen as evidence of the achievements of socialism) was lower than 
extrapolated numbers from the previous census, literacy was not univer-
sal, society was split, and religiosity had not withered. Stalin’s govern-
ment disregarded the unexpected census results as false, classified them, 
and arrested the organizers. The new census of 1939 omitted the ques-
tions about religion.

Bolsheviks invested much effort into ending religion in the coun-
try: by persecutions, by dismantling church structure, by education and 
antireligious propaganda. But they underestimated the resilience of folk 

11 In September 1937, an information bulletin about preparation for the elections 
informed M. I. Kalinin about 30,000 religious organizations in the USSR with 600,000 
members.
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religion. After closing the churches and persecuting institutional reli-
gion, popular religiosity did not disappear. The Cults Commission noted 
that religious feeling, responding to repression, took on modified forms. 
Besides legal religious groups and communes (dvadtsatki) (1735 in 
Gorky krai in 1935), secret circles of former nuns and Christian com-
munes (like Tolstoy’s commune) functioned and prayed in homes or 
groves (Kulakov et al. 2005, p. 954; Torstensen 1999, pp. 46–7; GARF 
f. 5263, op. 1, d. 32, l. 11). Deprived of traditional services, many 
believers, especially in the countryside, converted to less visible alterna-
tives to Orthodoxy. Pagan practices and superstitions covertly lingered 
in rural Christianity for centuries. Now many peasants turned to habit-
ual underground rituals of magic and paganism. Another form of escape 
and adaptation was the resort to various sects, which proliferated due 
to the state’s ambivalent attitude in the 1920s, and to other Christian 
denominations. Being less visible and institutionalized, Adventists and 
Baptists, for example, gained followers, though it does not mean they 
were not persecuted (GARF f. 5263, op. 1, d. 32, l. 103). Besides the 
psychological need for a spiritual, transcendental outlet, the need for 
protection and consolation found its expression in alternative religious 
practices: religious rumors, numerous “renovations of icons,” pro-
nouncements of miracles and signs (omens), and pilgrimages to holy 
sites and springs. Rumors of the Apocalypse and the emergence of “holy 
letters” from the Mother of God or Jerusalem12 affirmed divine control 
and validated the peasants’ religious worldview. The rural public sphere 
of rumors, however, inevitably acquired political colorations when calling 
Stalin an Antichrist, kolkhozes a creation of the Antichrist, and discussed 
the persecution of religion in the USSR (RGASPI f. 89, op. 4, d. 121, 
ll. 1–2, 6, 9, 11; GARF f. 5263, op. 1, d. 32, l. 111). In the 1930s, the 
authorities won in the public space, forcing rituals to become invisible, 
but failed at the grassroots level: popular, everyday religiosity took on 
noninstitutionalized, often improvised forms and retreated underground 
where it was out of government control. Peasants found new ways to 
preserve their faith: they adjusted to conditions without places of wor-
ship or priests (for example, joining bespopovtsy, a sect in Old Belief with-
out priests); invented new ersatz wedding and funeral rituals with remote 

12 A kind of (chain) letter, found or fallen from the sky, instructing the reader to go to 
church and believe in Christ, and promising divine protection and remission of sins after 
copying the letter and sending it further (see Smith 2005, pp. 285–90).
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consecration of the rings or grave earth by priests. People traveled long 
distances to find a priest who could perform a funeral service on a hand-
ful of earth from the grave, and when this consecrated earth was scat-
tered back onto the grave, the deceased was considered to have been 
buried in a Christian way. Three hundred priests whose churches were 
closed wandered in Voronezh oblast’ and now served secretly in homes 
and sometimes in caves; 26 saints and healers of all kinds clandestinely 
practiced in Voronezh oblast’. The Cults Commission concluded: “Folk 
religiosity is forced underground by the administrative measures. There 
it takes the form of secret illegal organizations” (GARF f. 5263, op. 1, d. 
32, ll. 103–4, 110).

The antifranchise and anticlerical discourse in the discussion, as 
opposed to loyalty to faith demonstrated in the census, reflected the 
diversity of the political culture. Obviously, we hear the voices of dif-
ferent groups. But sometimes contradictory allegiances entwined in 
one personality, reflecting a conflict between informal norms operating 
in reality and officially declared norms. In an interview after the war, a 
young woman, 30 years old and a believer, endorsed the government’s 
controls on religion: “In the Soviet Union, it is said that church and 
state are entirely separate, have nothing in common. In the democratic 
world, the church must be connected with the government. The church 
should receive aid from the government, and the government must exer-
cise control over the church to see to it that it does not carry on propa-
ganda against the government” (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 12, Case 145, 
pp. 60–1). We observe such contradictory allegiances in a former Soviet 
believer, who witnessed the harassment of the religious, but justified the 
state’s actions in this conflict.

What motivated the anticlerical demands? The abrupt shift in the 
official line—from persecution of religion to a declaration of concilia-
tion—could produce confusion and defensive reactions from the activ-
ists—the Communists, Komsomol, and members of the Godless League. 
This aktiv was probably especially vocal in the discussion because they 
profited from the social changes, defended their benefits, and were 
often responsible for the campaign organization. We cannot exclude 
the probability that members of the Godless League, a state-sponsored 
antireligious organization, a constituency up from 3.5 to 7 million in 
CC estimates (RGASPI f. 89, op. 4, d. 80, l. 36), previously involved 
in numerous harassments and now frightened of revenge, were dispro-
portionally represented in the discussion and contributed to a discourse 
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of resentment against the priests. Their antireligious comments could be 
read as a sycophantic echo of the previous bellicose campaigns.

Besides the Godless League members, the younger generation—
Soviet-trained, which internalized the official secular and class-war rhet-
oric and made it their own—could resist a rapid shift in politics and 
defend their convictions. Being atheists for them was to be modern and 
Soviet. The antireligion stance was seen as an important part of the new 
Soviet identity. The little man, uprooted and vulnerable, like a kulak son 
Stepan Podlubnyi, in his diary, strove for mimicry, a new identity, and 
integration in order to survive in a modern urban world (Garros et al. 
1997; Hellbeck 2009b). As many as 877 comments on Article 1, “The 
USSR is a socialist state of workers and peasants,” debated who belonged 
there and who did not—showing how sensitive the question of identity 
was (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, l. 160; d. 225, l. 2). Most numer-
ous were suggestions to change the formula to “the state of the toilers”, 
thus approving Stalin’s dictum about the new homogeneity of society. 
Fitzpatrick explains the psychological undercurrents: “In many individu-
als the experience of discrimination [or fear of it—OV] produced a par-
ticularly intense and anxious form of Soviet patriotism, expressive of a 
longing to belong to the community” (Fitzpatrick 2009, pp. 21–2). For 
many who sought a new identity, discussion of the constitution was an 
excellent chance to develop a sense of belonging, demonstrate a new per-
sona, and formally and publicly secede from an old identity and “hysteri-
cally embrace Soviet values.”13

On top of the growing indifference to religion in the younger gen-
eration,14 the poor image of priests as moneymakers in Russian popular 
lore before and after the Revolution may have contributed to negativ-
ity in 1936 (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 859–61; Fitzpatrick 1994, pp. 35, 
205; Kosheleva 2014). Democratic propaganda in nineteenth-century 
Russia created the image of greedy and deceptive churchmen who alleg-
edly used baptisms, weddings, and funerals to extract money from believ-
ers (Panchenko 2012, p. 328). This image was cultivated after 1917 and 
found fertile ground in the public mind. The diarist Lubov’ Shtange 
overheard a conversation on the train in September 1937:

13 This complicated process is discussed in the scholarship on Soviet subjectivity by Sheila 
Fitzpatrick, Anna Krylova, Jochen Hellbeck, and others.

14 The census of 1937 showed that 45% of people in their twenties considered themselves 
believers, in contrast to 78% of people in their fifties.
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They have a priest who goes to see them, he speaks and writes books in 
12 languages, you think that he just goes there to pass the time of day? 
No, he’s spreading his propaganda. He’ll tell people, “Let me marry 
you,” to others he’ll say, “Let me christen your children.” And it works. 
… [Another voice]: Do you know that church on Mariinskaia Street? 
That church donated 25 thousand rubles to the Spaniards [Republicans 
in Spanish Civil War—OV]. I wonder where they got their hands on that 
kind of money? [First voice]: People go to church and there’s your money. 
And of course they have to prove that they are not against Soviet govern-
ment, so they make these donations.

The worker Arzhilovsky also counted the kopeks in the pocket of the 
priest who had just given him alms: “Nevertheless, the phantom of reli-
gion is still alive; even the clergy can make a living” (Garros et al. 1997, 
pp. 132, 199). The vision of a priest-moneymaker, however, gradually 
receded in the public imagination in the mid-1930s. Because of persecu-
tions, common people gradually sympathized with the clergy (Krapivin 
1997, p. 237; Freeze 1998, p. 212).

The people’s comments of indignation against the church and priests 
expressed hostility toward groups of sanctioned outcasts, indicating the 
authoritarian elements in the popular culture and the split in society. The 
Revolution let the genie of hatred out of the bottle. The coals of a latent 
civil war smoldered behind the façade of a socialist society.

Another conclusion to this story concerns Stalin’s possible reevalua-
tion of the society’s condition. Numerous popular anticlerical and anti-
franchise amendments were rejected by Stalin at the 8th Congress of 
Soviets.

Next follows an amendment … demanding that the article be changed to 
provide for the prohibition of religious rites. I think that this amendment 
should be rejected as running counter to the spirit of our Constitution. … 
It is said that this is dangerous, as elements hostile to the Soviet govern-
ment, some of the former White Guards, kulaks, priests, and so forth, may 
worm their way into the supreme governing bodies of the country. But 
what is there to be afraid of? If you are afraid of wolves, keep out of the 
woods (Laughter and loud applause). (Stalin 1936)

If Stalin had an impression of weakened and shrinking religious beliefs, 
the revival of religious activities in 1936, reported to him and confirmed 
in the census, could have convinced him that he was mistaken in his 
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evaluation of secularization, that the tserkovniki (as the clergy and reli-
gious communities were labeled in NKVD and party jargon) conspired 
underground and still presented a threat at the elections. Though in his 
speech he rejected popular opposition to the new liberties, the alarming 
reports on religious activation likely sank into his mind and influenced 
the decision to resume oppression on the church as a final blow to the 
“vestiges of the past,” on other enemies, and to finally cancel contested 
elections.

The consequent wave of arrests of clergy and the closing of churches 
followed in 1937–1938. The returned kulak-deportees, church peo-
ple, and sectarians became the major groups of the repressed in villages 
during the Great Terror. If Stalinists sincerely believed in the advent of 
socialism and social harmony, the realization of their mistake in their 
evaluation of progress made them reconsider and revise their previous 
ideas. In particular, the case of the clergy—its self-mobilization in the 
aftermath of the constitution and on the eve of elections to the Supreme 
Soviet—impressed the officeholders, triggered fears of their defeat in 
elections, and contributed to a new wave of repression in June 1937.  
F. Sinitsyn believes that church people had a strong chance of being 
elected into soviets, more so if they actively demonstrated a desire to uti-
lize their constitutional rights (Sinitsyn 2010, p. 89).

The Godless League of Gorky oblast’ responded to the suspicions 
among officials by reporting a revival of local religious associations in 
1937 that they interpreted as counterrevolutionary: the dissemination of 
holy Jerusalem letters intimidating collective farmers, spreading rumors 
of war and the end of the world, “Bartholomew nights” (threatening a 
massacre of Communists and kolkhozniks), the organization of “miracles” 
(the appearance of an icon in the spring in Ardatovsky raion), religious 
processions in the fields and cemeteries, and charity to the needy forbid-
den by the 1929 law. Counterrevolutionary activities also included the 
organization of “good church choirs,” entertainment for children—for 
example, dances, games, and making and distributing toys. According 
to the Godless League, the church people used “holy fools” for their 
purposes (“Saint” Vasiana in Apraksino of Boldino raion). Some priests 
wandered as petty traders and sold religious objects together with other 
goods; others helped illiterate peasants to read and understand the con-
stitution (village of Lapshanga, Varnavinsky raion) and helped women in 
the field (village of Rozhdestveno, Chernukhinskii raion); Sergachi’s epi-
scope collected donations for Spaniards, and mullahs—for the repair of 
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mosques. They celebrated religious holidays and spoke against kolkhozes. 
As a result of these activities, “the priests raise their authority to be pre-
pared for the coming elections to the Supreme Soviet,” concluded the 
report (Kulakov et al. 2005, pp. 323–5).15

In 1937, the NKVD repetitively reported the consolidation of  
church people determined to use the constitution to open the churches 
and prepare for elections: in Pavlov, Gagin, Naruksa raions of Gorky 
oblast’, in Liadsk, Novgorod, Podporozhie raions of Leningrad oblast’, 
Chubarevsky, Soloniansky raion of Dnepropetrovsk oblast’. Meetings 
of the clergy and believers were reported as collusion (Berelowich and 
Danilov 2012, pp. 347, 357, 365). Officeholders reacted with a new 
wave of propaganda under the slogans “No place for priests in the sovi-
ets!” “Priests—spies,” and similar. Yaroslavsky, the chair of the Godless 
League, made it clear: “We can’t imagine that Soviet masses would  
vote for a priest and elect him to a soviet!” Article 141 was the judi-
cial instrument to block the nomination of church people: “The right to  
nominate candidates is secured to public organizations and societies of the 
working people: Communist Party organizations, trade unions, coopera-
tives, youth organizations, and cultural societies.” This article discriminated 
against religious associations. Manipulation of nominations was a common 
practice in preelection campaigns (RGASPI f. 17, op. 2, d. 625, l. 7),16  
but the most effective tool was repression. At the February–March  
CC Plenum of 1937, A. A. Zhdanov reported the revival and consol-
idation of churchmen and suggested using pressure (nazhim) against 
their attempts to enter the soviets. Thereafter, on 27 March 1937, the  
NKVD sent a secret circular to local departments urging them to take 
all measures to prevent church and sectarian people from penetrating 
into the lower soviet apparatus and to stop their propaganda, and sug-
gesting the NKVD infiltrate their ranks with agents (Kurliandsky 2011, 
p. 512; Khaustov and Samuelson 2010, p. 68). On 8 June, the NKVD 
ordered the liquidation of church people and sectarians. In 1937, 8000  
churches were closed, 136,000 people arrested in “church cases,” with 

15 Information from the Godless League of Gorky oblast’ about the facts of counterrevo-
lutionary and wrecking work of religious associations, July 1937.

16 As revealed in Molotov’s speech about the nomination of candidates at the October 
1937 CC Plenum.
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85,000 among them shot; in 1938, 28,000 were arrested and 21,000  
shot (Yakovlev 1995, pp. 94–5).17

Stalin’s wishful view of society as successfully sovietized changed after 
the discussion of the constitution and census. This contributed to his 
renewal of violence.

10.2  T  he Duty to Hate: Brutalization  
on the Ground

Another powerful narrative in the popular comments was a request to 
tighten control and strengthen punishments: 5% in Leningrad com-
ments according to Getty (1991) (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 225, l. 75). 
S. Yekelchyk, in his study of the interaction between Soviet citizens and 
the state in postwar Kiev, noted that “typical of … the exclusionary 
vision of the world, hatred of enemies emerged in Stalin’s time as a core 
component of the ideal Soviet identity, on par with love of and grati-
tude to the leader” (Yekelchyk 2014, p. 11). The mid- and late 1930s 
witnessed an official judicial trend toward significantly more severe pun-
ishments applied to criminals: longer terms of confinement and a rise 
in sentences leading to imprisonment, indirectly encouraged by Stalin 
(Solomon 1996, pp. 221–7). In 1936 and 1937, Pravda never tired of 
reminding readers that vigilance was a trait of any true Soviet citizen. 
Historians trace the origin of this divisive worldview to the Revolution 
and Civil War. The mobilizational potential of such emotions as hatred 
and suspicion was fully exploited by Stalinism. A few suggestions to 
abandon the death penalty in the discussion materials contrasted with 
numerous requirements to expand capital punishment to include such 
crimes as theft of socialist (state) property (94 suggestions, TsIK) and 
to other anti-Soviet crimes established under Article 58 of the Criminal 
Code (RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, ll. 83–4; GARF f. 3316, op. 41, 
d. 85, l. 32). The preoccupation with theft and capital punishment was 
a long-lasting echo of the harsh decree of 7 August 1932, introduc-
ing the death penalty for the theft of socialist property. The decree had 
been already reversed by the TsIK in March 1933, and convictions were 
revised, liberating 32% of the convicted (Khlevniuk 2010, p. 243), but 

17 Other estimates: in 1937–1938, 150,000 were arrested “for faith,” among them 
80,000 shot.
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the masses continued demanding death for thieves, as that cruel decree 
probably strongly mirrored the public psyche.

The same animosity revealed itself in rural show trials of 1937 when, 
according to local newspapers’ reports, peasants had frequently called for 
death sentences for the accused officials, even though the prosecutor had 
not asked for that penalty or the judge had handed down a lesser sen-
tence. Fitzpatrick cautions that this cannot necessarily be taken at face 
value, since such expressions of vox populi were often stage-managed by 
the Soviet authorities, but it may well have been true in local cases of 
this type, where the peasants knew the defendants and might have gen-
uine grievances against them (Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 301). The general 
context, however, of widespread animosity in society makes us believe in 
the authenticity of these emotions. Article 131, which labeled thieves of 
socialist property as enemies of the people, thereby politicizing a crime, 
found favor in an alert population. The TsIK registered 118 sugges-
tions to extend the designation of “enemies of the people” to specula-
tors, beggars, thieves, and idlers, and 60 suggestions to relatives who 
“harbored” lawbreakers (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 85, ll. 38, 55, 60; 
d. 147, l. 67; f. 3316, op. 40, d. 40, ll. 49, 101–2). The latter implies 
acceptance of political loyalties over family loyalties. Moreover—these 60 
people demanding persecution of wives and relatives believed that the 
work and party collective, as well as family members, were responsible 
for the “crime” of the offender. This attitude reverberated with the tra-
ditional peasant community system of mutual responsibility (krugovaia 
poruka). Five proposals to make denunciation of enemies a civic duty in 
reality only followed current practice: people already received punish-
ment because they failed to denounce an alleged conspiracy (Rittersporn 
2014, p. 139). One citizen wanted to ban changes of workplace (actually 
restricted in practice), and some peasant women suggested imprisonment 
of women for having an abortion (recently outlawed), and men who had 
too many marriages (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 82, ll. 13–5).

People took it as their civic duty to hate.18 The words “to pun-
ish severely” and “to sue” were favorites in the popular lexicon of the 
national discussion, unlike the word “mercy,” which would imply concili-
ation. Even Pravda noted the aggressive vocabulary of the regional news-
paper: “The word ‘to press’ [zastavit’] is the most often used word. ‘To 
punish’, to ‘sue’, to ‘take action’, to fire—these are the main demands of  

18 Serhy Yekelchyk’s expression.
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most publications. In six months, the newspaper called for punishing 229 
persons” (Pravda 27 October 1936). Popular comments suggested intro-
ducing criminal punishment for parents who kept children out of school, 
killing thieves at the scene of the crime without the benefit of court, 
and “strengthening punishments for the criminal and political crimes.” 
Authors of restricting, banning, and toughening recommendations saw 
the world as full of enemies who designed insidious plans to ruin the 
country. Such a worldview, together with the acceptance of violence, 
belongs to the authoritarian type of personality as defined in sociopsy-
chological literature. But before Adorno and Arendt, Georgy Efron, 
a 16-year-old boy, wrote in his 1941 Moscow diary: “All these people 
stand and will stand strong like a mountain for Stalin—those who despise 
such things as freedom of speech, human rights, the value of human life, 
tolerance, leniency, respect for other opinions. There are always a lot of 
such people. Maybe there exists a special authoritarian type, a totalitarian 
man? Maybe they do not become Stalinists, they are born?”19

The Soviet population was well trained in hatred. The expressions 
of ruthlessness typical of the constitution comments followed the exer-
cises of anger during the dekulakization campaign, after S. Kirov’s mur-
der, in the show trials, and in August 1936 in the trial of the United 
Trotskyist-Zinovievist Center. The constitution’s reconciling stance was 
in sharp contrast with the aggressive rhetoric of the trial, giving con-
tradictory signals to the public. One day in August, citizens attended a 
meeting discussing the constitution and reconciliation with “former 
people,” and the next day at another meeting, they yelled, “Hang these 
reptiles!” demanding the death penalty without “legal niceties” for the 
defendants. When in September 1936, N. Bukharin and A. Rykov were 
spared from trial and persecution, a letter with unidentifiable signatures 
addressed to S. Ordzhonikidze demanded their death: “Those who go 
or speak against Stalin, all should be killed. Hammer a wooden stake into 
their throats and other places!” (Livshin et al. 2002, p. 311). The con-
frontational and consolidational types of mobilization coincided in 1936, 
with the confrontational gaining more support. There was no shortage 
of approval for state violence and discrimination.

In periodic exercises of hatred, the regime cultivated the violent ele-
ments of traditional culture, with its tendency to attribute failures to 

19 Diary of Georgy Efron.
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other people’s malevolent actions, rather than to miscalculations, fortu-
ity, and impersonal forces (Bailey 1987, p. 314). Revolutionary violence 
was justified in the official class struggle discourse, which stirred up rev-
olutionary zeal and the common people’s old social suspicions of the 
aristocracy, nobility, and intelligentsia. The witch-hunting atmosphere 
around the August trial encouraged discussants to disapprove of the rec-
onciling message of the constitution as a sudden retreat from class-hatred 
norms. We hear the aggressive vocabulary exploited by newspapers dur-
ing the trial campaign parroted in discussion materials and in the letters 
to authorities. In September, party member G. Vanenko wrote a letter 
to Molotov with the following recommendations: “In connection with 
the [future 8th] Congress of Soviet … and new work procedures (ini-
tiated by Stalin’s new Constitution) it is necessary to vet all soviet and 
party managerial apparat and to purge the Trotskyists and suspects.” 
Vanenko meticulously listed almost all branches of government and the 
military to be checked (Livshin et al. 2002, pp. 302–11). This “recom-
mendation” was actually brought to reality by the government during 
the Great Terror of 1937–1938. The degree of mass support for political 
repressions is impossible to measure, but the degree of vindictiveness was 
high: a significant portion of demands for and approvals of purges were 
accompanied by suggesting savage methods of execution of enemies and 
thieves: to impale on a pike, to skin, to try slowly by red-hot iron, or to 
dismember day by day. The mobilization campaign around the August 
trial contributed to aggressive discourse in the discussion.

The popular culture of violence was fueled by the deadly experience 
of wars (1914–1922) and famines and resulted in placing a low price 
on human life, brutalization of norms, and criminalization of soci-
ety (Buldakov 1997). A high level of anxiety among the population, 
along with fear about their surroundings and future, a feeling of inse-
curity and helplessness, and a lack of confidence in their own powers 
produced a psychological foundation of inner aggressiveness in the cit-
izenry. It became a psychological backdrop for the future Great Terror. 
Mass repressions and the experience and consequences of World War II 
encouraged an acceptance of violence in society, evidenced in the crime 
rise after the war. The history of state and criminal violence in Russia’s 
twentieth century has had a long-lasting effect. Modern surveys from 
1999 show that about 25% of Russians had taken part in fights, had been 
victims of robbery and family violence. Fifty-eight per cent of the young 
men who served in the armed forces had been the victims of physical 
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abuse by their fellow soldiers. In 2007, almost half of Russians were 
in favor of reinstituting and expanding the death penalty, which corre-
sponds generally to the world level (Dubin 2010, pp. 76, 85–6).

10.3  T  he Statist Code of Political Culture

Hatred of enemies was motivated by patriotism and love for the Soviet 
state and leader. Such a belief—that the state should control the life  
of the country even at the cost of individual interests and rights— 
permeated the comments. Direct and indirect statements in both public 
and informal settings showed a close association of individual interests 
with the state, respect for authority, or even readiness to sacrifice one’s 
life for the sake of the state and beloved leader. Sometimes, publicly and 
privately, Soviet citizens metaphorically regretted their inability to offer 
their own lives in exchange for the lives of deceased leaders—Lenin, 
Kirov, or Ordzhonikidze (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 2659, l. 109). 
The narrative of sacrificing one’s life in the name of revolution and 
socialism was a part of the official canon, imposed, among other things, 
by newspapers and socialist realism. The model was promoted in a cult 
novel How the Steel Was Tempered by N. Ostrovsky, published serially 
between 1932 and 1936. The protagonist ruined his health, was para-
lyzed, and then died after working heroically for years round the clock in 
terrible conditions for the good of the society. In August 1936, reports 
about the Spanish Civil War reignited the theme of death for revolution. 
The ethic of self-sacrifice, so deeply rooted in the Orthodox mentality, 
the rejection of individuality, and reliance on the might of the state satu-
rated the historical-cultural traditions.

Numerous expressions of the public’s prioritizing the state and col-
lective good over individual and family values included mass indignation 
against the theft of socialist (meaning the state’s) property, the ranking 
of treason as the most intolerable crime, demands to review and censor 
private correspondence, and the punishment of parents whose children 
do not attend school (usually religious families) (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, 
d. 207, l. 163; d. 126, l. 46; d. 136, ll. 12, 21). Such comments were 
naturally provoked by the official trope of paternalism, always cultivated 
by the Bolsheviks and so intensely embodied in the constitution. Pravda 
educated its readers: “The unity of interests of society and the individual 
person, of the state and each citizen, is one of the most remarkable char-
acteristics of the soviet order” (Pravda 3 December 1936). The granting 
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of voting rights and the expansion of welfare announced by the constitu-
tion invited appropriate gratitude from the recipients. A kolkhoz woman 
wrote: “Stalin is taking care of us, but we do not justify [his trust]: we 
work badly, private property [and interests] overwhelm us, we give too 
much attention to our households and private plots instead of to kolkhoz 
work” (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 136, l. 5).

We can, of course, question the sincerity of the strong statist emotions 
displayed by many participants in the campaign. A good share of stat-
ism could be amplified by the celebratory format of the discussion, which 
framed the response, but also by more material reasons. As soon as the 
Soviet government closed almost all opportunities for private initiative, 
the state remained the only source of good and now presented itself as 
a benevolent provider. Paternalism, as Katherine Verdery showed, was at 
the center of both the party’s official ideology and its efforts to secure 
popular support. It “emphasized a quasi-family dependency” and “pos-
ited a moral tie linking subjects with the state through their rights to a 
share in the redistributed social product” (Verdery 1996, p. 63). Lewis 
Siegelbaum particularly stressed the disciplinary function of paternal-
ism when, in their access to goods, people depended “on the degree to 
which individuals conformed to their expected roles of supplicants and 
grateful recipients” (Siegelbaum 1998, p. 108). The scholars writing 
about paternalism as a mode of power in the USSR mostly examined 
the official self-representation of the party—for example, in the press, as 
with Jeffrey Brooks. However, they all recognized its acceptance in soci-
ety, especially those authors who worked with the individual letters and 
analyzed their vocabulary. A 30-year-old Russian woman, a student, pro-
nounced a strong reliance on the state in her postwar interview:

I think that the government must be in everything and it must be every-
where—in the press, in the theater, in the school—everywhere. There is 
no area of life in which it does not have a right to interfere. A citizen must 
have many obligations toward his government: patriotism, help for the 
government in all aspects of its situation. There are many ties that the gov-
ernment and its citizens have in common. A citizen must be a patriot and 
he must keep an eye on [sledit’] those people who are trying to harm the 
government, even put them away [ubrat’]. In short, every citizen must be 
vigilant.
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Forty-year-old Avar from the Caucasus, a tractor driver, expressed the 
same view in his interview:

The government must have censorship so that it will not allow any anti-
national criticism or harmful criticism of any branch of government. The 
government must not be allowed to split its people into several parts 
[nationalities]. It should permit censorship to be carried on in the lan-
guage of each nationality. If one of these nationalities starts to carry on 
propaganda directed against some of the others, this would be harmful. 
(Respondent thought for a very long time before answering.) If people 
(narod) are living under the direction of a government, there is no area of 
life in which the government should not interfere. A good father interferes 
in every affair of his children. If he is an indifferent father, then he will 
not care what his children do. But a good father will know everything his 
children do and interfere in everything, except when they want to choose 
a wife to marry. But in the affairs of the state, there are no such exam-
ples. (Therefore you believe that a good government should be like a good 
father?) Yes. (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 12, Case 145, p. 60; Schedule A, 
Vol. 13, Case 159, pp. 74–6)

Note here the opposition of the correspondents’ views to the democratic 
mainstream in the Western environment where the respondents now 
lived, such disagreement indicating the relative independence of their 
opinions. The family metaphor strongly points to the roots of this statist 
narrative in the traditional patriarchal peasant mentality. The researchers 
in the Harvard Project deduced that Soviet refugees had little under-
standing of the institutional foundations of the political regime and felt 
little need “for the strictly constitutional apparatus of guarantees, rights 
and safeguards” of democracy. They would rather accept a good, kind, 
and compassionate ruler, who “cared” for people and did not oppress 
them (Inkeles and Bauer 1959, p. 381). People agreed to weak institu-
tions and venerated the leader at the top.

With postwar interviews, comments about the constitution provide 
ample confirmation of statist views. A paternalistic posture of the gov-
ernment found strong resonance in the popular worldview as evidenced 
in the cult of the leader and expectations of welfare (Velikanova 2001, 
pp. 215–25). Besides materialistic reasons, the Weberian charismatic 
mode of legitimation imposed from above found fertile soil in the tradi-
tional patriarchal relations, which transformed in the USSR into relations 
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of the “moral economy of the gift” (Mauss 2011).20 The Soviet peo-
ple, especially beneficiaries of the regime, willingly accepted the recipi-
ents’ roles assigned them by the press, ready for repayment of the gift 
(Brooks 2000, pp. xvi, 97, 105; Siegelbaum 1998). A common theme 
in numerous affirmative comments was gratitude to Great Stalin for the 
constitution. We hear this gratitude, prioritization of state over indi-
vidual, adoration of strong power and a strong leader in seven recom-
mendations (TsIK estimates) to rename Moscow “Stalin”, an idea to 
commemorate the constitution with a monument (28 suggestions, my 
estimates) or with marble slabs with golden script, and in calling plagues 
upon the heads of traitors and terrorists plotting against the life of the 
leader (Kommuna [Voronezh] 2 July 1936). Preoccupation with the 
design of a national emblem (90 comments collected by TsIK) reflected 
the hyperactivism of the masses, who hardly understood the convolu-
tions of state and law functioning, but understood well the simple sym-
bols of the hammer and sickle. They were eager to realize their right to 
speak and demonstrate loyalty to the state in an act of self-identification 
with the general will. Moshe Lewin saw this relation originating from 
the historical-cultural traditions of the country, in particular those rep-
resented by the peasantry: “The authoritarian impulses in the party and 
state administration from above … [were] met by those emanating from 
below … from the lower classes, still deeply ensconced in patriarchalism” 
(Lewin 1985, pp. 43, 256, 274). He referred to the old national tradi-
tion of acceptance of authority and submission and withdrawal of initi-
ative coined in the Russian saying “The chief knows better (Nachal’stvu 
vidnee)”. This particular Soviet popular reliance on the state as benefac-
tor was the source of cyclic waves of hope in the masses and the follow-
ing inevitable disillusionment: be it with the results of the Constitution 
of 1936, the October Revolution itself, or later, with unrealized dreams 
about decollectivization after the World War II victory, and then finally 
perestroika.

20 A type of economy based on the informal exchange of services, favors, or goods, in 
contrast with a barter economy or a market economy. Theoretical foundations are intro-
duced in Mauss, The Gift, first published in 1925. Soviet and post-Soviet practice are dis-
cussed in Ledeneva, Russia’s Economy of Favours.
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10.4  M  ilitarism, Defeatism, and Regimentation

Expressions of love to the Red Army were a part of this statist dispo-
sition. Such statements reflected not only a high degree of militari-
zation but also the status of this institution in society—a stepladder to 
upward mobility. The soldier Bespalov, from Archangelsk, wrote: “The 
Red Army reincarnated me like many others and made me a full-fledged 
Soviet citizen” (GARF f. 3316, op. 41, d. 207, l. 68). Readiness to spill 
blood on future battlefields was a way to prove loyalty. Demands for uni-
versal air defense training, armament of the whole nation, military educa-
tion for both genders (90 comments, TsIK), and an astonishing number 
of voices in favor of military duty for women (281) revealed the statist 
code of the political culture and significant success in militarizing society.

The last-mentioned gender factor is open to more than one inter-
pretation—according to statist, modernization, socialist, or militarist 
terms. It may be evidence of women’s broadening inclusion in the pub-
lic sphere—a feature of modernity, or socialist gender egalitarianism, or, 
as Roger Reese believes, a result of the historical precedents of women’s 
participation in Russia’s past wars (Reese 2011, pp. 312–3).21 Of course, 
the Soviet press, literature, and cinema actively contributed to the image 
of the valorous New Soviet Woman, ready and happy to fight for the 
Motherland. All of this resulted in “Soviet women[’s] unprecedented 
entrance into combat” during World War II (Krylova 2004, p. 627; 
Petrone 2000).22 The number of 281 voices calling for women’s military 
service signals the major shift in traditional patriarchal gender values that 
society, especially the younger generation, underwent in the 1930s.

In the 1920s, enormous state efforts to inculcate bellicose and patri-
otic values into mass culture through propaganda, education, military 
training, and the Society of Friends of Aviation and Chemical Defense 
had not yet borne fruit. The War Scare of 1927 produced a huge wave 
of defeatism in the postrevolutionary generation, especially among peas-
ants (Velikanova 2013, pp. 89–106). They en masse refused to defend 
the country in case of war. Yet in the middle of the 1930s, with the com-
ing of a new generation, we see aggressive patriotism well implanted. 

21 Reese noted, “Without the war, women would not have served in the armed forces in 
large numbers,” but at least they expressed this desire in 1936.

22 The cultural impact of women pilots is discussed by Karen Petrone.
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Brandenberger found “national Bolshevism to be appealing and per-
suasive” in the late interwar period (Brandenberger 2002, p. 112). 
Defeatism declined but did not totally recede.

Militarization was a cornerstone of the Stalinist economy, ideology, 
and social mobilization (Photo 10.1). The emergency mode of the whole 
Soviet project had at its very foundation the thesis of “capitalist encircle-
ment.” The official myth of a besieged fortress was promoted for decades 
to heighten patriotic willingness to defend the achievements of socialism. 
While the capitalist threat inspired the loyalty of the Soviet true believers, 
this reported readiness of the capitalist countries to intervene was, never-
theless, often perverted into a positive, liberating factor in the mass con-
sciousness. Opposite the cult of the Red Army and patriotism presented 
in the constitution discussion, the common trope in conversations was 
anticipation of liberation by means of foreign intervention. Veselovsky 

Photo 10.1  Pioneers in gas masks participating in a military training march. 
Leningrad oblast’. 1935. V. Bulla. Courtesy of the Central State Archives of 
Documentary Films, Photographs, and Sound Recordings, Saint-Petersburg 
(TsGAKFFD SPb)
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in 1918 and Shaporina in August 1941 wrote that people wait for the 
Germans: “They say that Germans are better than Georgians and Jews” 
(Shaporina 2012, p. 249; Veselovsky 2000, p. 103; RGASPI f. 17, op. 
85, d. 289, l. 56).23 The duty to defend the socialist Motherland writ-
ten in the constitution was not accepted by everybody. In NKVD jar-
gon, centered on the super value of the state, this mood was labeled as 
“defeatism,” while in peasant vernacular, centered on the human dimen-
sion, it did not so much mean the “defeat” of the Red Army but rather 
the salvation of the people from the yoke of the Soviet regime. People 
not only passively expected the liberation but were ready to act—if we 
believe the numerous NKVD records about rebellious (povstancheskie) 
moods among Cossacks and peasants. These moods included expecta-
tions of foreign intervention and alleged preparations for military actions 
behind the front lines to help the invaders (Pokrovsky et al. 2006, pp. 
498, 507; TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 2065, ll. 8, 63, 197; d. 2064, 
l. 46; Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 752–3; Berelowitch and Danilov 2012, 
pp. 299, 304, 313–4, 323, 333, 337–8, 360–1, 365; Prishvin 2010, p. 
538).24 This “intervention” narrative flourished among the disillusioned 
for whom anticipation of the inner reformation of the regime had been 
exhausted. Some threats promised that 50–60% of future draftees would 
turn their weapons against the government. The rise of the hopes in the 
constitution temporarily pushed back the hopes for foreign intervention, 
but still the impression of British diplomats reported in October 1936 
was that “the general morals of the people are not good enough for the 
Government to be able to count with certainty on their loyalty in a pro-
longed war” (British F.O. 371, 1936, Vol. 20351, p. 86 verso). Stalin’s 
panic in June 1941 proves that he took such warnings very seriously.

Related to the militarization tendency, many discussants advocated a 
total regimentation of life. They suggested in their comments the intro-
duction of censorship, universal mandatory physical exercises, a loyalty 

23 This echoed the historian Veselovsky’s entry in his diary in February 1918: “People 
of very different ranks, despite shame, instability, and possible oppression, do not conceal 
their joy concerning the forthcoming entry of the German troops [into Petrograd]. The 
Bolshevik terror, anarchy, and famine brought such despair that foreign enslavement is 
regarded as liberation from slavery, hunger, and so on” (Veselovsky 2000, p. 103). We hear 
the same in 1927: “It couldn’t be worse under the power of a Polish or English govern-
ment” (RGASPI f. 17, op. 85, d. 289, l. 56).

24 Comments are from 1930 to 1936.
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oath both in the army and in civil institutions, mandatory permits for 
public meetings and demonstrations, and even “childbirth duty for 
women” (two recommendations, TsIK) (Sokolov 1998, p. 158; GARF 
f. 3316, op. 41, d. 82, l. 3). Pregnancy and maternity at that period were 
treated by the state like a production activity along with other kinds 
of work, implied inter alia in the abortion ban (Yarskaia-Smirnova and 
Romanov 2009, p. 10). The inclination to obey the regulations of the 
central authority connects such values as respect for authority and striv-
ing for simplification—all the elements, in fact, of the totalitarian con-
sciousness, as well as the indirect consequences of a rapid “shift from 
local parochialism to centralized authority” (Almond and Verba 1989,  
p. 22; Gozman and Etkind 1992, p. 41). The tendency toward uniform-
ity, as described by Kazimierz Dobrowolski, was essentially conservative 
and stabilizing, and manifested a close kinship to a traditional peasant 
culture, as noted by another connoisseur of village culture: “The Russian 
peasant was obsessed by a fear of defying the numerous prohibitions, 
rules, and demands of the village world” (Mironov 1994, pp. 66–7; Ellis 
2009, pp. 243–55, 321; Dobrowolski 1987, p. 291). A craving for regu-
lated forms of conduct compensated for the loss of the old peasant world 
with its stability.

Articles about basic human rights, like the inviolability of correspond-
ence, home, and the person, provoked as much criticism as endorsement. 
Remarkable was the number of 21 proposals to introduce the surveil-
lance of private correspondence. Unaware that this unlawful practice had 
been in operation since 1918, vigilant citizens wanted to prevent ene-
mies from conspiring and sending Soviet secrets abroad (GARF f. 3316, 
op. 8, d. 226, l. 135; op. 40, d. 40, ll. 3, 101; op. 41, d. 136, ll. 12, 69; 
f. 1235, op. 76, d. 153, l. 136; TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1772, 
ll. 205–6; British F.O. 371, 1936, vol. 20351, p. 146).25 In contrast, 
3 comments approved the inviolability of correspondence, 4 suggested 
expanding inviolability to telephone and telegraph communications, and 
11, to bank information (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 225, ll. 79, 137; d. 
226, l. 136; op. 41, d. 207, l. 165). Others worried that the inviolability 
of the home would give a free hand to the wreckers and conspirators; 
or that those letting rooms could gain illegal profits; some sought con-
fiscation of dwellings not maintained properly (GARF f. 3316, op. 41,  

25 British diplomats were aware that their private correspondence was “clumsily opened 
in the post.”
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d. 85, l. 28; d. 207, ll. 3, 66; op. 40, d. 40, l. 38; f. 1235, op. 76,  
d. 153, l. 102). Privacy was not a subject of concern; there is no such 
word in the Russian language and so there was no discourse on privacy. 
Ordinary citizens often accepted state intervention at the expense of 
individual rights. In all probability, citizens striving for normalization and 
security associated regimentation with order and stability. Uniformity 
imposed by the official culture found resonance with elements of tra-
ditional representations in the popular mind as soon as simplification 
helped unsophisticated minds understand the chaotic modern world.

The comments and recommendations against new liberties were in 
line with the conclusions made by Hellbeck on the basis of the diaries 
studied—that illiberal attitudes were universal and prominent in society 
and not confined only to specific social groups such as the disenfran-
chised or former outcasts (Hellbeck 2009a, p. 54). Discussion com-
ments showed that the totalitarian regime responded to the aspirations of 
those multitudes of small men, who believed in and benefited from the 
Revolution, offering them, if not wealth, at least recognition, meaning 
of life, opportunities for upward mobility, the social benefits of socialism 
(concentrated in the hands of the state), and relieving them of the “bur-
den of freedom.” When in 1936 freedom, plurality, diversity, and rights 
for minorities were suggested by the constitution (at least in the format 
of discourse), the beneficiaries, activists, and young true believers (like 
Lev Kopelev) (Kopelev 1980) rejected them, and defended the illiberal 
status quo—their own newly acquired social assets and/or their loot—
but for others (perceived as enemies), they reserved segregation, censor-
ship, and repression. These citizens merged with the state with delight 
and clung to a revolutionary ideology that justified the redistribution of 
wealth and social capital, but only in their favor. They did not want a 
new round of redistribution of material and social assets.
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11.1  D  emands for Welfare Benefits

The segment of welfare comments was premier in the list of popular 
concerns. Chapter X, “The Core Rights and Duties of Citizens,” which 
received 53% of all comments in the discussion (23,428 out of 43,427) 
claimed, “Citizens of the U.S.S.R. have the right to work, … annual 
vacations with full pay for workers and employees, care in old age and in 
case of sickness, … ensured by social insurance of workers and employees 
at state expense, … education, including higher education, being free of 
charge” [my italics—OV]. The expansion of social benefits to all work-
ers and employees, and the revoking of previous restrictions (see below) 
was the great attainment of socialism and showed the leaders’ faith in 
the expected social harmony. Articles 120 and 119 about the right to 
pensions and the right to vacations got respectively 4966 and 4060 com-
ments. Both articles got 31.9% in Leningrad, 21.9% in Smolensk, and 
6.5% in Gorky krai (GARF f. 3316, op. 8, d. 222, l. 160; Getty 1991,  
p. 25; GARF f. 3316, op. 41, dd. 127–9).1 Such an explosion of com-
ments had its primary source in the noticeable exclusion of peasants 
from state social benefits. The state provision of pension, vacation, med-
ical, maternity benefits, and days off was still available only to urban-
ites, enraging the deprived villagers, who comprised two-thirds of the 
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population. The collective farms’ elders and sick were to be supported by 
the scarce public funds of the kolkhozes.

The history of soviet welfare deserves further research (Madison 
1968; Caroli 2003; Hoffmann 2011; Yarskaia-Smirnova and Romanov 
2009, pp. 150–64; George and Manning 1980). In theory, the social-
ist project, as understood by the leaders, included the state provision of 
social benefits to the population. While historically, the first attempts to 
organize public aid in different forms were undertaken in Great Britain 
and Germany, the principle of social assistance was written on the ban-
ner of the first socialist state. After seizing power, the Bolsheviks decreed 
comprehensive social insurance (unemployment, sickness, free medical 
care) for all waged workers and the village poor, but scarcity did not per-
mit introducing these benefits to all and at once. With the introduction 
of the New Economic Policy (NEP), scarce social benefits were reserved 
for industrial workers only (Kotkin 2001, pp. 145–6; Madison 1968). 
This privileged class of workers received higher rations, priority in hous-
ing, subsidized living quarters, and free health care. Industrial workers 
were the first group in 1929 to get old-age pensions, which were paid 
to 70,000 individuals who had worked for 25 years—women over the 
age of 55, and men over 60. Before that, only the disabled could apply 
for meager pensions (Hoffmann 2011, pp. 57–8, 62; Caroli 2003,  
p. 46). During the 1930s, the number of urbanites eligible for insur-
ance increased from 10.8 million in 1928 to 25.6 million in 1936, and 
31.2 million in 1940 (George and Manning 1980, p. 41). The class 
principle prioritizing industrial workers was used to allocate scarce state 
resources. With the transition of social insurance from the Commissariat 
of Labor to the All-Union Council of Trade Unions during the reforms 
in 1931 and 1933, benefits for workers included pay for maternity leave, 
health spas and resorts, education stipends, and funeral assistance. But, 
as Caroli concluded, these reforms turned the welfare provision into a 
kind of privilege reserved for the most productive workers (Caroli 2003,  
pp. 29, 48).

The class and political approaches defined social policy toward the 
disabled. In this group, too, the social benefits became a political tool 
to discriminate against the socially alien. The journal Sotsial’noe strakho-
vanie wrote in 1929: “The social security law must be a tool of the pro-
letarian class; it must serve the interests of the proletariat and be directed 
against our enemies.” A regulation from 25 November 1929 initiated 
a purge of social aliens among the disabled. Job vacancies reserved for 
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people with disabilities discriminated against “former” people (Caroli 
2003, p. 47; Yarskaia-Smirnova and Romanov 2009, p. 6). Behind the 
façade of the welfare state, millions of disabled veterans of World War 
I and the Civil War lived in horrible conditions. A government decree 
from 16 November 1918 granted only feeble support—15 rubles per 
month in 1924 (Caroli 2003, p. 39). The disabled of the tsar’s army 
were excluded from welfare, as World War I was considered imperialist 
and tsarist.2 In the mid–1920s, only 145,000 out of 634,000 wounded 
and disabled veterans were covered by social security, including 21,000 
who lived in shelters and 105,000 who drew pensions (in 1927) that 
were considerably lower than the living minimum. Others were left to 
the mercy of fate. Mandates for the 1927 law to raise pensions to 40% 
of the minimum wage were not fulfilled. Negligible privileges for active 
Red Army soldiers’ families, such as tax relief, failed to be realized on the 
local level. The Manifesto of 1927 announced a doubling of social fund-
ing for disabled war veterans. State support for this group, however, was 
so anemic that even this twofold increase (if fulfilled) was barely a weak 
gesture.

As the People’s Commissar of Social Security, I. A. Nagovitsyn, 
stated in 1927, the total social security funds in the Russian Federation 
(RSFSR) comprised only 0.67% of the entire budget, while it was 11.5% 
in France, 37.7% in Germany and 8.64% in England. At this time, only 
45,198,000 rubles in total were spent on veterans, while the Russian 
Empire in 1913—before the disastrous world and civil wars—had spent 
more than 40 million rubles (TsGAIPD SPb f. 16, op. 1, d. 8485, ll. 
164–5, verso).3

Constitution Articles 119 and 120 addressed vacations and pen-
sions for workers and employees but left the other two-thirds of the 
population in limbo. Attempts by the state to transfer responsibility for 
social security onto public organizations like village mutual aid associa-
tions (similar to relief during the famine of 1921–1922 being made the 
responsibility of the village commune) were no more than demagogic, 
as the latter had insufficient resources. The Kolkhoz Statute accepted 
in February 1935 put the duty of caring for sick, elderly, and disabled 
peasants on kolkhoz funds: “To create, in accordance with the decision of 

2 Decree, 28 April 1919, Dekrety (1957, pp. 118–22).
3 Information from I. A. Nagovitsyn to Secretary of Leningrad Gubernia party commit-

tee, N. K. Antipov, 6 August 1927.
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the [kolkhoz] general meeting, funds to assist disabled, old, or sick peo-
ple, poor families of Red Army soldiers, and to maintain nursery schools 
and waifs; all these funds should not exceed 2% of the total annual pro-
duction” (Kolkhoz Statute 1935). When maternity leave was discussed 
at the Second Congress of Outstanding Kolkhozniks in February 1935, 
Stalin personally intervened, suggesting two months of maternity leave 
with half of a woman’s earnings [again, from kolkhoz funds—OV].

The problem was that under the ineffective conditions of the collec-
tive farm system, most kolkhozes were unable to allocate enough funds 
for these purposes. Particularly in the summer and fall of 1936, under 
dismal drought conditions, the elderly as well as laboring members of 
the collective were threatened by famine. The chair of the Lomonosovo 
kolhoz, Northern krai, Morgun, knew the dearth of local funds too well 
(see Chapter 8) and expressed in his recommendations for the constitu-
tion a typical demand: to cover the collective farmers by “centralized” 
resources, meaning state provisions (Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 806–7). 
Since kolkhozniks saw too little support from the kolkhoz or from mutual 
aid societies,4 they rarely mentioned them in the discussion (Danilov 
et al. 2002, p. 938, n. 150). Nevertheless, Pravda presented praise from 
peasants: “The article about the support of elders and the sick gladdens 
me as an elder.” These phony publications could only confuse the read-
ers and evidenced very little concrete support received by the collective 
farmers: “When I became a member of a collective farm, I injured myself 
one day and could not work for a month. The kolkhoz council took 
care of me, provided food, and brought me a doctor” (Pravda 14 June 
1936).

Responding to overwhelming demands for the equal treatment of vil-
lagers and urbanites at the state’s expense, Pravda framed the vernacular 
by careful editing in line with official norms. On 3 July, the newspa-
per published a speech made by the chair of the Shapki village soviet, 
Bogoroditsky raion, Gorky krai, Ekaterina Mitriakhina, at the local 
meeting of village activists organized by the party committee. Major 
points of her speech corresponded to thousands of similar demands that 
paid vacations should be granted to “kolkhozniks who work all year round 
without any rest”, but with the sly addition “from the account of kolkhoz 
funds,” probably inserted by the editor. “The second recommendation 

4 The funds of the peasant committee of mutual aid (KKOV) comprised kolkhoz shares 
and individual fees.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_8
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is for Article 120, which said that citizens of the USSR have the right 
for support in old age and sickness. … It says ‘citizens of the USSR’, but 
not only workers and employees; correspondingly, kolkhozniki have [the 
right] too. For that, we need to add a few words about widely develop-
ing kolkhoz mutual aid funds and reserves for disabled members. Without 
that addition, the foreign peasants wouldn’t see that the Constitution 
takes care of sick and disabled kolkhozniks” (Pravda 3 July 1936). This 
demand for the development of kolkhoz funds was a timid request for 
state contributions. In practice, it was the chair of the village soviet’s 
responsibility to accumulate these funds out of members’ deductions.

The propagandists, whose duty was to deliver lectures and explain the 
constitution, had a hard time accommodating the phony declarations 
with the popular demands and peasants’ complaints. According to the 
testimony of a teacher-propagandist, the kolkhozniks often asked him:

“You say that the Constitution gives [people] the right to labor and to 
rest. How about us? We do not have any rest; we work every day. No 
one cares about us.” What could I say to them? I could only say: “This is 
nature of your occupation.” I could not tell them anything else. Or per-
haps an old invalid would ask: “What kind of pension do they give me, I 
who have broken legs?” If I said something else, someone might inform 
on me. These were very good questions, but I had no right to answer 
[with the truth]. (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 9, Case 111, p. 2)

Demands followed to provide pensions for orphans, veterans, and  
other miserable groups.

The Commissar of Social Security, I. A. Nagovitsyn, supported these 
massive demands on 2 October 1936: “I see it necessary to expand 
Article 120 … to include [in the system of social benefits] besides work-
ers and employees, also disabled veterans who defended their social-
ist motherland, kolkhozniks, artisans in cooperatives, and invalids” 
(Danilov et al. 2002, pp. 839–40). His letter went to the party Central 
Committee (CC) and the Soviet Central Executive Committee (TsIK) 
through public channels like any other outsider complaints, which makes 
it possible the commissar probably lacked internal working channels to 
bring his opinion to the attention of the government. The commissar 
of social welfare was probably excluded from the government conversa-
tion on the constitution—an assumption suggesting that his office was 
overlooked.
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The glaring inequality of workers and peasants, contrasted with the 
socialist rhetoric of equality and fraternity, produced an overarching dis-
course in the peasants’ complaints: serious social conflict between the 
city and the countryside began surfacing in the mid-1920s. This conflict 
originated in the grain requisitions of War Communism and was intensi-
fied by overtaxation of the countryside, the massive rural–urban migra-
tion, and urban unemployment in the 1920s. The narrative of inequality 
grew during the decade as peasants felt deceived by the Bolsheviks for 
providing no rewards to villages after their sacrifices in the Civil War. 
Their dissatisfaction culminated in 1927 with the introduction of the 
TsIK Manifesto on the 10th Anniversary of the Revolution. It caused an 
explosion of protests and grievances from deprived peasants upset that 
the manifesto gave workers many privileges at their expense (Danilov 
et al. 1999, pp. 124–5, 131, 134). The symbolic gift to the peasantry 
was the manifesto’s promise to start deliberations on a law to grant state 
social care for the elderly over 60 in poor families. These promises were 
dependent on the capabilities of the state budget, and took almost 40 
years to gradually fulfill (Pravda 16, 18, 19 October; 3, 5 November 
1927).

The infringement of peasants’ interests and their exclusion from social 
benefits resulted in their longing to find an agency to protect and advo-
cate their interests to the state. Demands for a Peasant Union—a kind 
of political party or trade union—proliferated through the 1920s until 
collectivization and dekulakization. Attempts to organize local Peasant 
Unions were undertaken by villagers, the intelligentsia, and students 
between 1923 and 1928, but under the OGPU surveillance and repres-
sions, the movement existed mostly as discourse. How deeply the idea 
of a Peasant Union was entrenched in an awakened peasant conscious-
ness shows the revival of the idea during the constitution discussion: 
“It is necessary to give to all kolkhozes and individual peasants the right 
to organize a local Peasant Union under every rural soviet” (Sokolov 
1998, p. 149).5 While the constitution satisfied the decade-long political 
demand for equal voting and representation in the government, mate-
rial inequality remained a hot subject. The 1936 debate still centered 
on the issue of inequality between workers and peasants. The widow 
K. F. Shestakova, Sverdlovsk oblast’, complained about overtaxation  

5 Letter from I. A. Tushin, Yaroslav oblast’.
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and the misery of life. Her two sons could not have milk from their cow 
because she had to take it away from them and gave it to the state as a 
state duty: “Why in the USSR have we ended up with two classes—one 
liberated, and one oppressed? The state buys from us cheaply, and sells 
to us at great cost. … Workers, employees, farmers—we are all toilers; a 
kolkhoznik is also a human being: he also needs to eat well.” The letter 
is signed “Collective farmer, a widow, half hungry, I weep as I write” 
(Sokolov 1998, p. 134).

In the 1936 discussion of Stalin’s constitution, the demand for social 
benefits for kolkhozniks constituted the largest section of all demands, 
together with access to resorts, a seven-hour working day, and paid 
vacations. Kolkhozniks only acquired the right to pensions in 1964. The 
constitution’s articles on the social welfare system showed that they 
remained class–based and discriminatory in opposition to the articles 
on universal voting rights. Peasants felt the discrepancy and used this 
moment to negotiate and protest.

Analyzing the vocabulary of the welfare comments, we can distinguish 
two main discourses. The flood of peasants’ demands for social benefits 
used the terms of civil rights and the social equality of citizens—evidence 
of a growing civic culture. “We collective farmers [should] enjoy no 
lesser rights than city workers” (RGASPI f. 17, op. 120, d. 232, l. 74).  
They employed the socialist rhetoric of equality when comparing their 
second-class status with the privileges of the workers—a continuing topic 
since the 1920s when the narrative developed into open conflict or “anti-
worker” moods, as chekists defined them. The Peasant Union’s idea to 
defend their economic and political rights, vocalized among the most 
entrepreneurial villagers, was an important sign of political maturing. 
Political language was commonly used to question the socialist and just 
nature of the regime, thus remaining within the frames of the political 
discourse.

Many welfare demands, however, lacked political coloration and 
focused on everyday deprivations. They could be generated by partici-
pants, whom Sidney Verba and Norman Nie called parochial: generally 
apolitical, they willingly contact officials about their very specific, often 
personal, problems. The engine could be misery and hardships or simple 
envy of a more successful counterpart as peasants en masse demanded 
the social benefits they believed the workers enjoyed. Of course, this 
feeling of injustice reflected very dire conditions in the countryside. 
Besides objective economic inequality, psychological factors influenced 
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the welfare demands of the peasantry: the old antagonism between city 
and village, and social ressentiment. Additionally, as Fitzpatrick noted, 
these demands echoed the century-old patriarchal relations between  
the nobility and serfs. Villagers extrapolated the old pattern of client–
patron relations typical of serfdom to the Soviet state and saw it as nat-
ural that “the state had welfare obligations” toward them (Fitzpatrick 
1994, pp. 130, 151). These factors all combined and contributed to the 
extraordinary popularity of the constitution’s articles about social bene-
fits. Despite that, Stalin dismissed them in his final report as not relevant 
to the constitution but rather to current legal practice. Articles remained 
unchanged, peasants’ demands ignored. The referendum was not bind-
ing on the organizers; they chose whatever they wanted to accept as 
amendments.

11.2  D  istrust

Previous chapters have already shown that skepticism and disbelief 
accompanied almost every theme of the popular discourse—the talks 
about democratic elections, religious freedom, free speech, and other 
subjects. Whichever article of the constitution was discussed, distrust was 
a major theme—popular pessimism about improvement of life, decla-
rations of the authorities, and officialdom as a whole. “There would be 
nothing better for us. Freedoms exist only on paper.” “There is no sense 
in discussing the constitution and suggesting amendments. At any rate, 
they won’t do it our way. The government works in its own interests.” 
“Freedom of speech exists only on paper. It’s a trap: if you say something 
inappropriate, they will arrest you” (Berelowitch and Danilov 2012,  
pp. 356–7).

Generalized social distrust was characteristic of Soviet society 
throughout the 1920s and 1930s. It resulted from unrealized prom-
ises, the rapid reversals of state policy, insecurity, and the discrepancies 
between official declarations and Soviet reality. How was this com-
bined with the statist tendency in the political culture and the cult of 
leader? A “culture of distrust” does not exclude a “culture of trust,” as 
A. Tikhomirov showed (Tikhomirov 2013, pp. 84, 86). The relations 
between these dispositions were complicated and entwined. The gulli-
ble relied on the state, while more critically minded citizens refused to 
accept the new promises. Trust in the personalities in power was accom-
panied by mistrust of the institutions. Sociologists recently discovered 
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that a high level of mistrust persists in the population: modern Russians 
are least likely to trust political parties, the judicial system, the police, 
trade unions, the State Duma, the press—the main institutions of 
democratic societies—and they have the greatest trust in the presi-
dent, the government, governors, the Federal Security Service, and the 
armed forces—the pillars of a centralized regime and authoritarianism 
(Gorshkov 2010, pp. 44–51).

As personal letters evidence, disbelief was articulated by Soviet dream-
ers soon after the Revolution, and continued to accumulate into 1927. 
The major crisis of faith became massively articulated when the country 
celebrated the tenth anniversary of the October Revolution. Rejecting 
official claims about the achievements of socialism in the USSR, a huge 
part of the urban and rural population denied socialism as a reality or 
an attainable goal, and openly refused to defend these false accomplish-
ments in the event of war. Disillusionment and distrust were the major 
themes of popular discourse in 1927. A mobilization campaign promot-
ing the counter–story of success was futile then, as Bolsheviks failed to 
gain the support of the population in transforming the country and cre-
ating a new Soviet identity (Velikanova 2013, pp. 160–87). The indus-
trialization crusade raised new hopes, mostly among the youth and 
urbanites, but collectivization and famine shattered them again, espe-
cially in the countryside. The major reason for the growing social mis-
trust was the failed promise of prosperity after the first Five–Year Plan. In 
the cities, real wages fell, working and housing conditions deteriorated, 
and rationing was canceled only two years later, while death and hunger 
ruled the countryside. Mistrust was another side of the mobilizations, 
with cycles of enthusiasm and disillusionment.

A leaflet found in the Rubezhansky Institute of Chemical Technology, 
Donetsk region, in 1935 denounced the deprivations of students and 
workers, and unfulfilled Five-Year Plan promises: “Have the economic 
conditions of the working class improved?” The leaflet compared prices 
and wages of 1930 and 1935: prices for basic goods grew from 400 
to 2,500%, but the average wage grew only 300% (Getty and Naumov 
1999, p. 215). “What have we gained?” was the common narrative of 
anti-Soviet leaflets through the interwar period, especially numer-
ous during the 1927 anniversary of the October Revolution. Another 
underground leaflet, from the Western area of the USSR, signed “The 
National Workers Union,” echoed this question in 1939: “A huge lie, 
treacherous promises, terror and a desolate life. … We received a good 
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constitution, but how has it been put into practice? It all remained on 
paper and we have been cheated in the most unheard of manner. Where 
were the secret elections? Who was elected as members of the Supreme 
Council? Only puppets [Van’ki-Vstan’ki], but not our deputies. They are 
appointed by Stalin’s supporters. We dare not believe any of their prom-
ises. We must fight again for freedom” (Reynolds 1984, Reel RX. Report 
31, October 1939).

Another reason for mistrust was the rapid turns of state policy com-
mon during Stalinism. Such events as the introduction of the NEP, the 
German–Soviet Nonaggression Pact of 1939, reversing of the Doctors’ 
Plot Affair in 1953, and denouncing Stalin’s cult in 1956 produced 
waves of confusion and disappointment among militant party men and 
true believers who followed the official line. The democratic nature of 
the constitution, canceling previous policies, belonged to these reversals. 
Discontent with the shifts in politics starkly revealed the inertia of the 
mass consciousness: for example, world revolution rhetoric persisted in 
popular discourse long after it ceased in the official narrative after 1925 
(Velikanova 2013, p. 93). Authors such as Dostoevsky, Fromm, Etkind, 
and Kotkin showed that sharing the authorities’ myth and merging with 
power—voluntarily and gratefully—provides security and comfort to the 
little man, who in certain circumstances grew into a totalitarian person-
ality. “Even when those in power themselves reject it [the state myth], 
the bearer of mythology, like addicts … cling to their customary con-
ceptions of the world” (Gozman and Etkind 1992, p. 17). Unexpected 
shifts produced confusion and mistrust, and “undermined the credibil-
ity of the state as a producer of ideological discourse” (Yekelchyk 2014,  
p. 33). While the sudden introduction of democracy puzzled the Stalinist 
true believers and beneficiaries of the dictatorship, in the next turn, the 
hopes associated with the constitution were dashed again as the Great 
Terror ravaged the population. As the political and cultural elite was dec-
imated, distrust of the party leadership was continually voiced. The reac-
tion of the population to the purges of the elite reflected the fragility 
of the “forced trust” and legitimacy. In 1937, newspapers almost daily 
announced arrests at the top, which undermined confidence: “Now I 
don’t trust any member of the CC. Today Gamarnik shot himself and 
tomorrow they’ll arrest Kalinin.” “It is difficult to trust the Politburo, 
when the leading figures in the Red Army have turned out to be spies.” 
“We should disband the entire CC and elect a new government” 
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(TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 2664, ll. 2, 7, 207–9, 217). Finally, 
Stalin had to dismiss and scapegoat Yezhov to restore a kind of legit-
imacy, which had been severely damaged by the repression (Hosking 
2013).

Disorientation and fear in society found its reflection in the decline 
of the Red Army’s general morale in the second part of the 1930s when 
conscription rapidly grew to 5.5 million by mid-1941. Defeatism and 
distrust were reported by political workers. The purges in the military 
in 1937 and the arrests of field marshals Tukhachevsky and Yakir were 
the first that caused a lack of respect for officers. “Whom to trust then? 
How can I know, when a commander gives an order, whether it is good 
or bad?” asked disoriented soldiers. Another reason, as Mark von Hagen 
concluded, was the ever-widening social gap between the top officers, 
who enjoyed certain privileges, and soldiers and junior officers. Excessive 
secrecy in the Red Army added to the confusion. All of this led to a 
decline in discipline and an increase in extraordinary accidents, including 
suicides—up to 400,000 in four months of 1937. The spread of defeatist 
sentiments and distrust of officers were reported by the political workers 
along with expressions of patriotism, with its chauvinistic overtones and 
common belittling of enemy strength (von Hagen 2000, pp. 189–97).

Together with vertical distrust in relations between society and the 
rulers, horizontal mistrust weakened the cohesiveness of society from 
within. “People have completely stopped trusting each other. They go 
about their work and do not even whisper to one another,” one diary 
says (Prishvin 2010, p. 762). Party member Y. A. Zaretsky in Leningrad, 
afraid of a party purge, committed suicide in 1935: “For me, the situa-
tion of distrust was becoming such that I could no longer even conceive 
of living and working,” he wrote in his last letter (Getty and Naumov 
1999, p. 217). Mobilizations, with their slogans and promises, ignited 
new cycles of hope in the population, resulting finally in disillusionment, 
especially in the adult generation who lived through the NEP and its 
curtailment, promises of the “socialist offensive,” and resulting famine. 
Here, we see the roots of cynicism that characterized the generation of 
the 1970s, called by Alexander Zinoviev Homo sovieticus, which finally 
eroded the soviet system from within. It was the discrepancies between 
official declarations and Soviet reality that recruited new Russian dem-
ocrats to confront the Soviet political system in the 1980s (Lukin 2000,  
p. 137).



216   O. Velikanova

Summarizing the “trust studies,” Alexei Tikhomirov shows that trust 
is a characteristic of social relations of modernity, usually associated with 
democratic Western countries. In contrast, distrust is a feature of undem-
ocratic regimes and the main obstacle to the development of democracy. 
Distrust prevented the development of interconnectedness in society as 
a whole and—because of that—formation of a public sphere and civil 
society. Confidence in other people is an important component of civic 
culture (Almond and Verba 1965, p. 366). The relationship of trust/
mistrust is a two-way communication involving both government and 
society. In the case of Soviet Russia, it was only logical that the Bolshevik 
party, seizing power in a coup and throwing the country into a civil war, 
mistrusted and feared the population. The party behaved as an aggres-
sor in the occupied territory and a colonizer in the countryside. As we 
have seen, the population—at least a significant part—answered with the 
same suspicion. Mistrust is destructive and, according to sociologists, 
it leads to paralysis of human agency in social relationships, erosion of 
social capital, mobilization of defensive attitudes, hostile stereotypes and 
rumors, and renunciation of individualism to seek alternative identities 
(Sztompka 1997). Lack of confidence in the ineffective political institu-
tions generated a compensatory practice when people seeking security 
and stability relied on personalized client–patron networks or grassroots 
cooperativeness, traditionally powerful in Russia. Tikhomirov concluded, 
“Distrust became a cultural frame in forming Communist modernity” 
(Tikhomirov 2013).

Distrust continued to accumulate in popular opinion during the dis-
cussion of the constitution, then again after the elections of 1937, which 
turned out to be a sham, and then during the repressions (TsGAIPD 
SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 2664, ll. 2, 200, 202, 207, 217; Brandenberger 
2011, pp. 184–8, 192). Diaries and especially interviews with Soviet  
refugees after the war repeat the theme of mistrust and disillusionment 
in the constitution. “The 1936 constitution was awaited with great 
expectation. Many thought the time had come to pass into real social-
ism. The people were all for it. But in the end, the constitution was  
another fine piece of paper that was never realized. Nothing changed, 
and the people were greatly disillusioned” (HPSSS Schedule A, Case 433 
p. 50; Vol. 12, Case 149; Shaporina 2012, p. 219). Political participa-
tion in the discussion, however, showed at least the temporary success 
of the regime’s attempts to gain legitimacy. Soviet enthusiasts celebrated 
the constitution. For those who hesitated, the democratic nature of the 
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constitution awakened their hopes. As one worker expressed: “I was basi-
cally skeptical, yet I felt that perhaps there might be a change. Yet it must 
be said that my hopes were weak” (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 28, Case 
540. p. 45). Always skeptical and critical, Lubov’ Shaporina, curious 
about the new voting rules, participated in elections with interest.

A significant portion of society, especially those in relatively privileged 
positions—young workers in major cities—eagerly took the principles of 
the constitution at face value. If any group believed in the achievements 
of socialism (besides the apparatchiki), it was the youth. The Leningrad 
worker M. Gerasimov in 1941 became a volunteer militiaman (opol-
chenets). On the night of 15–16 July 1941, he wrote a letter entitled 
“Address to All Toilers of Foreign Countries of the Entire World” and at 
6 a.m. delivered it to the political commissar for publication in the news-
paper. In the address, he called on the foreign toilers to join the Soviet 
workers in their fight against fascism. He praised the rights of the Soviet 
workers: “We have a system in which there is no difference between 
nationalities … all have full rights who are for the liquidation of exploit-
ers.” All have the right to work, vacations, education, and the guarantee 
of equal well-being. “Such is our constitution.” Belonging to a privi-
leged group, he saw no contradiction between the reality and the consti-
tution. Though his address was met by his superiors with sympathy, the 
political commissar did not publish the letter as its calls for international 
revolution were in conflict with new relations with the European coun-
tries, on which military aid depended. This letter, written in the front 
trenches, sounds sincere in its expressions of patriotism and proletarian 
internationalism and corresponded to the feelings of thousands of young 
soldiers (Dzeniskevich 2000, pp. 79–80).

Another young man, after losing his elder brother and father in the 
repressions in 1927 and 1929, and, as “socially alien,” his own job as 
well, blamed Communists and the collective tragedy of collectivization 
for his misfortunes. But later he became an economic engineer with a 
good salary and married. The Constitution of 1936 was a contribut-
ing factor to his reconciliation to the regime; he believed it heralded 
the beginning of a new era. He even considered joining the party. Then 
came a terrible shock—13 March 1937 (the respondent said he would 
remember this date as long as he lived)—his father-in-law, a Communist, 
who was like a father to him, was arrested. This event again changed his 
ideology (HPSSS Schedule A, Vol. 35, Case 96, p. 60).
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The testimonies of mistrust are copious. During the elections to the 
Supreme Soviet in December 1937, nearly all government automobiles 
in Moscow were requisitioned in order to bring the aged and infirm 
to the polling places. In each automobile, a team of two young, well– 
educated and extremely polite election commissioners was sent to escort 
old people and invalids to polling stations and then return them home. 
The solicitude of these young men seemed extreme. The old, illiterate 
people received the unheard-of attention and care with the greatest sus-
picion and fear, taking the young commissioners for NKVD men. The 
state-owned automobiles, colloquially called “Black Ravens,” were so 
closely associated with the NKVD and arrests (Velikanova 2002, p. 4) 
that people thought they were being driven not to polling stations but 
to the secret police. When nothing adverse happened after casting their 
votes, suspicion turned into wonder and amazement. People did dis-
believe and fear unusually polite officials in government cars (Reynolds 
1984, Reel RX, Report 1077, 14 December 1937). They remembered 
the precedents: a common practice of the OGPU during the NEP and 
later years was to wring valuables from the wealthy in favor of the state, 
using torture by heat in a small cell (called by the populace parilka). The 
victims reported that “the OGPU [staff] were very polite. Thanked them 
nicely” when victims delivered the valuables afterwards (Bullard 2000,  
p. 88; Shaporina 2012, p. 129).

In the long run, unrealized promises eroded the legitimacy of the 
regime, at least in the eyes of an adult generation who endured repeated 
cycles of hope and disillusionment. While many citizens relied on the 
state, the more critically minded succumbed to skepticism and cynicism.
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In November 1936, the Central Executive Committee of the Soviets 
(TsIK) summarized the popular suggestions and sent their results to the 
Editorial Commission. Forty-three thousand comments were collected 
by the TsIK, copious reports directed to party leaders from the newspa-
pers, localities, and the NKVD—how were these materials read and used 
by the leaders?

If the leaders of the USSR were interested in popular recommenda-
tions, they did not intend to follow them. Analysis of the discussion’s 
outcome was not made public. Only one review presented the main 
trends of the received suggestions, in Izvestia by I. A. Akulov, the sec-
retary of the TsIK and a former procurator general of the USSR. After 
reading his article, British intelligence analysts concluded: “Akulov 
would have us believe that the bulk of public opinion is unwilling to 
accept so ‘liberal’ a constitution, and would prefer to see the paternal 
government endowed with more effective powers for the suppression 
of dangerous thoughts” (British F.O. 371, 1936, Vol. 20351, p. 117).1 
Akulov reviewed the compendium of comments with necessary details, 
but almost without quantification. He acknowledged that the chap-
ter dealing with citizens’ rights and duties provoked more interest than 
any other, accounting for 23,000 out of 43,000 comments. He did not 
bother to explain the real reasons for the discussants’ agitation, namely 
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the omission of peasants from the system of social security and benefits, 
but stated: “the constitution should confine itself to fundamental princi-
ples, details to be worked out in special legislative measures.” This same 
subterfuge was used by Stalin in his final speech at the 8th Congress of 
Soviets. It was a vague promise, predictably not realized. Akulov’s review 
outlined with unexpected openness the discussion’s major themes: the 
voices for expanding the notion “enemy of the people;” people’s trepi-
dation about the use of constitutional liberties by such enemies, the right 
of every republic to secede freely from the USSR; and finally, the popular 
rejection of the enfranchisement of the “former” people. What was the 
reason, in an atmosphere dense with the ideological vigilance of those 
days, for publicizing the strong illiberal trend against the major message 
of the constitution? It could hardly have been objective coverage of pop-
ular opinion. Was it a quiet acknowledgment of popular support for the 
illiberal reality? Ellen Wimberg (1992) believes that the personal position 
of N. Bukharin, the chief editor of Izvestia, distinguished his newspaper 
in its coverage of the discussion. Akulov’s review, though lacking num-
bers of the respective comments, reflected the collected data more accu-
rately than Stalin’s report to the congress.

The popular discussion did not presuppose voting. Only a small num-
ber of constitutional amendments, those concerned with relatively unim-
portant points, were taken into consideration by the leaders, who simply 
pretended that the views of the population had been respected. Stalin 
reviewed selected suggestions in his report on 25 November and gave 
his feedback on the popular discussion.2 He announced that all sugges-
tions were published in the press but most of the materials were buried 
in archives. Stalin avoided any evaluation of the popularity of the arti-
cles. At the congress, the hottest issue of the popular discussion—welfare 
benefits for the peasantry—was silenced and dismissed by the dictator 
as a subject under the jurisdiction of future legislative bodies, not the 
constitution. These most numerous demands were not implemented. 
The trick used to sidestep the popular comments was Stalin’s artificial 
subdivision of the proposals into three categories: those dealing with 
“matters of current legislation” and therefore inappropriate in the consti-
tution; those comments with historical references thought to be excessive 
for the document; and finally, those essential matters worth discussing. 

2 See Stalin’s comments on the respective articles in earlier chapters.
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After speaking about several articles with low response rates, evidently 
unappealing to the public, Stalin mentioned very popular Articles 124 
and 135—the suggestions demanding banning religious rites and vot-
ing rights for “former” people. Without deliberation or arguments, he 
recommended rejecting these amendments “as being in disaccord with 
the spirit of our constitution” and “stamped” this with a quotation from 
Lenin. The speaker granted his approval of the comments to mostly pro-
cedural articles and on the formation of the Defense Industry Ministry.3

Stalin returned to the results of the discussion at the 5 December meet-
ing of the congress. As a chair of the Editorial Commission, he reported 
that it had included 43 amendments to the final text of the constitution 
(only 20 were deemed essential, the others—of an editorial nature). They 
altered 32 articles, while another 114 remained intact. Stalin considered it 
worthwhile to explain to the congress only seven accepted amendments to 
Articles 8, 10, 35, 40, 48, 49, and 77 (all discussing politically safe themes). 
The new constitution was passed by the congress with a unanimous show of 
hands. The final announcement—“The all-nation discussion was extremely 
useful in working out and the final editing of the constitution” (Pravda 6 
December 1936)—was an exaggeration. The number of accepted proposals 
was in sharp contradiction to the propagandistic storm that had electrified 
the media for five months. The mountain gave birth to a mouse.

Whatever the vox populi said, it did not seriously affect the final ver-
sion of the constitution. Chapter X, “Basic Civil Rights and Duties,” 
which received 53.7% of all comments, was not acknowledged, and the 
champions among comments—Articles 120 about pensions and 135 
about universal voting rights—were rejected by Stalin. The rationale of 
the discussion was a process per se—an orchestrated exercise in political 
conformity, not a promised adjustment of the constitution to the peo-
ple’s demands. The organizers worked to mold cultural discourse, not to 
satisfy the public (Tables 12.1 and 12.2).

Nevertheless, the participants brought the rulers their opinions, and 
their voices were heard. What Stalin had heard—differed from his idea 
of harmony. Ridiculing the “bourgeois critique of the constitution” in 
the report, Stalin actually repeated the major themes of domestic skeptics 
too: distrust in new freedoms, and fear of democratization and dissolu-
tion of the Bolsheviks’ principles. Now the dictator learned that, despite 

3 Article 77, which received 630 comments.
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his expectations, society was still divided, that discontent was high, but 
he also learned that the repressive state policy did not antagonize many. 
What implication did this outcome have for high politics? It moved 
Stalin to reevaluate the Sovietization of society.

Stalin received information about the popular reaction from the TsIK, 
NKVD and other sources. His report shows his mental swing back and 
forth between his attachment to expectations of social harmony and 
warnings from the grassroots about numerous enemies. These warnings 
gradually sank into his mind:

13. An amendment to Article 135 … proposes that ministers of religion, 
former White Guards, all the former rich, and persons not engaged in 
socially useful occupations be disfranchised, or, at all events, that the fran-
chise of people in this category be restricted to the right to vote but not 

Table 12.1  Proposed amendments according to article (table compiled by 
TsIK summarizing typical comments, 17 November 1936. GARF f. 3316, op. 8, 
d. 222, l. 160)

Article no. Number of comments

120 Right to material protection in old age, illness 4966
135 Universal electoral rights 4716
119 Right to rest 4060
121 Right to education 3400
127 Inviolability of personality 3218
132 Universal military duty 2416
109 Formation of people’s courts 1551
142 Deputies’ reports and the right to recall them 1048
8 Land bound to kolkhozes for ever 1026
131 Citizens’ duty to respect socialist property 942
122 Equal rights of women and men 888
1 Definition of the USSR 877
143 State emblem 675
133 Defense of motherland and treason 654
77 Formation of all-union ministries 630
118 Right to labor 581
12 Duty to work and right to compensation 475
95 Soviets’ terms of service 395
78 Formation of republican ministries 366
130 Citizens’ duties 332
Others 10,211
Total 43,427
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to be elected. I think that this amendment should likewise be rejected. 
The Soviet government disfranchised the nonworking and exploiting 
elements, not for all time, but temporarily, up to a certain period. There 
was a time when these elements waged open war against the people and 
actively resisted Soviet laws. The Soviet law depriving them of the fran-
chise was the Soviet government’s reply to this resistance. Quite some time 
has elapsed since then. During this period we have succeeded in abolishing 
the exploiting classes, and the Soviet government has become an invincible 
force. Has not the time arrived for us to revise this law? I think the time 
has arrived.

From past expectations the speaker moved to received warnings: “It is 
said that this is dangerous [to grant them the franchise], as elements hos-
tile to the Soviet government, some of the former White Guards, kulaks, 
priests, and so forth, may worm their way into the supreme governing 
bodies of the country” (Stalin 1947).

What was Stalin’s response? “In the first place, not all the for-
mer kulaks, White Guards and priests are hostile to the Soviet govern-
ment.” Here, Stalin clung to his thesis about the new social condition. 
But next, he recognized the existence of “hostile persons” and their 
threat: “Secondly, if the people in some places do elect hostile persons, 

Table 12.2  Proposed amendments according to chapter (table compiled by 
TsIK summarizing typical comments, 17 November 1936. GARF f. 3316, op. 8, 
d. 222, l. 159)

Chapter no. Number of comments Percent

10 Basic rights/duties of citizen 23,098 53.0
11 Electoral system 6369 14.2
1 Social order 3412 7.9
9 Court and procuracy 3210 7.9
5 Organs of state, USSR 1243 2.9
3 Higher organs of state power, USSR 1214 2.8
8 Local organs of state power 953 2.2
12 Emblem, flag, capital 903 2.1
2 State order 675 1.6
4 Higher organs of power, republics 145 0.3
13 Order of changing the constitution 70 0.16
6 Organs of state government, republics 39 0.09
7 Higher organs of state power, autonomous republics 22 0.05
Other 2074 4.8
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that will show that our propaganda work was very badly organized.” It 
was a threatening hint to the bad organizers. “If, however, our propa-
ganda work is conducted in a Bolshevik way, the people will not let hos-
tile persons [my italics—OV] slip into the supreme governing bodies.” 
This phrase could be read by the officials in only one way—“Do not 
let hostile persons gain power.” Then, Stalin addressed the officials: 
“This means that we must work and not whine …”—an ominous hint 
to bureaucrats responsible for blocking enemies from attaining power 
(Priestland 2007, p. 346). Getty noted this change in Stalin’s mind: “For 
a long time Stalin minimized the threat [of the anti-Soviet elements] in 
the countryside … By July 1937, though, he had become convinced of 
the danger, changed his mind, and personally triggered the mass terror” 
(Getty 2013, p. 224).4 Getty focuses mostly on the sabotage of constitu-
tional liberties by the regional elites, but popular hostility itself, reported 
by them and internalized by Stalin, made him expand repressions from 
the elite and bureaucrats to the ordinary masses—believers, kulaks, 
nationals.5

Let us imagine how Stalin could react to popular and chekists’ warn-
ings provided to him by the TsIK and the NKVD. He regularly received 
admonitions about enemies from the NKVD.6 He knew that chekists 
had a tendency to overemphasize the danger: “Chekists exaggerate some 
things—it is a specific of their job, but I do not doubt their honesty” 
(February–March Plenum, pp. 33–4), but the same warnings came from 
the party and soviet officials, nervous about the contested elections. 
Now, on top of that, popular comments recorded by the TsIK about 
omnipresent enemies confirmed NKVD reports and raised his feeling of 
insecurity. At the plenum, Stalin urged delegates to listen to the “voices 

4 Leonid Maksimenkov (2017) analyzed recently declassified “Journals of registration 
of outgoing documents with Stalin’s resolutions.” He noted the change in character of 
Stalin’s resolutions in mid-1936 from slack and irresolute toward energetic and punitive. 
Khlevniuk noticed heightened incoherence, awkwardness, and confusion in Stalin’s resolu-
tions in 1937, accompanied by “explosions of fury” (Khlevniuk 2010, p. 300).

5 In 1937–1938, 767,000 of 1,344,923 people were convicted in operations against 
anti-Soviet elements (Khlevniuk 2010, p. 320).

6 Among many, in October 1936 the leadership received information from North 
Caucasus UNKVD about protests in connection with the constitution against kolkhozes, 
unjust taxes, and demands for opening the churches, welfare provisions, and calls “to study 
the constitution and prepare for elections” to crash the Bolsheviks (Khaustov et al. 2003, 
pp. 773–6).
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of little people” (probably those warning about enemies) (Pravda 29 
March 1937).

Finally, the discouraging census results were received on 25 January and 
14 March 1937 and confirmed his misapprehension about the new con-
dition of society—for example, persistent religiosity (see Chapter 10.1).  
It is probable that the incongruity of progress in society with the lead-
ership’s projections, as revealed in the discussion commentaries, led 
the government to classify the census data in advance—in December 
1936, a directive to local census workers demanded, “Not one figure  
from the census can be published.” With the task of the census to quan-
tify the social changes of the last decade, including “elimination of the 
hostile classes” (Pradva 2 January 1937), two campaigns—the census 
and the constitution discussion—had a function in common: to moni-
tor society, initially simultaneously (Merridale 1996, pp. 226, 232). Both 
campaigns showed society altered, “fixed structures and social barriers 
dissolved,” and elements of internal modernization newly formed, but  
not as uniform and homogeneous, not as Soviet as the leadership may 
have imagined (Schloegel 2012, pp. 118–9).

How could Stalin conceptualize the social situation revealed in 
1936 and the beginning of 1937 with a mind as suspicious as his, with 
his wishful thinking and disrespect of Soviet citizens? The social con-
ciliation declared in the constitution was premature; enemies were still 
numerous and active, society was against conciliation, the fight was not 
ended, a final purge necessary. The infamous order 00447 from 30 July 
1937 called for the elimination of the anti-Soviet elements “once and 
for all.” At the February–March Plenum, Stalin emphasized: “We need 
to end the opportunistic complacency [blagodushie] and philistine care-
lessness” and returned to rhetoric about “exasperation of the remnants 
of the broken exploiting classes,” available as a resource for Trotskyist 
wreckers (Khaustov et al. 2004, pp. 96, 104, 106). Before the plenum, 
on 15 February, Stalin received the secret note with inventories of “anti- 
Soviet elements,” which included 18 categories: “former” people, kulaks, 
former members of the socialist parties, more than 1.5 million expelled 
members of the Communist Party,7 and around 100,000 “alien” and 
“socially harmful” people. Stalin carefully underlined the figures in the 
note. Stephen Kotkin noted: “Suddenly the number of punitive enemies 

7 The Communist Party numbered 2 million active members.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_10
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were colossal and they were everywhere” (Kotkin 2017, pp. 383, 391 
cites RGASPI, f. 17, op. 71, d. 43, 44, 45, 46). When the plenum del-
egates discussed the threats in view of the coming elections, they repro-
duced the same personages from the discussion commentaries and 
NKVD reports—now emphasizing the believers and kulaks returning 
from exile, “former people”, former Communist Party and prerevolu-
tionary parties’ members—and often referred to the results of the census. 
Society’s reactions to the constitution ruined Stalin’s “complacency.” He 
read the comments through watchful lenses and formed the impression 
that society was not yet sufficiently Sovietized. The boomerang of social 
schism returned to the thrower.

In December 1936 and January 1937, Stalin’s conceptualization of 
the popular commentaries and census results could provide a missing 
piece in the puzzle of why relative “moderation” ended and the state 
violence expanded to the wider population. Stephen Kotkin wondered: 
“There was no ‘dynamic’ forcing him to do so, no ‘factional’ fighting,  
no heightened threat abroad. The terror was not spiraling out of his 
control. He just decided, himself, to approve quota-driven eradica-
tion of entire categories of people in a planned indiscriminate terror” 
(emphasis in original) Khlevniuk noticed the signals of a shift from 
elite to mass purges at the beginning of 1937 (Kotkin 2017, p. 433; 
Khlevniuk 2010, p. 307). Fitzpatrick detected that something changed 
in the period from December 1936 to February 1937. “There had been 
a genuine impulse toward democratization at an earlier point, but this 
impulse had disappeared almost completely by … the February–March 
plenum” (Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 281). Getty came close to explaining the 
turn to mass operations: it was “precipitated by the unexpected dangers 
posed by the new constitution” (Getty 2013, p. 234). Stalin’s December 
report, taken in the context of the dictator’s disappointment with the 
January 1937 census results and consequent expansion of repressions, 
speaks in favor of his reevaluation of conditions in society. The grant-
ing of voting rights to the “enemies” and “exes” in 1936 grew from the 
Marxist maxim that new socialist relations of production (combined with 
appropriate “cleansings” of society) should define a new consciousness 
and a new Soviet unity of “friendly classes.” But with popular and activ-
ists’ comments warning against conciliation, high numbers of believers 
showed him this was not the case. Society should be purged more to 
reach desired purity. Such a trajectory in Stalin’s thinking seems plausi-
ble, supported by his rhetorical switch from earlier “friendly classes” and 
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“transformed former people” to the plenum’s “exasperation of broken 
classes,” and the cancellation of contested elections in October 1937 and 
other post-Terror events: the reintroduction of the social unity thesis 
after the Great Terror; the elimination in 1939 of admission class quotas 
in the Communist Party statute (though not realized); and the dropping 
of the term “socially alien elements” (for example, in the laws regulating 
distribution of housing) (Meerovich 2008, p. 208).8

Events of the Spanish Civil War in August–October 1936 may have 
also contributed to Stalin’s reevaluation of conditions in Soviet society 
and the growth of his insecurity. The term “the fifth column,” born in 
Spain to define the wartime internal opposition’s insurgency, was eagerly 
adopted by official Soviet discourse because it corresponded to Stalinists’ 
intrinsic fear of traitors inside the besieged fortress of the USSR. Reports 
of domestic hostile elements could sound especially frightening in the 
context of the Spanish insurgency.

Disregard of the proposed amendments demonstrated a pattern of 
controlled democracy—common for the Stalinist mode of relations with 
society. Democratic elements in discussion were used by the Stalinists to 
meet their pragmatic needs—as a tool to mobilize the people and appa-
ratus, to purge intermediate cadres, but not to limit the dictatorship. 
Flexibility with election procedures, manipulation of nominations (quo-
tas), intimidation, and sheer force (the arrests of the people’s candidates, 
shown earlier, or entire unreliable constituencies, as with priests in 1937) 
were utilized to make democracy comfortable for the government. The 
base nature of dictatorship precluded sharing power with the populace. 
The dictator’s arrogant disrespect of the political potential of the Soviet 
population (recall Stalin’s famous utterance, “They need a tsar”) and his 
use of manipulation as a tool of government structured his exploitation 
of democracy.

As early as 1927, for example, the All-Union forum on the pages 
of Krestianskaia Gazeta was a part of the tenth anniversary of the 
Revolution celebrations. Similar to the mobilization campaign in  
1936, it invited readers to express their thoughts about Soviet policies 
and achievements. They responded with hundreds of letters, includ-
ing critical ones. It was within the power of Kalinin, the chair of the 

8 However, the propaganda state failed to inculcate the socialist identity in general and 
the heroic and patriotic trope among youth specifically as a result of the Great Terror’s des-
ecration of Soviet Olympus (Brandenberger 2011, p. 197).
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forum, to publicize or neglect the letters. Kalinin published a letter 
from the peasant N. F. Elichev with a thoughtful critique of Soviet eco-
nomic policy, provoking a campaign of damnation against the dissident 
on the pages of the newspaper, with scornful peasants objecting to his 
arguments: “Nobody complains about the taxes” (Velikanova 2013,  
pp. 173–5). This forum exemplified controlled participation and shaped 
the prescribed Soviet identity. Another example of controlled democracy 
was the Second Congress of Outstanding Kolkhozniks in 1935 adopt-
ing the new Kolkhoz Statute (see Chapter 9), which provided a forum 
for the upward transmission of information and the expression of local 
concerns (Fitzpatrick 1994, p. 118). The all-nation discussion of 1936 
belongs to such a pattern, called controlled or sham democracy.

The mobilization campaign around the constitution continued dur-
ing the congress. Stalin’s speech at the congress was broadcast all over 
the Soviet Union by radio, a major source of news, yielding only to the 
newspapers (Inkeles and Bauer 1959, pp. 162–3).9 A technology that 
brought Stalin’s voice to the distant corners of the huge country pro-
duced a formidable impression on the population—both intellectuals 
and average people. Almost all diarists of the decade noted this broadcast 
speech in their entries. Journalist-repatriate Nikolai Ustrialov provides us 
with the emotional record of the broadcast:

Listening to the radio. I hear the inviting sounds of “The Internationale”, 
but in such an extraordinary, unique performance: the Eighth Congress 
of the Soviets is joined in song. Kalinin has already given his introduc-
tory speech. Stalin is just about to speak! … A large amount of time is 
taken up with greetings — that’s probably how it has to be. Comrades 
Ordzhonikidze, Petrovsky, Postyshev, Rudzutak. Comrade Stalin?  
A renewed storm of applause, shouts, outbursts of enthusiasm, cheering, 
never-ending ovations. One would like to think and live amid such a din, 
such excitement. One would even like to join in the shouting.

The author continues with the detailed account of the main points of 
Stalin’s speech (Schloegel 2012, pp. 225–6). The speaker announced 
that the first phase of Communism—socialism—had been achieved; 
social structure transformed—a proletariat became the liberated working 

9 Half of respondents of the Harvard Project mentioned radio as a source of information 
and 35% as the most important source.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_9
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class, peasantry became integrated in the socialist economy, the new 
Soviet-trained intelligentsia was formed and class war ceased.

We can learn how people reacted in private settings. A repatriate, 
Prince D. S. Svyatopolk-Mirsky, a Guard officer in tsarist Russia, an 
officer in World War I and the Civil War, emigrated, became a literary 
critic and historian, lectured at London University, wrote the unsur-
passed History of Russian Literature, became a Communist in 1931, 
returned to Moscow the following year, was arrested in 1937, and died 
in a camp in 1939. He contributed to the campaign with an article, 
“On the Great Charter of the Peoples: The Constitution of Victory,” 
published on 20 July in Literaturnaia Gazeta. But Vera Suvchinskaia 
recalled Mirsky’s quite revealing private reaction to Stalin’s speech: “I 
remember sitting on the floor at my friend’s place and listening to that 
Georgian voice on the radio for an hour and a half explaining about all 
sorts of freedoms, democratic rights, and so on. … I had dinner with 
Mirsky and his face was completely distorted and he said: ‘Surely you 
understand that it’s a diabolical lie!’ I was a Communist, remember, and 
naïve, and a complete idiot. I told him he should be ashamed, that he 
was demoralized” (Smith 2000, p. 286; emphasis in original).

This solemn occasion was an incentive to expand the radio net-
work. In 1935, there were 50 receivers per 1000 population in the cit-
ies and only about 4 receivers per 1000 in the rural areas (still only 8 
in 1941)—a very poor scale of radiofication in comparison with the US  
and Western Europe. The entire network was inadequate: by 1937, there  
were 2,946,000 wired speakers and 650,000 ordinary radio-receiving 
sets in the largest country in the world. By the end of 1936, the Radio 
Committee claimed that 500,000 new sets10 were ready to broad-
cast Stalin’s address, but in practice many were idle for lack of current, 
repairs, or technical support (Inkeles 1950, pp. 247, 250–1). The qual-
ity of the connection was often very poor—static made the voice totally 
incomprehensible in many places, but the public assembled in clubs 
patiently listened to the noise, afraid to disrupt the political tone of the 
moment (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 5, d. 3195, l. 19). In one case, when 
static interrupted the speech, a joyful young listener exclaimed “Stalin 
started singing!” causing general laughter. His name was written down as 
a disrupter and reported by a vigilant informer to the NKVD.

10 In August 1936, the equipment and materials for radio were bought in the US 
(Khlevniuk et al. 2001, p. 629).
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Collective listening to the speech was well organized, as in Chudov 
raion in Leningrad oblast’, where party officials arranged for work-
ers to march under banners with revolutionary songs to the radio club. 
During the sessions of group listening at clubs and conference halls, lis-
teners spontaneously joined the delegates singing the party hymn, “the 
Internationale”, and the ovation in the congress hall that lasted several 
minutes (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 5, d. 3195, ll. 18–26). In this pre- 
television era, the dictator’s live voice broadcast all over the USSR had a 
strong bonding effect and showcased Soviet technological achievement. 
A special newsreel of the speech was produced and contained footage of 
Soviet achievements.

The “historical” significance of the event was emphasized by making 5 
December, when the constitution was ratified, a national holiday. While 
the 8th Congress celebrated the constitution, people in the provinces 
stood in lines for six to eight hours to buy bread. The NKVD reported 
300 people lines in Kirov krai and other regions. “Just before 6 a.m. I 
went out and got in line for bread. My happy fellow countrymen were 
already standing there, getting used to socialism,” wrote Arzhilovsky on 
4 December 1936 (TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1860, l. 79; Garros 
et al. 1997, pp. 130, 144).

He referred, of course, to the famous Stalin motto, “Life has become 
better, comrades!”
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Having reviewed the major characteristics of Soviet political culture 
in 1936, I will place them briefly alongside the recent research on the 
Russian-Soviet political culture, especially those studies based on socio-
logical data. In fact, modern sociological surveys often refer to studies of 
late Soviet attitudes, dispositions, values, and stereotypes typical of Homo 
sovieticus, no matter how controlled and biased these Soviet studies were. 
The different nature of any evaluations of the political culture of the 
1930s versus the later periods is emphasized in this book by the term of 
popular opinion rather than the established sociological term public opin-
ion. The term popular opinion stresses the peculiarities of our sources, 
which preclude quantification and reflect political, not scientific, methods 
of gathering information in the 1930s. Saying that, we cannot neglect an 
opportunity to relate the qualitative attributes of political culture under 
Stalinism with data collected under the less repressive ideological condi-
tions of the late Soviet period and freer post-Soviet studies.

Sociological studies in the USSR started only in the 1960s—iso-
lated from the world, controlled and directed by party ideologists.  
They were conducted under conditions of control and an ideologically 
framed agenda similar to those in the 1930s, though less repressive. As 
such, they were used in the more reliable and freer post-Soviet stud-
ies as a reference point (Slapentokh 1986).1 Modern sociologists often 

CHAPTER 13

On Russian Political Culture  
in the Twentieth Century
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1 An example is the works of Soviet-American sociologist V. Slapentokh.
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conclude that the basic values of Russian citizens in the 1990s–2000s did 
not differ much from the late Soviet past (Zorkaia 2010, p. 6; Gorshkov 
2010, pp. 32, 34). The Stalinist period, when sociology was declared a 
“bourgeois” science, lacks reliable empirical studies on the political cul-
ture of the Soviet people. In this chapter, I will compare my findings 
about the 1930s with the main conclusions made by selected but repre-
sentative sociological and historical studies regarding the postwar Soviet 
period and modern Russia. Sociological surveys, even with their limita-
tions, are valuable because of their measurability and precise data. Recent 
historical writings debating the postwar period are augmented by using 
a modern methodological research arsenal. The outcomes of my study 
generally support their conclusions.

Even when we study such a huge country during a social transforma-
tion, some hypotheses can be made. An empirical study of the political 
culture, based on popular comments about the constitution and other 
sources and placed in the context of modern research, opens the oppor-
tunity to review the Soviet/Russian political culture over a longer time-
line. The periods reviewed here are, first, the postrevolutionary decade 
of the 1920s, studied by the author earlier; second, the postwar era 
as reflected in compendiums of opinions of a later origin: the postwar 
sources similar to those used in this study, examined by Elena Zubkova 
(1945–1957) and Serhy Yekelchyk, the interviews of the Harvard Project 
(1950–1951), and late Soviet and post-Soviet sociological data. The 
questions asked by modern sociologists, however, do not always directly 
match the topics discussed by the participants in the constitution cam-
paign. The analysis of 1936 popular comments in a wider historical con-
text reflects the evolution of political culture over time. It is beyond the 
scope of this book to examine in detail the studies of popular opinions 
in the second half of the twentieth century in Russia, but we can review 
how the major characteristics of political culture in 1936 evolved in 
other periods.

Some general patterns of the Soviet popular mind have remained rea-
sonably constant through all periods: lack of social solidarity, high levels 
of dissatisfaction with material conditions and the inability of the regime 
to fulfill its promises, us–them thinking, favor for the welfare provisions, 
veneration of the leader, and the myth of a besieged fortress in relation 
to foreign affairs.

Discussion in the literature about the general outlines of the political 
culture runs along a traditional–modern divide. In the twentieth century, 
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forces of modernization launched the shift of Russian society toward 
economic and political independence, individual rights, and diversity. 
The characteristics of a modern worldview existed in society during all 
periods, though never prevalent. One example was the Peasant Union 
movement of 1922–1929, which exposed the growth of a nascent polit-
ical consciousness among the more active, entrepreneurial peasants. 
Parts of the Russian countryside ceased to be a mere crowd of submis-
sive subjects and instead became political agents who quickly learned 
to articulate their interests in political terms. They strived for their class 
organization and demanded their appropriate place in a system of power 
relations. Though the majority was still traditional, the strata of active 
peasants held the potential for modernization as embodied in an orien-
tation toward the market, profit, and representation. Such attainment 
could be actualized under favorable conditions, or at least without mas-
sive state repressions (Velikanova 2013, p. 159). Elements of civic cul-
ture emerging among peasants in the 1920s were, as we have seen, well 
articulated in the repressive 1930s, especially in concerns in discussions 
about judicial, voting, administrative, and individual rights.

The continuity of the modernization influences is reflected in refu-
gees’ comments in 1950–1951, presenting a gradual shift of social values 
and attitudes from traditional peasant beliefs to those common in urban 
and industrial societies. Though the interview questions pertained to the 
correspondents’ experiences in the prewar USSR, their comments were 
recorded a decade later and thus colored by their war and postwar expe-
riences. The Harvard Project analytics revealed that in the 1950s the val-
ues of the peasant family, rooted in the local community and religious 
values, suffered enormous attrition, while the urban values associated 
with the dominance of work in a man’s life, a consumption ethic, and 
the drive for success became more prominent. Former Soviet profession-
als criticized the treatment of failures in Stalin’s Russia, ascribed officially 
to political defiance or the criminal negligence of the cadres (typical for 
a traditional worldview), and showed more understanding of impersonal 
and other factors (Inkeles and Bauer 1959, p. 381). As the authors con-
cluded, these changes developed as in any industrial society and had 
more in common with American society than not.

Igor Orlov analyzed the trajectory of liberal elements in political 
culture in the post-Soviet period. He argues that liberal discourse was 
most expressed in society in the mid-1990s. According to the Institute 
of Sociological Analysis, 40% of respondents between 1991 and 1995 
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prioritized “social justice” (a quite moderate number for a period of 
economic collapse, deprivation, and the emergence of new Russian  
oligarchs), while more than 30% stood for “radical-liberal” values (more 
in the megalopolises, and fewer in the provinces). At the end of the 
1990s, surveys showed disillusionment with democratic ideals and the 
rise of paternalistic expectations. Orlov argues that the old “submissive” 
culture prioritizing the state’s role remains the basis of Russian political 
culture (Orlov and Dolgova 2008, pp. 208–10).

All students of Russia highlight the traditional elements of politi-
cal culture. Findings in the 1980s revealed illiberal attitudes and tradi-
tional, prerevolutionary modes of citizen–state interactions. They were 
reinforced by a pattern of Soviet socioeconomic development and by a 
highly centralized and hierarchical administrative structure, itself a con-
tinuation of tsarist patterns (DiFranceisco and Gitelman 1984, p. 603; 
Fitzpatrick 2014, p. 378). Twenty years later, the sociological study 
conducted by the Institute for Sociological Research from 2004 to  
2007 emphasized the continuity of attitudes between Soviet and post- 
Soviet society and the resilience of traditional values. The traditionalist 
and paternalistically oriented portion of society still prevailed, and even 
increased in the three years under survey from 41 to 47%, while the pro-
portion of modernists (defined as those “who favor individual freedoms, 
personal responsibility, and human rights and are carriers of the modern-
ist, innovative type of thinking”) declined from 26 to 20%. According 
to other parameters, the traditions of paternalism still dominate the con-
sciousness of most Russians (62%), connected primarily with the low 
income status of 60% of the Russian population, those most dependent 
on the state (Gorshkov 2010, pp. 44, 49).

Besides these general attributes of political culture, some specific cul-
tural patterns were persistent in the 1920s, 1930s, 1950s, and 2000s. 
Social integration, so eagerly envisioned by the Stalinists, appears defi-
cient throughout all periods of Soviet and post-Soviet history. The 
deeply split postrevolutionary generation did not successfully heal the 
trauma of the Civil War (Velikanova 2013, pp. 129–36). While com-
ments on the constitution showed a continuing fragmentation and social 
hostility during the 1930s, World War II unsurprisingly produced a sem-
blance of unity of the society and state in the face of a deadly threat. 
This consolidation, however, survived only temporarily, quickly dissipat-
ing as the popular postwar hopes went unrealized. This transient feeling 
of unity marked the comments of the refugees isolated from the USSR 
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since 1945 and led Inkeles and Bauer to conclude that in the 1950s the 
Soviet system seemed to enjoy support by popular consensus, though 
people continued to separate themselves from the Communist Party offi-
cials (Inkeles and Bauer 1959, pp. 301, 397).

The mindset of USSR residents from the wider period of 1945–1957, 
analyzed by historian Elena Zubkova, demonstrated a lack of unity. 
Society was divided both within and against the party-state. Seeking a 
new national integrity after the wartime mobilization ended, the party- 
state launched new mobilization campaigns against the external enemy 
(the US in the context of the Cold War) and the internal enemy (the 
Jews ostracized and attacked in the Doctors’ Plot affair). To fill the 
spiritual vacuum, the government promoted the grand goals of recon-
struction, and in 1947 “building communism.” Just as in 1936 the party 
mobilized society with the idea of attaining socialism, the party program 
in 1947 set the goal of building a communist society in the USSR over 
the course of the next twenty years, though it met more limited recog-
nition in society. In social discord, as Zubkova argues, the major link 
uniting the higher and the lower orders was Stalin’s cult. Unlike Inkeles 
and Bauer, who found that a measure of trust increased in postwar soci-
ety, Zubkova argues that general distrust was common: the public was 
skeptical about the results of elections, and authorities saw veterans and 
repatriates as a potential threat (Zubkova 1998, pp. 25, 75, 107, 141, 
204). Social tensions within classes—the conflict between party and non-
party members, and the hostility of workers to Stakhanovites—persisted 
after the war (Inkeles and Bauer 1959, p. 307). Social strain was manifest 
in the reemergence of disadvantaged groups larger than in the 1930s:  
the stigma of inferior citizens branded repatriates, prisoners of war, and 
residents of occupied territories suspected of Nazi collaboration or dis-
trusted by the government as witnesses of Western life. Millions of 
deportees were partially or wholly disenfranchised. The electoral and 
legal status of these groups was questioned by the public (Zubkova 
1998, pp. 76, 106). The official image of a harmonious, consolidated 
society of the new supranational entity of the Soviet people was in truth 
a hollow shell in the period between the 1930s and 1950s. The 1980s 
study—the Soviet Interview Project among the emigrant Soviet Jews—
confirms the continuing divide among the party elite and the population, 
and a growing irritation about the inability of the party-state to fulfill its 
promises (Millar 1987). Even in the most prosperous years in Russian 
history, 2004–2007, sociologists observed a “fragmentation of society … 
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split up into smaller and smaller closed communities that are built on 
relations just ‘among themselves’” (Dubin 2010, p. 82). Thus, social  
solidarity and consensus have measured low throughout the last hundred 
years of Russian history.

After the war, a statist code, expressed by discussants in 1936, lin-
gered in the political culture. Many refugees, newly acquainted with  
pluralistic and democratic capitalism in the US, still demonstrated devo-
tion to government control of the economy and its right to intrude in 
any other spheres of life. Soviet immigrants to the US in the 1950s felt 
pride in the industrial, military, and cultural achievements of the Soviet 
state and emphasized its strength—an important factor in the accept-
ance of power in the Russian mind (Zubkova 1998, p. 86; Johnston 
2011, pp. 160–5; Inkeles and Bauer 1959, p. 382). Most of the refugees 
believed that the common interests should prevail over individual rights, 
and favored some limitations on freedom of speech, assembly, and the 
press (Inkeles and Bauer 1959, pp. 248, 461). A late 1980s survey sup-
ports the tendency to limit personal freedoms in favor of the interests of 
society (Gibson and Duch 1993, pp. 87–8). Soviet Jewish emigrants in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s and the Russian population in the 1990s, 
2004, and 2007 showed the same attachment to the established statist 
model favoring the state’s domination of the economy, especially heavy 
industry (Millar 1987, p. 105; Gorshkov 2010, p. 46; Dubin 2010,  
p. 74; Orlov and Dolgova 2008, p. 209).2

Recent sociological studies demonstrate citizens’ aspirations for free-
doms and individual independence; although willing to claim rights for 
themselves, they often did not grant the same rights to others, a dis-
tinctive feature of the Russian/Soviet understanding of democracy that 
was already evident in the constitution campaign. The assessments by 
Gibson and Duch and also by the All-Union Center for the Study of 
Public Opinion (VTsIOM) in November 1989 confirmed that the popu-
lation regarded political freedoms and rights as less important goals than 
improving material conditions (Levada 1993, pp. 280–1).

Lukin claimed that the subculture of Soviet democrats in the period 
1985–1991, who then led the 1990s reforms, inherited some features of 
the Marxist and traditionally uncompromising Russian stance: a vision of 
democracy as a moral and social ideal close to Marxist utopianism, rather 

2 “Prestige of the state in mass consciousness turned out to be quite high (almost 70 per-
cent of respondents),” according to Orlov and Dolgova.
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than a system of political institutions. The democrats illustrated their 
radicalism in seeing the Soviet state as an absolute evil counterposed to 
the ideal of Western democracy. They showed a weak commitment to 
democratic procedures and laws, seen by them as instrumental to better 
attain the ideal model. The inability of democrats to forge a unified polit-
ical party shows the lack of a will to compromise. Lukin’s conclusion is 
that Gorbachev’s Russia lacked the necessary cultural preconditions for 
successful democratization (Lukin 2000, pp. 274, 277, 298). Thus, the 
weaknesses of the democratic movement in post-Soviet Russian society 
reflected the fragile democratic elements in Soviet political culture.

Another characteristic entrenched in Soviet and post-Soviet citizens’ 
minds was the image of foreign relations colored by the enduring idea 
of a besieged fortress and an “imperialist conspiracy” against the USSR 
(Velikanova 2002). When this narrative emerged in official discourse in 
the 1920s, the public as a whole did not share the feeling. Official xen-
ophobia and cosmopolitan popular culture coexisted and overlapped in 
the 1920s. After eight years of wars, people were exhausted and did not 
accept the theme of an international threat. In the War Scare of 1927, 
they showed an unwillingness to fight, turned to defeatism, and even 
expected liberation by foreign countries (Velikanova 2013, p. 117). In 
the 1930s, with the coming of a new generation, defeatism receded but 
remained well articulated in talk of a future war. Without access to travel 
and direct firsthand experience, the image of the outside world strongly 
depended on the party’s representation of it. The official narrative of 
international and internal conspiracy with dark forces behind the scenes 
reverberated in the mass consciousness in the 1930s and during the 
Cold War (Inkeles and Bauer 1959, p. 382; Johnston 2011, pp. 160–5; 
Velikanova 2002). Young patriots accepted the official picture of a hostile 
world, though self-regulating narratives permeated society: pro-German 
and pro-Hitler feelings were not rare. Many did not see any difference 
between Hitler and Stalin; others valued Hitler’s strong leadership and 
antiSemitism. People said in 1941: “The Russians should not be afraid of 
the Nazis. They will destroy only the Communists and Jews” (TsGAIPD 
SPb f. 25, op. 5, d. 180, l. 134; d. 74, l. 75; f. 24, op. 2v, d. 2704, 
l. 120; d. 2487, l. 58; d. 2486, l. 182; d. 1772, l. 265; Barber 1991,  
pp. 10–11).

Stalinist society’s aggression and mercilessness was understanda-
bly produced by the ordeal of the Civil War, the attack on peasants in 
1930, and the feeling of ontological danger and insecurity in the face 



242   O. Velikanova

of continued repressions that provoked retributive reactions in the  
population. The post-Civil War society remained fractured by hatred and 
anxiety exemplified by hostility between workers and peasants, animosity 
to the new Soviet businessmen (nepmen), and an “us–them” mentality 
(Velikanova 2013, pp. 129–36). Discussing constitutional conciliation 
in 1936, those who spoke out rejected peace with the clergy, rehabili-
tated kulaks, individual farmers, and mercy to “criminals.” Both Serhy 
Yekelchyk and the Harvard Project studies confirm the high level of gen-
eral hostility in postwar society. In the 1950s, for example, 40–60% of 
the refugees expressed the opinion that in the event of a change of the 
Communist regime, its leaders should be executed (Inkeles and Bauer 
1959, p. 433; Yekelchyk 2014, Chapter 1). Refusal to forgive criminals 
is notably prevalent in all strata of modern Russian respondents. A mor-
atorium on capital punishment in Russia in August 1996 did not find 
strong support in society. Modern sociological surveys show only a mod-
erate decline in the number of adherents of executions—from two-thirds 
at the end of the 1980s to almost half of surveyed Russians in 2007,  
this however, corresponds to the 52% worldwide average (Dubin 2010, 
pp. 80, 85; Gallup 2000). Tolerance, conciliation, and compromise 
do not belong among prevalent Russian values. Poet and thinker Olga 
Sedakova says, “Forgiveness, conciliation now is absolutely a rare thing 
in people of soviet and post-Soviet formation … [who see] the world as 
evil and unfriendly by its nature” (Sedakova 2017).

Thus, the studies of the postwar period and much more quantifiable 
modern sociological data support the major findings revealed by analysis 
of the constitution comments. Liberal (in our categorization) or demo-
cratic/modern (in the sociological surveys’ terms) values and attitudes 
were always represented in the Soviet/Russian mass political culture, 
despite an authoritarian regime which fueled illiberal values. Despite the 
limitations inherent in generalizing about so diverse and complex subject 
as Soviet and Russian political culture, literature shows that such charac-
teristics as statism, an uncompromising stance, lack of social solidarity, 
and distrust persisted through the twentieth century in Russia.
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Stalin’s Constitution of 1936 was a key moment in relations between 
society and the party-state. What do the constitution and related discus-
sion tell us about politics and society?

New knowledge about the origins of constitutional reform shifts our 
understanding of the entire project. The centrality of election reform 
undermines the conventional interpretation of the constitution as a cyn-
ical trick mostly for international consumption. Rather, it moves the 
internal ideological and political goals to the forefront. When the con-
stitution announced to the people that socialism had been achieved, it 
had propagandistic and legitimization value. But it also reflected the 
dogmatic belief of Stalinists that the economic, political, and social trans-
formations they conducted would automatically bring about socialism 
and transform society. The discussion campaign showed Stalin that soci-
ety had failed to sufficiently Sovietize. The voices in the discussion were 
not unanimous in their approvals and conformity as expected.1 To the 
leaders’ disappointment, this society did not fit into an ideological tem-
plate. It had not yet lived in the prescribed way, but remained religious, 
divided, unmanageable, parochial, an inhibitor of socialism.

CHAPTER 14

Conclusion

© The Author(s) 2018 
O. Velikanova, Mass Political Culture Under Stalinism, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_14

1 Prishvin, a writer, thought the discussion was a kind of a test for Sovietness after which 
freedom would be allowed. “[The government] … expects real hosannas [praise] … from 
the people, and then, after they [the government] are confident of the genuineness of 
the hosannas, [they will] say: … speak, write whatever you want freely” (Prishvin 2010,  
pp. 298, 382).

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-78443-4_14&domain=pdf
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In launching the constitution, the ideological motives (accomplish-
ment of socialism) intertwined with the political and managerial goals of 
improving the effectiveness of government through a new election law—
to use democratic procedures to motivate, revitalize, outvote, or purge 
the sluggish, corrupt, or unreliable elites and enemies on all levels. Afraid 
of being dismissed in democratic elections, the cadres obstructed its 
implementation. In Stalin’s logic, both anti-Soviet elements in a popu-
lation encouraged by new freedoms and reluctant officials needed a final 
purge (“once and for all”) to reach success in the socialist transforma-
tion. This logic can explain the political shift from relative relaxation in 
1933–1936 to the Great Terror.

The wide range of opinions voiced in the constitution discussion pro-
vides evidence that society was not a passive recipient but an active nego-
tiator of politics, shaping Soviet culture with grassroots interpretations. 
Nonconformist opinions demonstrated that average citizens longed for 
expression and were eager to share their thoughts with their country-
men and with the government, even under conditions of dictatorship. It 
means that pockets of alternative public spaces as nongovernment com-
munication channels did exist in the 1930s and found expression in the 
national discussion of the constitution as autonomous, and sometimes 
liberal, voices in the staged public sphere.

The lessons of the constitution were learned by the citizens: its prin-
ciples had been hammered into their minds, educating those who had 
never heard of civil rights. On the one hand, many embraced the nec-
essary Soviet skills of survival: mimicry and obedience, for instance, 
when they parroted officialese at meetings. But on the other, the pop-
ulation learned a new vocabulary of democracy and problematized areas 
that until then had not been considered. For example, we know of two 
cases—high school students in Leningrad and Moscow had created con-
stitutions for their classes in 1937 based on the USSR constitution, as 
well as drafts of the Students’ Rights Declaration—thus demonstrating 
an internalization of the norms and language of the law (Petrone 2000, 
p. 200). The constitution provided a reference point for the powerless 
population to appeal for the implementation of individual rights.

Another lesson learned in 1936 was of mistrust—another side of the 
mobilizations, with cycles of enthusiasm and disillusionment. The dis-
crepancy between the law and practice led to a moment of truth for 
many on the way to a critical assessment of the regime. But the main 
outcome of the constitution was the distrust and skepticism that its sham 
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nature produced in citizens, contributing to the growth of cynicism in 
society, which in the long run eroded the foundation of the political 
system.

The studied testimonials for the first time give us an opportunity to 
empirically check assumptions made in the literature about Soviet mass 
political culture. Foremost, discussion of the constitution, designed as a 
mobilization campaign to shape the public’s attitudes and to consolidate 
society around Soviet values, failed in its major goal. We see no consen-
sus, no unity, no settled identity, but instead a fragmented, multilayered 
population torn apart by dissimilar values and a civil war mentality. The 
social peace message of the constitution found limited support among 
the masses. Society remained fractured by hatred and anxiety. This het-
erogeneity found in 1936 society was confirmed in the 1937 census. 
“A society that had lost its grip, its structure, its cohesion, or had not 
yet found it, a city [Moscow] that was composed of millions of people 
whose lives have been disrupted and who had nowhere where they could 
feel at home, such a society was fragile in the extreme, [and] also in dire 
need of a sense of belonging” (Schloegel 2012, pp. 51, 53, 118–9). The 
voices in the discussion demonstrated social tensions that manifested as 
hatred: of kolkhozniks for the edinolichniki; nonparty population for party 
members; freshly minted atheists for priests; kulaks and deportees for 
villagers who dispossessed them and now lived in their homes; workers 
for managers and Stakhanovites; peasants for workers; suspicion of the 
lishentsy; and, overarching, a general distrust of high authorities. This 
rivalry and envy “fueled the political culture of repression” (Goldman 
2007, p. 7).

Besides the pressure to participate, the unexpectedly democratic char-
acter of the constitution and a shift in official discourse provoked the cit-
izens to voice their political views and allowed them to express an entire 
spectrum of both liberal and illiberal perspectives. In their comments, we 
found liberal, democratic, and conciliatory discourse coexisting with rev-
olutionary, confrontational, and intolerant—and elements of tradition-
alist—modes of world perception. Liberal values were well articulated 
in the discussion and contemporary personal documents. The concern 
of many citizens about individual and civil rights, the effective work of 
the soviets, election reform, and the rule of law, as well as their political 
engagement—all point to the existence of a liberal political subculture 
with democratic components. This was an important characteristic of 
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Stalinist society, influenced by the energies of modernity and prerevolu-
tionary liberal traditions.

The liberal character of the new constitution, however, opposed 
the aspirations of another segment of the discussants. Innovations 
such as pluralism, the extension of electoral rights to previously disen-
franchised classes, and the democratic judicial process—including the 
right to a defense, and individual freedoms for former outcasts—often 
met with cultural discomfort, criticism, and disapproval. Whatever its  
genesis—the legacy of the Civil War, imprints of catastrophic expe-
riences during collectivization and a religious war, the influence of the 
Bolsheviks’ antagonistic class ideology, or the predispositions of the peas-
ants’ traditional psychology—this confrontational pattern of thought 
represented a strong element of mass reactions.

The sources display much intolerance, hostility, radicalism, little com-
passion, and acceptance of violence. Such features of communal thinking 
as envy, egalitarianism, leveling tendencies, and commitment to collective 
values over individualism were well delineated. Traditional tropes of piety 
and patrimonialism, and the cult of the leader articulated in the summer 
of 1936, indicate that Stalin’s society inherited some centuries-old hab-
its of political behavior (Mironov 1994; Kollman 2009, p. 99; Daniels 
1987). These “deep and old structures” of the popular mentality got an 
endorsement in the Bolsheviks’ revolutionary class ideology and authori-
tarian policies that ensured proliferation of this worldview (Medushevsky 
2010, pp. 6–7).

This illiberal trope could be an indirect product of the involuntary 
nature of participation, which brought to the political arena a cohort 
only recently literate and largely unsophisticated in politics. Social sci-
entists consider this politically indifferent population group as usually 
uneducated, unstable in its inclinations, more vulnerable to manipu-
lation, inclined to conformist voting and welfare measures, and in gen-
eral, more susceptible to populist appeals. When this normally silent 
and passive majority is pressed to participate, they can bring parochial, 
illiberal views to polity. History knows two examples: the introduction 
of universal male suffrage in Germany in 1871, and almost-universal 
male suffrage in Great Britain in 1882, both introduced by authorities 
expressly to facilitate manipulation of the masses to outvote the liberals. 
Previously, the limited franchise helped elect urban liberals who criticized 
the monarchies (Zakaria 2003, pp. 61–2). This argument is supported 
from another angle: “A mass public recently introduced to literacy is 
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particularly susceptible to manipulation by the printed word” (Lovell 
2000, p. 13). The citizenry with such a background comprised the social 
basis of Stalinism and predetermined the phony nature of constitutional-
ism in twentieth-century Russia.

Despite the authoritarian and traditional dispositions in the discus-
sion comments, elements of civic culture indicate much greater flexibil-
ity of political culture, evolving under the pressures of modernization. 
Scholar-optimists emphasize the variability and flexibility of political cul-
ture responsive to the core process of modernization: “Change the sys-
tem, and homo sovieticus would soon die out” (Sakwa 2002, pp. 191, 
344; Almond and Verba 1965, p. 373). In the mid-1930s, Soviet peo-
ple were not unremittingly antidemocratic. Along with the desire to 
regulate life and with the love of the “little man” for power, evident in 
abundant praises to the leaders, popular sentiment in 1936 showed the 
development of individual subjectivity and civic consciousness shaped by 
social mobility, mass education, mass communication, and urbanization. 
Alongside archaic political relations and social development, communist 
societies did achieve individual modernization, suggesting a person who 
is mentally open, cognitively flexible and creative, with a definite sense 
of individual efficacy (Smith 2008, p. 235; Inkeles and Smith 1974). 
Even peasant culture, generally unfavorable to democracy (Moore 1966, 
p. 420), developed, under the stresses of modernization, the basics of 
civic consciousness as voiced in demands for a peasants’ party and civic 
rights. In the modernization process, however, the conditions of crisis 
and emergency do not work in favor of the successful formation of a civic 
culture, which “is a culture of moderation” and requires gradual devel-
opment, with the fusing rather than excision of various cultural elements 
(Almond and Verba 1965, pp. 368–70).2 It means that the catastrophic 
course of Russian modernization might impede the nurturing of civic 
culture, with its strong participatory and democratic elements.

The discussion of the Constitution of 1936 showed the culture in a 
state of flux, with elements of the old and modern, liberal and illiberal. 
Because the transition to modernity, by definition a disruptive process, 
occurred in Russia through a sequence of catastrophes and political 

2 “First, the civic culture emerged in the West as a result of a gradual political develop-
ment—relatively crisis-free, untroubled, and unforced. Second, it developed by fusion: new 
patterns of attitudes did not replace old ones, but merged with them” (Almond and Verba 
1965, pp. 368–70).
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violence, it produced extraordinary disorientation in the population, cri-
ses of identity, and shifting paradigms.

The forces of modernity, the archetypical elements of Russian tradi-
tional culture, a dictatorial regime, and the catastrophic nature of social 
life—all contributed to the political culture of Stalinism.
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Glossary

CC VKPb	 � Central Committee of All-Union Communist Party 
(Bolsheviks)

chekists	  Officers of the NKVD
Comintern	 � Communist International
edinolichniki	  Individual out-kolkhoz farmers
ispolkom	  Executive committee of provincial or county soviet
lishentsy	  Disenfranchised people
kolkhoz	  Collective farm
kolkhoznik	  Collective farmer
Komsomol	  Communist Young League
krai, oblast’, raion	  Administrative units: region, province, county
kulak	  An entrepreneurial peasant
MTS	  Machine and tractor stations in countryside
NEP	  New Economic Policy
NKVD	 � People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs—secret 

police, formerly OGPU and Cheka
partcom	  Party committee of the enterprise
Politburo	 � Political Bureau of Communist Party
raznariadka	  Quota system in elections
samizdat	  Self-published typescripts
SNK, Sovnarkom	  Soviet of People’s Commissars
svodki	 � Regular reports of the Soviet security police and 

Communist Party
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troikas	  �Emergency-style three-member boards working 
as extralegal courts

TsIK	  Soviet Central Executive Committee
VKPb	  All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks)

Archives
British F.O.	  �British Foreign Office—Russia Correspondence, 

1781–1945
GARF	  State Archives of Russian Federation
	 (Gosudarstvenny Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatsii)
HPSSS	  Harvard Project on the Soviet Social System
RGASPI	 � Russian State Archives of Social and Political 

History
	� (Rossiisky Gosudarstvenny Arkhiv Sotsial’noi i 

Politicheskoi Istorii)
TsGAIPD SPb	 � Central State Archives of Historical–Political 

Documents in Saint-Petersburg
	� (Tsentral’ny Gosudarstvenny Arkhiv Istoriko–

Politicheskikh Dokumentov Sankt-Peterburga)
TsGAKFFD SPb	 � Central State Archives of Documentary Films, 

Photographs, and Sound Recordings of 
Saint-Petersburg

	� (Tsentral’ny Gosudarstvenny Arkhiv Kinofoto
fonodokumentov Sankt-Peterburga)

US Military Intelligence Reports: Soviet Union, 1919–1941
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