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Preface 

This book has grown out of my personal attempts to understand 

and make sense of the Soviet period of Russian history from 1917- 

91, and the subsequent hours spent trying to communicate this to 

numerous students of mine. The contours of such a project - a 

broad, interpretive appraisal of the Soviet period - inevitably means 

that I owe a great debt to numerous scholars who have trodden this 

path before me, many of whom it is not possible to acknowledge in 

a direct way. The present book would not have been possible 

without the help and inspiration of many friends and colleagues. I 

would like to take this opportunity to note my gratitude to a whole 

range of teachers who helped to nurture my interest in history in 

general, and in Russia in particular: Gwynne Lewis, Chris Read, 

David Washbrook, Maureen Perrie, Bob Davies, Ron Amann. I have 

been particularly fortunate to work in a history department at 

De Montfort University with colleagues who have been constantly 

supportive, friendly and an inspiration to me. To David Ryan, Nick 

Carter, Panikos Panayi, Jason McDonald, John Martin, Chris Gold¬ 

smith, Pierre Lanfranchi, Matt Taylor, Daryl Adair, Ian Spencer, David 

Thoms, Wray Vamplew, and David Sadler, many thanks. A special 

note of thanks to David and Ed, who were so generous with their 

time, and whose suggestions and criticisms were invaluable in im¬ 

proving this work. Any flaws and errors remain the full responsibil¬ 

ity of the present author. At UCL, Aisling Ryan has been a supportive 
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PREFACE 

and patient voice at critical moments. Finally, a work such as this 

incurs many debts with one’s friends and family. I am much in¬ 

debted to the support, encouragement and patience (!) of Witty 

without whom this work might never have been completed. I am 

also indebted to my children - Luke and Bethany - without whom 

this work would have been completed much earlier, but life would 

have been much less colourful and far too predictable! Finally, 

this book is dedicated to my parents, who have always been there 
for me. 



Introduction 

The dust has settled after the collapse of communism. The greater 

access to archives and the greater opportunities for dialogue and 

collaboration with Russian scholars are opening up new fields 

for research and critical inquiry into some of the long-neglected 

aspects of the Soviet era of Russian history. This is a most welcome 

development. At the same time, this new situation is also renewing 

some old debates and disputes. One of the enduring issues which 

has divided scholars is the question of how important were ideas to 

the course of Soviet history? Was ideology a profound determinant 

of events? Or was it merely a smokescreen, which rationalized a set 

of actions that promoted or defended the interests of particular 

groups or individuals? Or are these views too starkly drawn to 

encapsulate the complex relationship between ideas and political 

practice in the USSR? 

It is traditional to assert that the basic historiographical divide in 

Soviet history lies between the totalitarian or counter-communist 

school on the one hand, and the “revisionist” school on the other. 

The totalitarian interpretation, arising out of the polemics of the 

cold war, looked to establish the origins of the Stalinist terror and 

dictatorship in the ideology of Marxism-Leninism and in the theory 

and practice of the Bolshevik party before and after 1917. Derived 

from the writings of Leonard Schapiro, Martin Mafia, Robert Con¬ 

quest, Richard Pipes and others, this approach identified a clear 

1 



INTRODUCTION 

continuity between Marxism, Leninism and the Stalinist period. 
Transposed to the debate about the role of ideology, the totalitarian 
viewpoint asserted that there was a profound degree of ideological 
continuity between Lenin and Stalin, and that these ideas funda¬ 
mentally shaped the nature of the Stalinist system. 

Revisionist scholarship (defined by Sheila Fitzpatrick as “schol¬ 
arship that is explicitly abandoning the totalitarian model”)1 has 
explored the broader socio-economic and cultural context of the 
early Soviet period, examining history “from below”. Eschewing 
the totalitarian emphasis upon high politics, the state and events in 
Petrograd and Moscow, revisionists have explored the actions and 
reactions of workers, peasants, soldiers and sailors, of events in the 
regions. One of the outcomes of this detailed research has been 
that a much more diverse, complex, sprawling, chaotic picture of 
Soviet history emerges. As Fitzpatrick describes, 

At present, on every major issue of Soviet history, historians 
seem to be submerging themselves in data and periodically 
surfacing with a single astonished cry: “improvisation”. 
Chaos is almost becoming the dominant principle of Soviet 
development as the old explanatory structures disintegrate 
. . . Political leaders stagger from one unexpected crisis to 
another, pragmatically muddling through. Their minds are 
empty of ideology . . . and only circumstances govern their 
actions.2 

Flowever, this totalitarian/revisionist dichotomy does not adequately 
characterize the nature of the disputes between historians on this 
issue. Counter-communist historians themselves have been unable 
to reach a consensus on the role of ideology. Malia asserts that 
the ideological imperative of “building socialism”, derived from the 
Marxian heritage of the Bolshevik party, was the single most im¬ 
portant feature of the Soviet system.3 On the other hand, Pipes has 
argued that, “[a]s a rule, the less one knows about the actual course 
of the Russian Revolution the more inclined one is to attribute a 
dominant influence to Marxist ideas”.4 

Conversely, scholars of a more left-leaning or revisionist orientation 
have posited a central explanatory role. Julian Cooper, in a remark¬ 
able piece on the collapse of Soviet Marxism-Leninism, stated that, 

2 



INTRODUCTION 

These observations are founded on a belief that ideology 

has been of profound significance as a determinant of the 

course of Soviet development from 1917 to the present 

day. Throughout this period the Soviet Union has had a 

political regime of an essentially theocratic nature, the pol¬ 

icies and actions of its leadership being shaped and bounded 

by a relatively stable body of ideas consistently presented 

as the highest achievement of human science.5 

This issue appears to straddle traditional historiographical divisions, 

and is becoming increasingly contested as scholars reassess the Soviet 

era. Andrjez Walicki’s recent work sought to demonstrate that ideo¬ 

logical factors were of “decisive importance”6 in shaping the nature 

and outcome of Soviet history. Orlando Figes’ review of Robert 

Service’s latest work is critical of the relatively little space devoted 

to ideology, and to “the ideological driving force of its [bolshevism’s] 

murderous policies to drag backward Russia into the modem world”.7 

Stephen Hanson’s recent text has postulated that ideas were central 

in shaping the institutional architecture of the Soviet state.8 

The central issue dividing scholars is the extent to which ideas 

were an active force in shaping Soviet development. A recent dis¬ 

cussion in The Russian Review, devoted to Robert Daniels’ view of 

Soviet history, outlined that “the real problem is to show how ideol¬ 

ogies were used”.9 Many contributions have outlined that there has 

been an interaction between ideology and reality. But what does 

this mean? And how did it work in practice? It is this issue which 

this text seeks to address, by examining the relationship between 

the theory and practice of Soviet socialism. In tracing the historical 

development of the Soviet understanding of socialism, and how 

this understanding evolved in the light of the contact of Bolshevik 

ideals with Russian realities, this volume addresses the question of 

how ideology and reality interacted, and the extent to which the 

Bolshevik ideals about the nature of the society they were creating 

shaped this society. In this sense the writing of this book seems to 

be a worthwhile effort, complementing the more orthodox narra¬ 

tives and specialist monographs, and exploring a disputed issue in 

Soviet historiography. 
This book is about ideas. More specifically, the understanding of 

socialism as a transitional society between capitalism and communism 

3 
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within the cpsu. It traces the development of a Soviet model of so¬ 

cialism from the pre-revolutionary heritage of Marx, Engels, Kautsky 

and Lenin, through the formative years of early Bolshevism, the civil 

war, nep and the factional infighting of the 1920s until the consoli¬ 

dation under Stalin. The modifications introduced by Khrushchev 

and Brezhnev are followed by a detailed analysis of Gorbachev’s 

dismantling of the traditional model and its replacement with a 

renewed, ethical version of socialism, vastly different to its scientific 

predecessor. The chapters are structured to explore the interaction 

between theory and practice in Soviet socialism, examining policy 

towards the economy, society and the political sphere, and the 

new theoretical synthesis that arose out of the changing practice of 

successive leaders. The adoption of a historical perspective allows 

the reader to trace both the continuities in the Soviet understanding 

of socialism, and the unique features of different phases of Soviet 

development. 

In this sense it is not an orthodox narrative history of the Soviet 

Union from 1917-91. It is designed to be read alongside, and in 

conjunction with, more specialist works on social, cultural, econ¬ 

omic and political aspects of Soviet history. It is a work that is part 

synthesis of secondaiy sources, part interpretive regarding the 

successive theoretical syntheses of the Soviet understanding of so¬ 

cialism, and part original research on the ideological innovations of 

each leader. Consequently, I owe a heavy debt to the work of other 

scholars in a variety of fields. With regret, many interesting and 

critical issues fell out of the remit of this work: the nationalities 

issue, foreign relations and the pre-revolutionary Russian heritage 

to name but three. In addition, it was only possible within the con¬ 

fines of this work to explore the dominant conceptions of socialism 

within the discourse of Bolshevism. The story of the other strands 

of Bolshevism, and the other ideas that co-existed with it is another 

task, for another day. 

Notes 

1. S. Fitzpatrick, “The legacy of the civil war”, in Party, state and society 

during the Russian civil war, D. Koenker et al. (eds) (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1989), p. 387. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The crucibles of 
Russian socialism 

The history of Soviet socialism is inextricably caught up in the wider 

history of socialism as a political concept. The formation of a Soviet 

“model” of socialism after 1917 was a function of the collision of the 

ideas of socialism forged within Russian social democracy after 

1883 with the hard reality of the Russian socio-political environment. 

Yet the notion of socialism which informed the post-revolutionary 

thinking of the Bolshevik wing of the Russian Social Democratic 

Labour Party (rsdlp hereafter) was itself the product of decades of 

Russian and European intellectual and historical development. The 

tensions and contradictions within socialism as both a political doc¬ 

trine and a political movement, were reproduced and given specific 

form by their interpretation and translation into Russian conditions 

at the turn of the century. It is important to note that while Soviet 

socialism comprised a particular cluster of wider socialist values and 

perspectives, it was itself a complex, pluralistic phenomenon, with 

a good deal of internal diversity. Locating the historical and intel¬ 

lectual origins of Soviet socialism begins in the eighteenth century. 

The origins of socialism 

Socialism has always been a diverse, complex, eclectic doctrine. 

Socialists have been classified as “utopian”, “scientific”, “reformist”, 
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THE CRUCIBLES OF RUSSIAN SOCIALISM 

“revolutionary”. The socialist movement has divided into Social 

Democrats, Eurocommunists, Leninists, Maoists, Trotskyists, Marx¬ 

ists, Fabians, Democratic Socialists, eco-socialists and so on.1 Uni¬ 

versal agreement upon the core principles or features of a socialist 

society has been almost impossible to achieve. Scholars remain 

deeply divided over the reasons for this. Martin Malia argues that 

socialism as a term is “meaningless”.2 For Malia, it has embraced 

such a wide variety of meanings, and been embraced by such a 

bewildering spectrum of political movements, that “it corresponds 

to no identifiable object in the sublunary world”.3 Furthermore, 

there is an ineradicable tension within socialism between its econ¬ 

omic forms and its moral principles: the former are intrinsically 

incapable of realizing the latter according to Malia.” Other scholars 

- Berki, Lichtheim and others - have also highlighted many of the 

tensions within socialism, which can be explained by a combina¬ 

tion of philosophical and historical factors. 

Although socialism emerged as a modern political phenomenon 

at the end of the eighteenth century in the wake of the French and 

Industrial Revolutions, it was the heir of a longer tradition of moral 

protest and indignation. From Plato, through More to Winstanley 

and the Diggers during the English Civil War, there has been an 

ethical or moral critique of the inadequacies of the present way of 

life, and a corresponding aspiration for a fairer, more just society.” 

The emergence of capitalism, and the demise of feudalism pro¬ 

vided the impetus for the growth of socialism as moral critique. The 

extension of economic exploitation, poverty, wage labour and in¬ 

justice encouraged this sense of rebellion against injustice. This was 

exemplified in the writings of Rousseau, Babeuf and others, who 

aspired to overturn the existing order, and to institute a new social 

order based upon egalitarianism, popular sovereignty and integral 

democracy. In their ideals they expressed a desire to move away 

from the growing individualism of modern society and to return to 

a society based upon harmony, fraternity and community. 

An alternative strand within socialist doctrine emerged concur¬ 

rently with this moralistic critique. This strand - which Berki has 

termed “rationalism” - was derived from the Enlightenment, and 

from the “Philosophes” in particular.6 It emphasized the emancipa¬ 

tory power of knowledge and education, and upheld the ideals 

of progress, reason and efficiency. This strand was an essentially 
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THE ORIGINS OF SOCIALISM 

modern one, drawing upon the ideals unleashed by the French 
Revolution, unlike the former strand’s pre-modem or classicist yearn¬ 
ing. Socialism’s rationalist strand, by enthroning human reason, 
argued that it was possible in a conscious way to plan and organize 
society rationally, so eliminating waste, inefficiency and inequality. 

In its origins socialism was at the same time both a rejection of 
capitalism, and an extension of the principles and values of the 
liberal philosophy that underpinned capitalism. In Mafia’s words, 
socialism was “the maximalist wing of one broad movement of 
protest against the still tenacious remnants of the old regime”.7 

Essentially, socialism and liberalism were at one in their desire to 
end the domination of feudal notions of hierarchy, privilege and 
inequality. They diverged over the scope and meaning of the 
notions of liberte, egalite and fraternite. Socialist thinkers sought to 
extend the values of justice, freedom and equality into every sphere 
of fife and so effect a total reordering of society. 

The presence of this philosophical divide between moralism and 
rationalism at the conceptual birth of modern socialism is crucial 
to an understanding of the subsequent development of socialism. 
Socialism came to incorporate a cluster of distinct, at times con¬ 
tradictory, values. Commentators have expressed this in a number 
of ways. Berki identifies the “four basic tendencies of socialism - 
rationalism, moralism, egalitarianism and libertarianism”.8 Bernard 
Crick explores the tension between liberty and equality, fraternity 
and individualism.9 Zygmunt Bauman examines the antinomies at 
the heart of socialism: “freedom and equality, the community and 
the state, history as lawful process and as a creative act”.10 Common 
to all these (and other approaches) is the striving to communicate 
the ineradicable tensions running at the heart of socialism as a 
political doctrine, and consequently of socialism as a political move¬ 
ment. How can the liberty of the individual be reconciled with the 
wider good of society as a whole? In what sense are we to under¬ 
stand “equality”? The existence of these tensions helps to explain 
socialism’s great diversity. Babeufs primitive communism stressed 
a radical egalitarianism. Saint-Simon’s technocratic industrial pro- 
ductivism emphasized the rationalism and efficiency of a socialized 
industrial economy. The “utopian” socialists - Charles Fourier and 
Robert Owen - sought to remove the underlying evils of capitalism 
by creating ideal communities based on mutual co-operation and 
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harmony. English socialism stressed the Christian values of social 

justice, co-operation and brotherly love. The historical development 

of socialism expressed the philosophical tensions at the core of the 

idea itself.11 
The existence of these different tendencies is crucial to an un¬ 

derstanding of the emergence and development of Soviet social¬ 

ism. In Berki’s terms, Soviet socialism was marked by the domination 

of rationalism over moralism, and egalitarianism (the striving for a 

communal, collective way of life) over libertarianism (the striving to 

liberate humanity from all sources of oppression and exploitation). 

Taylor’s interpretation of the philosophical tension running at 

the heart of socialism is of particular pertinence for this study.12 

He identifies a distinction within socialist thinking in their concep¬ 

tions of human nature. Socialists outlined both a modern and a 

“Romantic expressivist” conception of humanity. Socialist modern¬ 

izers, in line with Enlightenment thinking, saw the individual as a 

conscious agent who strove to organize the world to fulfil them¬ 

selves, manipulating nature to achieve this goal. Romantic thinkers 

emphasized co-operation and community between human beings, 

and between individuals and nature. Within a socialist discourse, this 

gave rise to two highly distinct conceptions of a socialist society. 

Modernizers viewed emancipation as the creation of structures to 

facilitate human happiness and fulfilment, enabling a greater and 

greater degree of manipulation and control of nature. Expressivists 

revolted against this utilitarian notion of humanity, seeking instead 

to restore the unity and creativity of person in community with 

person and nature. Taylor asserts that this tension runs at the heart 

of the dominant figure in socialist thinking in the nineteenth cen¬ 

tury: Karl Marx.13 

The Founding Fathers: Marx and Engels on socialism 

and communism 

The main intellectual forebear of Soviet socialism was Marx.14 His 

critique of capitalism, and his views of the transition from capitalism 

to socialism had an enormous impact upon the form and content of 

Soviet socialism. Although Marx (and Engels) rarely wrote about 

the post-revolutionary scene, the basic contours of the transition, 
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and of the nature of this society were apparent. It has become 

a commonplace to state that Marx’s views on post-revolutionary 

society were sporadic, undeveloped and (deliberately) vague. The 

main texts in which he wrote about the future society were Private 

Property and Communism in the 1844 Paris Manuscripts, The Ger¬ 

man Ideology (with Engels in 1845),15 The Communist Manifesto 

(1848), The Civil War in France (1871), The Critique of the Gotha 

Programme16 (1875), along with sporadic references in Grundrisse 

and Capital} An overview of Marx’s views on communism reveals 

a clear development in his thought that points to a possible tension 

in his ideas, a tension which was intensified by the interpretation of 

Marx put forward by Engels after his death.18 

The future society: an overview 

The term “communism” has a number of different meanings in 

Marx’s writings. According to de George, Marx used the term 
“communism” in four ways: 

• the stage which will succeed capitalism; 

• the abolition of the private ownership of the means of 

production; 

• the negation of the alienation, exploitation and the oppres¬ 

sion of the worker; 

• a set of positive characteristics, including the emancipation 

of humanity, an increase in the productive forces in society, 

and the all-round development of the individual.19 

What is notable is the co-existence within Marx’s view of com¬ 

munism of humanistic, ethical components, with impersonal, struc¬ 

tural features of the future society. How can we account for this 

cluster of meanings? Some theorists argue that there was a substan¬ 

tial shift in Marx’s writings from his early writings (emphasizing the 

humanistic aspect of overcoming alienation) to his later writings, 

which were increasingly concerned with the abolition of the social 

aspects of capitalism causing exploitation and oppression: division 

of labour and class rule.20 Harding expresses this very starkly. He 

posits two models of communism within Marx’s writings.21 Model 

One relates to the humanistic striving to free man from the alienation 

of capitalist society. Man’s true self-realization could only be achieved 

13 
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through the abolition of the two elements (state and private prop¬ 

erty) constituting the means through which the individual was 

dominated. Freedom would result from the emergence of a society 

with a voluntary division of labour and consisting of a free associa¬ 

tion of co-operative labour. For Harding (and others), this view of 

communism in the early writings of Marx reflected an essentially 

romanticist impulse, a nostalgic yearning to reconstitute a society 

of unity and freedom. Happiness was not found in ever increasing 

consumption, but. in a diversity of labouring pursuits. Individuals 

would live in harmonious community with each other and with 

nature.22 Model Two sought to remove exploitation. It had as its 

objective the transformation of ownership relations, in order to 

maximize production for the benefit of society as a whole, remov¬ 

ing want, poverty and exploitation. The waste and inefficency of 

capitalist production would be overcome through the conscious 

control of social and economic processes (embodied in central plan¬ 

ning). This conception sought to build upon and universalize the 

principles of industrial society. Fulfilment, freedom and happiness 

were derived from the enjoyment of material abundance in leisure 

time, not in creative labour. The individual would dominate nature 

fully for the first time.23 

Walicki also identifies a shift in Marx’s thinking. He argues that 

Marx was concerned to establish the conditions for the total and un¬ 

conditional liberation of humanity.24 While his conception of freedom 

remained virtually unchanged, Marx’s understanding of the means 

by which this would be achieved shifted, according to Walicki. 

Communist society was the point in history where humanity would 

be fully free according to Marx. By freedom, Marx understood a 

mode of existence in which humans were living in harmony with 

themselves and with others. To achieve this required overcoming 

those forces and conditions that both dominated and divided hu¬ 

manity, and which caused individuals to be alienated from them¬ 

selves. According to Walicki, Marx believed that the basis of freedom 

lay in “rational, conscious, collective control over economic forces”,25 

and in the abolition of the divisive institutions of capitalism, namely 

private ownership and the division of labour.26 In Marx’s early works, 

he viewed human creative labour as the means for overcoming 

self-alienation, and the replacement of market forces with rational 

planning as the means to establish human freedom.27 

14 
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In Capital and his later works, Marx retreated somewhat from 

this position, according to Walicki. Freedom was now to be found 

in the non-productive sphere (i.e. leisure time). The overwhelming 

priority now was to combine rational control of the economy with 

measures to shorten the working day. The quickest, most effective 

means of doing this was to develop the productive forces (tech¬ 

nology, labour power) as rapidly as possible, thus enabling huge 

increases in productivity while decreasing the actual time spent by 

individuals on productive activity.28 

The implications of this “duality”, however it is conceived, were 

to become fully apparent in Russia after 1917. The earlier more 

“Romanticist” writings, which emphasized human emancipation, 

were not published until 1932. Soviet views of the future society 

were conditioned by the later, more sociological, empirical writings 

of Marx and Engels. The stress in the works which the Russian 

Marxists studied were derived from the modernist strand of Marx’s 

works. Centralization, rapid development of the industrial sector 

and the elimination of want, exploitation and oppression were 

central to their understanding of the post-revolutionary society. 

From the later works of Marx it is possible to define communism 

and communist society as a set of institutional structures and fea¬ 

tures. Creating communism was, on this reading, reducible to the 

construction of a series of political and economic structures. The 

nature of these specific features is of critical importance in under¬ 

standing Marx’s contribution to the Soviet view of socialism. 

Marx and Engels also sketched in outline the manner in which 

the post-capitalist society progressively unfolded. This outline was 

also somewhat ambiguous. The post-capitalist society contained 

three different stages (although the periodization was itself a little 

murky): the dictatorship of the proletariat, socialism (the “lower” 

phase of communism) and full communism (the “higher” phase). 

The dictatorship of the proletariat was the regime that would rule 

in the period after the proletarian revolution. But what did Marx 

(and Engels) mean by this term? How long would it last? In the 

Critique of the Gotha Programme, Marx identified the “lower” phase 

of communism (later termed “socialism” by Engels), as a prolonged 

historical period, in which capitalist society would be negated, as 

the foundations of capitalist exploitation were removed.29 This how¬ 

ever was a transitory era. The negation of the features of capitalist 
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society would gradually evolve into the positive features of com¬ 

munist society, as socialism was transformed into full communism. 

Under this “higher” phase, the individual becomes the conscious 

master of nature, and of his/her destiny. History begins.30 

Before turning to the details of these “phases” of communism, it 

is worth dwelling upon the implications of Marx inserting a transi¬ 

tional era between capitalism and communism. The idea of a tran¬ 

sition implies two things, which were to inform Bolshevik thinking 

after 1917. First, there was an identifiable end to the revolutionary 

process which they had initiated, and the achievement of this end 

product was the objective of Bolshevik policy-making. The legit¬ 

imacy of the Bolshevik party would rest on their ability to demon¬ 

strate that progress, the process of transition, could be achieved. 

This is a critical point. In the absence of a democratic mode of 

legitimation, the Bolsheviks would legitimate themselves through 

the successful construction of the features of “socialism”. Their view 

of the future society was not just a matter of ideological correct¬ 

ness. It was also central to the Bolshevik party’s ability to maintain 

itself in power. Secondly, it implied the need for conscious guid¬ 

ance and direction of this transition period to reach communism. 

The new social system could be “constructed” and built according 

to human design. Marx’s view of the process of the transition to 

communism was infused with notions of constructivism and social 
engineering. 

The future society: the “lower” phase 

Although the details provided by Marx were somewhat sketchy, it 

is possible to outline the main features of the “transitional” phase: 

What we have to deal with here is a communist society, 

not as it has developed on its own foundations, but, on the 

contrary, just as it emerges from capitalist society; which is 

thus, in every respect, economically, morally and intellec¬ 

tually, still stamped with the birth marks of the old society 

from whose womb it emerges.31 

The lower phase was marked by elements of continuity with capi¬ 

talism: classes, the division of labour, wage labour and elements 
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of inequality would still exist as remuneration would be carried out 

“according to work done”. But the process of transformation gets 

underway simultaneously, as the exploitative features of capitalism 

- the market, private property - are negated and replaced by 

structures that promote the construction of the basis of communist 

society. These include: (a) the abolition of private property and 

its replacement with public ownership; (b) the means of produc¬ 

tion are brought under central direction and control; (c) measures 

are adopted to foment the most rapid possible development of 

the productive forces (which include the means of production, the 

labour process, technological innovations and so on).32 

The politics of the transition period are slightly more complex. 

For Marx the state under all previous societies was an organ of 

class rule.33 As “separate bodies of armed men” it was used by the 

ruling class in any epoch to oppress other classes and realize its 

own interests. It did this by posing its own particular interests as 

the embodiment of the interests of society as a whole. The division 

of labour, and the existence of a conflict-ridden class-based society 

produced the coercive state, which became a central component in 

the perpetuation of the alienation of the individual. This alienation, 

according to Kolakowski, was the separation of civil society and 

the state which produced a split in the essence of every individual 

in industrial society: 

. . . the political society . . . makes up the only form of 

(apparent) community, the only place where individuals 

recognise (in the abstract) the social character of their 

existence. This results in the almost perfect split of every 

individual into his real but self-centred life in civil society, 

on the one hand, and his communal but abstract existence 

as state member on the other.34 

One of the primary tasks of the socialist revolution was to destroy 

the basis of this political alienation. The end to class rule would 

obviate the need for the coercive state. No political institutions 

would be needed, and the division between civil and political 

society would be abolished. 

How did Marx envisage moving from the coercive state appar¬ 

atus under capitalism to a non-class, non-state society? Marx’s views 
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on the post-revolutionary state were guarded, except in his writings 

on the Paris Commune in The Civil War in France, and ambiguous. 

At one point Marx talks about the need to smash the state and 

move immediately to a form of administration based on the Paris 

Commune, “the working class cannot simply lay hold of the ready¬ 

made state machinery and wield it for its own purposes”.3” At other 

points (and Marx is noticeably silent on the Paris Commune after 

1871) it is necessary during the transition to the “higher phase” that 

the proletariat are able to wield power through a coercive organ¬ 

ism: the dictatorship of the proletariat. Its function is to oppress the 

bourgeois classes, and appropriate the means of production for the 

common good. This entailed taking over and utilizing the existing 

state machinery.36 This was a transitional state though. As progress 

towards the higher phase unfolded, the need for a coercive state 

would disappear. 

There is some controversy over the precise shape and features 

of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Marx makes few references 

to it. In a letter to J. Wedemeyer (1852), he argued that “the class 

struggle necessarily leads to the dictatorship of the proletariat. . . this 

dictatorship only constitutes the transition to the abolition of all 

classes and to a classless society”.37 In the Critique of the Gotha 

Programme, Marx outlined: 

. . . between capitalist and communist society lies the period 

of the revolutionary transformation of the one into the other. 

There is a corresponding period of transition in the political 

sphere and in this period the state can only take the form 

of a revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat.38 

The broad contours of the proletarian dictatorship in Marx’s works 

is highlighted in an interesting passage by Frederic Bender.39 It was 

to be a state controlled by the proletariat to defend the interests of 

the proletariat. It was an instrument of class rule, except that for the 

first time this ruling class (the proletariat) was the majority in so¬ 

ciety. It was also clear that it was conceived of in democratic terms. 

Marx and Engels foresaw a democratic dictatorship. A contradic¬ 

tion in terms? Not according to Bertram Wolfe. He argues that Marx’s 

conception was heavily influenced by his study of the Roman 
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Republic. In Republican Rome, at times of emergency a dictator¬ 

ship was instituted to defend Roman democracy. It was constitu¬ 

tional, temporary, and self-limiting.40 The contemporary meanings 

and connotations of the term “dictatorship” serve only to obscure 

and distort our understanding of the concept of proletarian dictator¬ 
ship as outlined by Marx. 

Beyond this basic conception, there is little clarity. The ambi¬ 

guities in Marx’s writings on the dictatorship of the proletariat 

centre on three issues. First, how long would the dictatorship of the 

proletariat last? Was it the short period between capitalism and 

socialism? Or was it the entire period between capitalism and the 

onset of full communism?41 Expressed diagramatically, the alternative 

conceptions appear thus: 

CAPITALISM-PROLETARIAN DICTATORSHIP-SOCIALISM-COMMUNISM 

[short period] [lower] [higher] 

CAPITALISM-SOCIALISM-COMMUNISM 

[proletarian dictatorship] 

The second ambiguity surrounds the nature and purpose of the 

proletarian dictatorship. What form of democracy did Marx envis¬ 

age? How would the proletariat control the state? How would the 

state enforce its rule over the non-proletarian classes? How would 

the proletariat undertake the transformation of the economy? 

The final ambiguity relates to the process by which the proletarian 

dictatorship would be transformed into the stateless society of 

the “higher” phase of communism. Would it be abolished by the 

proletariat, as envisaged by Marx? Or would it “wither away”, as 

envisaged by Engels?42 

Across the writings of Marx and Engels, these ambiguities re¬ 

mained unresolved, and indeed for some theorists, created differ¬ 

ent, incompatible models of the post-revolutionary state. Harding 

identified two incompatible models of the state in Marx. In the 

Paris Commune model there was a high degree of direct democ¬ 

racy and participation by the workers in the government of the 

city. Decentralization and the fusion of the executive, legislative 

and judicial functions co-existed in a body in which authority flowed 

from the bottom upwards. In the dictatorship model, the state was 

19 



THE CRUCIBLES OF RUSSIAN SOCIALISM 

a highly centralized, coercive non-democratic organ of suppression 

and expropriation.43 Bender also sees two models in Marx: a 

“Centralisation-Model” (derived from the Communist Manifesto, the 

Critique of the Gotha Programme and Capital), and an “Aufhebung- 

Model” (a process of the abolition of the state), which was derived 

from his early writings as well as his analysis of the Paris Commune.'14 

The former was a centralized, statist conception in which political 

decisions and economic guidance were in the hands of an elite. The 

latter was a form of radical, participative proletarian democracy, 

with proletarian control over the functioning of the economy. 

These ambiguities are further exacerbated by the subsequent 

interventions of Engels (of which more below). In 1892, Engels 

stated in his introduction to the German edition of The Civil War in 

France written in 1892 (after Marx’s death) that the Commune was 

the Dictatorship of the Proletariat.45 An understanding of the ambi¬ 

guities within Marx’s sketches of the post-revolutionary society is 

crucial in any analysis of the origins and evolution of the concept 

of socialism within the Russian Marxist movement. 

The future society: the “higher phase” 

The unfolding of the historical process, would lead inexorably from 

the lower to the higher phase of communist society. In a vivid 

passage, Marx describes it thus: 

In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving 

subordination of the individual to the division of labour, 

and therewith also the antithesis between mental and phys¬ 

ical labour has vanished; after labour has become not only 

a means of life, but life’s prime want; after the productive 

forces have also increased with the all-round development 

of the individual and all the springs of cooperative wealth 

flow more abundantly, only then can the narrow horizon 

of bourgeois right be crossed in its entirety, and society 

inscribes on its banners, “from each according to his abil¬ 

ity, to each according to his needs”.46 

This era is marked by the full and final self-realization of the indi¬ 

vidual: the complete humanization of mankind is finally attained 

20 



THE FOUNDING FATHERS 

as individuals are now in full control of their own destiny. The 

abolition of market forces promotes conscious rational control over 

the economy. All sources of alienation and inequality have been 

abolished: the social division of labour, classes, wage-labour, pro¬ 

duction for exchange-value and the coercive apparatus of the state. 

All the divisive dichotomies of capitalist society - mental/manual 

labour, town/country, male/female - would be overcome. 

In economic terms, production is directed towards use-value. 

Ownership of the means of production is completely socialized. 

Developments in technology and labour productivity enable the pro¬ 

duction of a superabundance of goods. This entailed the abolition 

of scarcity, which was to become a central goal of the Bolsheviks 

after 1917. Under communism there is a totally different approach 

to work. Individuals contribute according to their abilities, and draw 

from the common supply of goods to meet their needs. The specific 

nature of the labour experience of communism is a little confusing 

though. In his earlier works, and in Grundrisse, Marx foresaw 

labour itself as part of the realm of freedom under communism. 

The abolition of the social division of labour would be replaced by 

a voluntary division of labour: 

. . . while in communist society, where nobody has one 

exclusive sphere of activity but each can become ac¬ 

complished in any branch he wishes, society regulates 

the general production and thus makes it possible for me to 

do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the 

morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, 

criticise after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever 

becoming hunter, fisherman, cowherd or critic.47 

In his later works, alienation is overcome, yet labour has a different 

status. Marx sets labour entirely within the realm of necessity. The 

“realm of necessity” (the production of requirements necessary for 

biological survival) still exists, but the time spent on this is greatly 

reduced by the growth in the productive forces, and by a voluntary 

division of labour arising from a process of education through 

labour. This creates the preconditions for the “realm of freedom”, 

when individuals are able to develop their potential to their full 

ability, in their leisure time,48 According to Marx in Capital “the 
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sphere of material production remains a realm of necessity, and the 

true realm of freedom begins only in leisure time”.49 

Politics no longer exists under communism. The destruction of 

the division of labour and of a class-based society removes the 

basis for a coercive state apparatus which will disappear eventu¬ 

ally. In its stead there would be a non-political authority, or admin¬ 

istration of communist society which is communitarian, democratic, 

participative and non-coercive. Civil and political society become 

fused, and the dichotomy between the individual as citizen and as 

private individual is overcome, as: 

Only when the real individual man will absorb back the 

abstract citizen of the state and - as individual man, in his 

empirical life, in his individual work, in his individual rela¬ 

tionships - will become the species-being, only when man 

will recognise and will organise his “forces propres” as 

social forces and, consequently, will not separate from him¬ 

self the social force in form of political force any more, 

only then the emancipation of man will be accomplished/" 

The individual recovers his/her true being: self-realization through 

self-transcendence. 

Marx on socialism and communism: a summary 

and interpretation 

The dominant themes of Marx’s writings on socialism and com¬ 

munism were shaped by his worldview, which synthesized various 

intellectual currents of the nineteenth century. Attempting to distill 

the essence of Marx’s enormous body of work is inherently 

reductionist and problematic. Acknowledging these limitations, five 

strands can be identified that were to play a significant role in 

shaping Soviet socialism. First, Marx was a materialist. As opposed 

to the idealistic philosophers, Marx considered matter to be prim¬ 

ary in explaining the nature of the world. The world was governed 

by laws of nature and these laws were knowable. Secondly, Marx’s 

view of history lies within the positivist tradition: linear, progressive 

and teleological. History was moving towards a preordained end, 

and the laws governing the historical process were also open to 
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human understanding and explanation. Both these aspects of Marx’s 

world-outlook place Marx firmly within the Enlightenment tradition 

of rationalism and the enthronement of human reason. This was 

scientific socialism. 

Thirdly, Marx’s theories were informed by a profound sense of 

rationalism and constructivism. Marx’s faith in the ability of human 

reason to understand the world, and his belief in the teleology of 

historical materialism combined to promote an awareness that the 

future society could be consciously constructed. Social processes 

could be guided, social change directed. This is best illustrated by 

attitudes to the market. The market under capitalism was an an¬ 

archic mechanism, outside of human control. In the future society, 

there would be no market, as socalism would be a society subject 

to the dictates of human reason and rationality, embodied in the 

planning apparatus for the provision of social needs. As Julian 

Cooper has noted: 

At the core of Bolshevik-Marxist-Leninist ideology has 

been the conviction that socialism must be constructed by 

conscious human action according to a preconceived plan. 

Not only was socialism conceived as a task on a grand 

scale, but this very mode of development was understood 

to express the superiority of the new social formation . . . 

“But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of 

bees is this, that the architect raises his structure in ima¬ 

gination before he erects it in reality” (Marx). Here we have 

one of the original sources of the constructivist discourse.11 

This constructivist ethos found expression, in the Soviet Union after 

1917, in a form of social engineering which was to have a profound 

influence on the form Soviet socialism was to take, and upon the 

nature of Soviet society. 
Fourthly, Marx’s view of human nature was an Enlightenment 

derived one. Marx had an optimistic view of humanity. Freed from 

the fetters and constraints of bourgeois society, individuals could live 

harmoniously with one another. Removing the basis for exploitation, 

and overcoming alienation would facilitate the emergence of a so¬ 

ciety of harmony, unity and voluntary co-operation. Human beings 

were essentially social beings, who discovered their true humanity 
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in a social context. In the sixth thesis on Feuerbach, Marx wrote that, 

“But the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single 

individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social relations”.”2 

In this sense, Marx’s view of socialism can be seen to lie on the 

collectivist/egalitarian/fraternalist wing of socialism as a doctrine. 

In the post-revolutionary discourse developed by the Bolshevik 

wing of Russian social-democracy, these notions of perfectability, 

constructivism and the absence of an unchanging core of human 

attributes left the way open for the Bolsheviks to consider the re¬ 

shaping of humankind in the image of the “New Socialist Person” 

to be both legitimate and desirable. 

Lastly, Marx’s writings are imbued with productivist notions. The 

centrality of production to human history as the motor of progress 

ensured that the organization of production was the key issue to be 

resolved by the dominant class in each epoch. Added to this is the 

idea encapsulated by Harding, “Humans enter society, therefore, in 

their capacity as labouring beings and the object of their association 

with others is to maximize their material satisfaction”.”3 Individuals 

were defined as bearers of labour-power. With production as the 

basis of every social system, productive issues assumed primacy 

over all others. 

From these underlying principles, it is possible to summarize the 

key features of the post-capitalist society envisaged by Marx, which 

was to exert such a profound hold on the imagination and thought 

of the Russian Marxists. The final outcome of history was a society 

free from alienation, in which individuals realize themselves fully, 

and become truly human for the first time. As we have seen, Marx 

was both vague and ambiguous beyond this very general descrip¬ 

tion. In particular, the Romanticist impulse within Marx sought to 

establish a society of unity, harmony and community, in which 

freedom was found in a society of diverse creative labour. This was 

a rejection of capitalism and its workings. The modernist Marx 

viewed freedom outside of labour, in the enjoyment of leisure and 

of material plenty. This conception sought to take over capitalism in 

order to extend and universalize its principles, especially the domina¬ 

tion of nature. Freedom would come when humanity finally con¬ 

trolled nature, and so was in control of its destiny for the first time. 

It was this latter conception that came to predominate in Bol¬ 

shevik thinking. This became “orthodoxy” within the Bolshevik 
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wing of the rsdlp because of a conjunction of factors: the non¬ 

availability of Marx’s early writings before 1932, the mediation of 

the thought of Engels and Plekhanov and the interpretations pro¬ 

vided by Russian Marxists. Many other outcomes or conceptions 

of socialism were possible from the corpus of Marx’s works. The 

key features of the transitional or lower stage (socialism as it has 

become known) are summarized below. 

Under socialism production would be increasingly geared towards 

use, not exchange. To overcome the anarchy, waste and inefficiency 

of the capitalist market required central control and planning of the 

economy. To overcome the poverty and immiserisation induced by 

capitalism required central equitable distribution of goods, initially 

based on work (and so bringing inequality) but eventually based 

on need. Indeed, labour in the transition era was a responsibility 

for all to undertake. All these measures were a negation of capital¬ 

ism. At the same time, the central agencies of economic direction 

(whatever they may be) would introduce measures to increase the 

development of the productive forces in the most rapid manner 

possible. Only in this way could a society of material abundance 

and maximum leisure time be achieved. The maximization of pro¬ 

ductivity was a central aim of the transitional era. 

The future society would be a collectivist, internationalist, non¬ 

political one. The transition to this was a problematic issue. Should 

the capitalist state be taken over and used as a repressive tool and 

as the central co-ordinating and directing agency for the transforma¬ 

tion of society? Or should it be smashed and the administration of 

society devolved onto self-governing organs of popular control? In 

other words, what was meant by the Dictatorship of the Proletariat? 

Was it possible to combine a conception of the post-revolutionary 

state (the so-called “Commune model”), which tended towards the 

Romanticist notion of the future society, with the modernist tasks of 

centralization, expropriation and transformation of the productive 

forces? This question was to produce fierce debate within the Russian 

Social-Democratic Movement in the lead up to 1917. 

Friedrich Engels 

Engels played a significant role in the codification of a Marxist 

orthodoxy.54 His interpretation of Marx’s ideas had a profound 
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influence on the understanding of socialism among Russian Marx¬ 

ists. Indeed, prior to 1914 Engels had a far higher reputation than 

Marx.55 In what ways did Engels shape the ideas of Karl Marx? 

Engels accentuated the “scientific” aspects of Marx’s theories. He 

was interested in the links between the materialist conception of 

history, and the laws of nature. Engels’ emphasis upon the scientific 

aspects of the movement of history led to a one-sided interpreta¬ 

tion that highlighted the deterministic law-governed evolution of 

history. This denuded the concept of revolutionary praxis as the 

driving-force of history which lay at the centre of Marx’s views. As 

Lichtheim has noted: 

In the place of the original dialectical conception, in which 

critical thought was validated by revolutionary action, there 

now appeared a cast-iron system of laws from which the 

inevitability of socialism could be deduced with almost 

mathematical certainty.’6 

Although Engels initiated this process, the evolution of Marxism 

into a scientistic, deterministic doctrine was an unforeseen con¬ 

sequence of his writings after Mara’s death. The general implica¬ 

tions of the claims for a scientific status for Mara’s writings strongly 

accentuated the rationalist outlook of Soviet socialism. It imbued 

their worldview with a high degree of certitude, rendered it intoler¬ 

ant of alternative views and emphasized the ability of adherents to 

be able to plan and construct the new society. Hence, in Socialism.: 

Utopian and Scientific, Engels was to write: 

These two great discoveries, the materialist conception of 

history and the revelation of the secret of capitalist produc¬ 

tion through surplus value, we owe to Mara. With them, 

socialism became a science, which had now to be elabor¬ 

ated in all its details and interconnections.’7 

His greatest influence can be found in Anti-Duhring (Herr Eugen 

Duhring’s Revolution in Science), published first in 1877-8.58 This 

work was ostensibly aimed at countering the influence of Duhring 

in the German socialist movement. The nature of the text - a sys¬ 

tematic ordering of the views of Mara and Engels across a variety of 

themes - soon accorded it a significant role in the codification of a 
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particular interpretation of Marx’s views. The specific emphases 

contained within Anti-Duhring “resolved” many of the tensions 

within the writings of Marx, contributing to the hegemony of a 

rationalistic, modernist, productivist interpretation of Marx. The 

Romanticist strand slipped quietly into obscurity as first Engels, 

and then Plekhanov, Kautsky, Lenin et al. began to elaborate and 

develop Marx’s thought. 

All of the central features of Marx’s philosophical and doctrinal 

approach to the future society can be found in Anti-Duhring. The 

stress on productivism and constructivism is particularly acute: 

The materialist conception of history starts from the prin¬ 

ciple that production and, next to production, the exchange 

of things produced, is the basis of every social order.59 

Engels continues to outline the central features of the future soci¬ 

ety. Social planning of production, non-commodity economy, large- 

scale production, viz., “the seizure of the means of production by 

society eliminates commodity production”,60 “the anarchy within 

social production is replaced by consciously planned organisation”,61 

“only a society which enables its productive forces to mesh har¬ 

moniously on the basis of one single vast plan can allow industry 

to be dispersed over the whole country”.62 In particular, Engels 

uses the phrase “by generating a race of producers”, encapsulating 

the one-sided conception of individuals as “bearers of labour-power”, 

and the constructivist optimism that the human personality can be 

moulded, shaped, engineered.05 

In Anti-Duhring Engels set out the classic formulae for the 

evolution of the post-revolutionary state. It is worth quoting at length: 

As soon as there is no social class to be held in subjection 

any longer, as soon as class domination and the struggle 

for individual existence based on the anarchy of produc¬ 

tion existing up to now are eliminated together with the 

collisions and excesses arising from them, there is nothing 

more to repress, nothing necessitating a special repressive 

force, a state. The first act in which the state really comes 

forward as the representative of the whole of society - is at 

the same time its last independent act as a state. . . . The 
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government of persons is replaced by the administration of 

things and the direction of the processes of production. The 

state is not “abolished”, it withers away.61 (my emphasis) 

This conception reinforces the idea of the state as expropriator and 

oppressor, which will “wither away” in the long term. In other 

words, the proletariat must seize the state in order to take control 

of the means of production and nullify the old classes in a political 

sense. After this, it will disappear as a political entity, but will re¬ 

main, in Bender’s words, as an “economic planning bureau”.6” In 

Engels’ vision, a central public authority would remain after the 

revolution, as a means of directing the economy. The abolition 

of the capitalist division of labour and of scarcity (owing to the 

rapid development of the productive forces) will lead inexorably 

to the abolition of classes. Society will be governed by notions of 

collectivism and co-operation. Interestingly, Engels also foresaw 

the eventual homogeneity of communism: the town/country dis¬ 

tinction would be abolished and the two would be “fused”. Large 

towns would be eliminated!66 

The nature of the “realm of freedom under communism” (free¬ 

dom through creative labour, or through enjoyment of leisure time) 

was resolved firmly in favour of the latter by Engels. The nature of 

freedom is defined in terms of control over nature: 

The conditions of existence environing and hitherto domin¬ 

ating humanity now pass under the dominion and control 

of humanity, which now for the first time becomes the real 

conscious master of nature.67 

In similar vein, productive work is defined as “this natural condition 

of human existence”, but the development of the productive forces 

will “reduce the time needed for work to a point which will be 

small indeed in the light of our present conceptions”.68 The stress 

Engels laid upon abolishing the spontaneity of market forces, on 

centralizing control of the economy, and on maximizing productiv¬ 

ity was to shape the outlook of the Russian Marxist movement 

profoundly. His influence is central to an understanding of the 

emergence of a Soviet model of socialism. It is to the specific Rus¬ 
sian context that we must now turn. 
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Socialism in Russia: Lenin, Bolshevism and Russian 
social-democracy 

The ideas about socialism that became predominant in Russia prior 

to 1917 were produced out of the contact of Marx’s ideas (mediated 

substantially by Engels and Kautsky) with the traditions of Russian 

socialism. The character of Russian social-democracy has been 

the subject of intense dispute, as theorists have disagreed over 

the extent to which the “Russianness” displaced “Marxism” from the 

centre of its worldview. This debate is accentuated by those who 

argue that the doctrinal basis of Russian social-democracy was also 

profoundly shaped by the socio-political and economic structure of 

autocratic Russia. The political activities of the Russian Marxists 

imposed the need to synthesize their theoretical positions with their 

revolutionary activities.69 

Russian Marxism was profoundly influenced by both Russia’s 

intellectual heritage, and also by the semi-feudal, agrarian, back¬ 

ward nature of her economic and social structure. From the time of 

its emergence, Russian socialism was marked by a strong tendency 

towards egalitarianism, maximalism and collectivism. It grew out 

of the general movement for change and reform that emerged from 

the 1840s, and which burgeoned under the impact of the reforms 

of the 1860s. Its maximalist tendency derived from the intransigence 

of the autocratic state. The prospects for liberalization or piecemeal 

reform were consistently frustrated. The socialist movement was the 

radical wing of the movement for change, expressing the desire for 

a total restructuring of Russian society. The so-called “parliamentary 

road” to socialism was not an option in nineteenth century Russia. 0 

The collectivist and egalitarian traditions of Russian socialism 

stem from the Populist legacy. Populists argued that the peasant 

commune would form the basis for the revolutionary transforma¬ 

tion of Russia into a democratic, decentralized egalitarian state. In 

this way, the twin evils of autocratic rule based on serfdom, 

and capitalist exploitation and degradation could be overcome and 

avoided. Populists wished, in Marxist terms, to “bypass” capital¬ 

ism.71 Interestingly, Marx himself raised the possibility of a peculiar 

“Russian Road” to socialism, based on the peasant commune. 2 

Although Populism suffered a serious setback in the 1870s with 

the catastrophic failure of the “Going to the People” movement, it 
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influenced Russian Marxism in two ways. First, the commitment 

to a collectivist, egalitarian approach to post-revolutionary social 

and economic organization: secondly, the strategy and tactics of 

revolution. Populism, in varying ways, outlined a key role for the 

intelligentsia in the making of a revolution. The backwardness of 

the masses (in terms of political consciousness, and cultural and 

educational development), and the antipathy of the autocratic state 

to autonomous political and social movements created the need for 

an elite group of revolutionaries. Although different theorists con¬ 

ceptualized the role of the intellectuals in different ways - educate 

the masses for self-emancipation, seize control of the state through 

a coup, or smash the state through a revolutionary uprising - 

the question of revolutionary strategy was a contentious one in the 

history of Russian social democracy. Although Russian Marxists 

departed significantly from many populist ideas and approaches, the 

underlying influence of Populism on Russian Marxists and Russian 

Marxism should not be underestimated. 

Russian social-democracy 

Western scholarship on Russian and Soviet history has, until re¬ 

cently, tended to view the Russian social democratic movement 

and its ideology monolithically.73 Reading history backwards, the 

uniform, rigid, dogmatic ideology of the Stalinist years is seen to 

have its origins in the Leninist interpretation of Marxism which was 

pre-eminent before and after 1917. This is a misleading viewpoint. 

Russian Marxism before the revolution was an inherently pluralistic 

phenomenon. It was marked by substantial disputes, debates and 

differences of approach.lq The reason for this lies in the need of 

Russian social-democracy for doctrinal specificity. ^ Although the 

Russian Marxists continued to be animated in their revolutionary 

activities by the view(s) of the future society put forward by Marx 

and Engels, they also sought to fill in the details of both the revolu¬ 

tionary process and the aftermath of the revolution. Disputes arose 

as theorists attempted to apply Marx and Engels’ ideas to the Rus¬ 

sian context. It was in this crucible that a Soviet model of socialism 

was forged. 

The acknowledged founder of the Marxist movement in Russia 

was Georgi Plekhanov.'6 In 1883, he along with Vera Zasulich 
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and Pavel Axelrod, created the Emancipation of Labour Group in 

Geneva. In 1898, the rsdlp was formed in Minsk. At the outset, it 

was marked by a high degree of internal conflict over specific com¬ 

ponents of revolutionary strategy, while sharing a set of common 

assumptions about the future of the post-revolutionary society. 

Perhaps the most consistent feature of Russian Marxism was the 

search for doctrinal orthodoxy. Primarily this can be explained by 

the sociological composition of the rsdlp, and the structure of 

political activity in Tsarist Russia. It was overwhelmingly a move¬ 

ment of intellectuals. A central feature of the Russian intelligentsia 

was its “search for comprehensiveness . . . and a commitment to 

science and rationalism”. Establishing the fundamental premisses 

before identifying specifics or practicalities underpinned the out¬ 

look of much of the Russian intelligentsia, and this practice was 

assimilated into the Russian Marxist movement. This intellectual 

outlook was substantiated by the political context of Tsarist Russia. 

As Harding has noted, “in the absence of a strong labour move¬ 

ment or a mass party, the intelligentsia needed the security of proper 

method and undiluted theoretical orthodoxy”.78 The obsessive con¬ 

cern with fundamental ideological purity, with theorizing the prac¬ 

ticalities of revolution created a climate of intellectual conflict and 

intolerance. The Russian Marxist movement was constantly engaged 

in polemical struggles, both internally and externally, and this con¬ 

tributed to the creation of a maximalist and extremist mindset. 

The evolution of Russian Marxism into a specific body of doc¬ 

trine is only understood fully in its relations with Populism. The 

relationship is a complex one. Many of the central figures of the 

rsdlp had their roots in the populist movement, and had links with 

the peasant socialist movement. In particular, the issues of the rela¬ 

tionship between the revolutionary organization and the masses, 

and the promotion of a collectivist ethos in social and economic 

affairs, derived from the populist soil in which Russian Marxism 

grew. The precise nature of these links, and the extent of influence 

of populist ideals is a matter of some dispute though. Theoretically, 

Russian Marxism represented a fundamental break with the core 

ideas of Populism. The progressive role of capitalism in creating 

the preconditions for socialism, and the primacy afforded to the 

role of the proletariat in the revolutionary struggle represented a 

diametrical opposition to populist theorists who emphasized the need 
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to bypass capitalism, and the central role of the peasant commune 

as the basis of the new socialist order. Russian Marxism both grew 

out of and broke with Populism at the end of the nineteenth century. 

There is also another level to the relationship. Russian Marxism 

was formed by its polemical struggles, within and without. In the 

early stages (certainly up to 1914), Russian Marxists were engaged 

in constant polemics with the proponents of agrarian socialism, 

which forced them to define their attitudes across a whole spectrum 

of issues, including land policy, attitudes towards differentiation 

among the peasantry and much more besides. The position taken 

upon the peasant question, in particular, played a fundamental role 

in shaping the post-revolutionary attitudes of the Bolsheviks to the 

prickly agrarian question. In tandem with these disputes with 

the groups Lenin named “Friends of the People”, Russian Marxism 

was also convulsed with internal disputes. Two issues stand out: 

the question of party organization and proletarian consciousness, 

and the tactics and strategy of the “first” stage of the revolution. 9 

Russian Marxism was riven with factions. In the aftermath of its 

formation as a political movement in 1898, different tendencies began 

to emerge. “Economism” (stressing the primacy of the economic 

struggle of the workers and the need to detach this from the wider 

political struggle), and Legal Marxism (stressing the potential inherent 

in a Bernsteinian approach combined with a movement for political 

reforms) being the most notable examples. The tendency for the estab¬ 

lishment of doctrinal orthodoxy resulted in the division of the rsdlp 

into two wings in 1903- The issue was one of party organization.80 

Divisions emerged over whether the party should be an elite 

vanguard of professional revolutionaries, or a mass movement. 

Lenin argued (in line with Plekhanov’s earlier works) in What is to 

be done? that the workers by themselves could only attain to 

“trade-union consciousness”, that is, a concern with their immediate 

material needs (wages, conditions, etc.). To attain to “Social Demo¬ 

crat” (that is revolutionary) consciousness required a disciplined 

organization of revolutionaries, armed with the “correct” ideology 

who would lead and guide the workers: 

Hence our task, the task of Social-Democracy, is to combat 

spontaneity, to divert the working class movement from 

this spontaneous trade-unionist striving to come under the 
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wing of the bourgeoisie, and to bring it under the wing of 

revolutionary Social-Democracy.81 

Clearly, there was an important practical aspect to this theory. A 

mass movement was inappropriate in the repressive conditions of 

Tsarism. A tightly knit organization would be more difficult to in¬ 

filtrate. The context of Lenin’s writings are also vital. The pamphlet 

was part of the wider polemical struggle with the “Economists”, 

and Lenin overemphasized certain points. Lenin always stressed 

the importance of mass action. Yet the stress on the need for a 

dedicated revolutionary elite separate from the mass movement 

caused a split at the 1903 Congress, where Lenin and Martov fell out 

over the definition of party membership.82 The resulting division 

(Bolsheviks and Mensheviks) was a manifestation of a wider division 

over revolutionary strategy in the “first” phase of the revolution. 

Disputes arose over which class should provide the lead in the re¬ 

volution against the autocracy. Classical, orthodox Marxism argued 

that the bourgeoisie would lead the revolution against feudal ab¬ 

solutist regimes and would establish untrammeled capitalism. The 

role of the peasantry in this revolution was also open to question. 

Lenin, Trotsky and Plekhanov developed distinctive and innovative 

analyses of the revolutionary tactics of Russian Marxism.83 

Many issues divided Russian Marxists. Yet, Bolsheviks and Men¬ 

sheviks shared a common set of values and ideas derived from their 

reading of Marx and Engels. Their preoccupation with organizing 

revolution, and with the struggle for “orthodoxy” effectively pre¬ 

cluded a detailed treatment of the shape of the post-revolutionary 

society, although they did draw up a party programme in two parts 

in 1903 (minimum and maximum).84 Indeed, prior to 1917, the only 

real dispute among Russian Marxists about post-revolutionary ideas 

was between Aleksander Bogdanov (one of the leading figures in 

Russian Marxism at the time) and Lenin over philosophical and 

cultural issues.85 It was not until 1915/16 that the issue of what was 

to happen after the revolution began to be discussed at any length. 

It is to the question of how the Russian Marxists (and Lenin and 

Bukharin, in particular) interpreted Marx and Engels’ views on the 

shape of socialism that we must now turn. 

The central text revealing the Bolshevik wing of the rsdlp’s views 

of the post-revolutionary society is Lenin’s State and revolution.86 It 
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is at this point that the formation of a recognizable form of social¬ 

ism, peculiar to one wing of the Russian Marxist movement, began 

to crystallize. Lenin (and Bukharin)’s theoretical and polemical works 

during 1917 developed an interpretation of the view of society after 

the revolution that synthesized the broad framework of the Engelian 

view of Marxism with elements of Kautsky’s thought alongside 

indigenous Russian notions of socialism. In analyzing Lenin’s 

thought, an understanding of context is crucial. The writings in 1917 

have to be seen against a background of a profound shift in Lenin’s 

understanding of the nature of capitalism, and a series of polemical 

struggles within the international socialist movement) Lenin’s highly 

influential pamphlet, Imperialism: the highest stage of capitalism 

(published in 1917) set out, in a popular outline, the changes in the 

nature of capitalism that had occurred since Marx’s death. Drawing 

heavily on the works of other theorists (in particular Bukharin, 

Hilferding and Hobson) Lenin argued that capitalism had reached a 

new stage: state monopoly capitalism.ss Briefly, the consequences 

of this development were threefold. 

First, the economic basis of state monopoly capitalism, in concen¬ 

trating production into fewer and fewer trusts and/or syndicates, 

and in creating a single banking system, had created the essential 

prerequisites for socialism. It would be a fairly simple procedure 

to socialize the production process for the benefit of the whole 

of society. Secondly, the capitalist state was now a degenerate, 

parasitical phenomenon that was accruing enormously repressive 

powers unto itself. The choice for Lenin was a stark one: socialism 

or barbarism. Thirdly, the task now was to smash the capitalist state. 

But what would take its place? It was this issue which animated 

Lenin in 1916 and 1917. Moreover, he was concerned to establish a 

clear Marxist doctrinal orthodoxy on the nature of the state. In State 

and revolution (and other writings, especially Can the Bolsheviks 

retain State powerf9) Lenin clarified the tension within Marxism, 

and illustrated the conception of socialism that was to dominate 

Bolshevik thinking after the revolution. It is important to stress here 

that while Lenin’s views were to predominate after the revolution, 

there were other competing visions within Bolshevism that articu¬ 

lated alternative interpretations of the Marxist future society.90 In 

spite of the evident differences of interpretation over issues such as 

workers’ control, equality, female emancipation and the structure 
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of the forces of coercion after the revolution, most Bolsheviks shared 

a common set of values and worldview that informed the practice 

of Soviet socialism after 1917. 

The meaning of Lenin’s State and revolution has been the sub¬ 

ject of intense dispute.91 Does it stand squarely within the traditions 

of Lenin’s writings, or is it a syndicalist utopia which was an anomaly 

within the Leninist corpus? The origins of this controversy lie in 

the deeper tension within Marxism about conceptions of the post¬ 

revolutionary state and, in particular, the question of the debate 

over whether the Paris Commune model was distinct from, or can 

be equated to, the dictatorship of the proletariat.92 Lenin’s pamphlet, 

part polemic and part practical programme, sought to establish a 

Marxist orthodoxy on the post-revolutionary state in the light of 

both the impending socialist revolution, and the opposing views 

of other socialist figures. In this sense, State and revolution was 

concerned with theory and practice. 

On the theoretical plane, Lenin established the following points 

as the kernel of the Marxist view of the state. In opposition to the 

anarchists, Lenin argued that: 

the proletariat must destroy the existing state machine, and 

substitute for it a new one, consisting of an organization of 

armed workers, after the type of the Commune.93 

complete abolition of the state can only be achieved after 

classes have been abolished by a socialist revolution which 

leads to the “withering away of the state”; 

the proletariat must be prepared for revolution by utilising 

the present state;91 

Lenin reiterates Marxist orthodoxy. Under communism, the state 

will gradually wither away. In the transition period, the dictatorship 

of the proletariat would hold sway, in order to suppress the bour¬ 

geoisie and to organize and plan the development of the socialist 

economy. The critical question was, what form would the dictator¬ 

ship of the proletariat take? Would it be a centralizing, repressive, 

expropriative body? Or would it be based on the Paris Commune 

model in which the state would be a decentralized version of popular 
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self-government? An answer to this question lies in the practical 
ideas set out by Lenin. 

Lenin sought to fuse the two ideas. He argued that it was neces¬ 
sary to construct an organ of suppression to crush the resistance of 
the old exploiting classes, and to supervise and organize industrial 
production. Lenin puts forward the idea that after the revolution, 
the dictatorship of the proletariat would not be a state in the ac¬ 
cepted Marxist sense of being “separate bodies of armed men” 
organized to promote the interests of a minority. The dictatorship 
of the proletariat is exercised by the majority of the population: 

And since the majority of the people itself suppresses its 
oppressors, a “special force” for suppression is no longer 

necessary! In this sense the state begins to wither away.9” 
Instead of the special institutions of a privileged minority 
(privileged officialdom, the chiefs of the standing army), 
the majority itself can directly fulfil all these functions, and 
the more the functions of state power devolve upon the 
people as a whole the less need is there for the existence 
of this power.96 (my emphasis) 

Lenin saw in the spontaneous growth of the Soviets of Workers’ 
and Peasants’ deputies (local representative councils) the coin¬ 
cidence of popular democratic organs with a force for repression. 
In this way the Commune model is restored to a central place in 
Marxist theory. However, it is not accurate to view Lenin’s vision of 
the state as being an inherently decentralized, syndicalist concep¬ 
tion of self-governing communes. There are strong centralizing, 
coercive and hierarchical elements contained within it. Lenin at¬ 
tempts to reconcile conflicting impulses: the need to create a state 
apparatus organized to administer, control and repress, and the 
necessity of abolishing the distinction between state and society by 
fostering the growth of societal self-government. 

The democratic nature of the dictatorship was manifested in two 
ways. First, the state would be based upon proletarian represen¬ 
tative democracy, embodied in the Soviets. The Soviets would 
represent the “simple organization of armed masses”, and would 
fuse legislative and executive functions, turning them into “work¬ 
ing bodies” not the “talking shops” of bourgeois parliamentary 

36 



LENIN, BOLSHEVISM AND RUSSIAN SOCIAL-DEMOCRACY 

democracy.9 The Soviets were to be both legislative bodies, 

directly elected by the people and subject to recall at any moment, 

and also the core of the state apparatus involved in the administra¬ 

tion of the country. Secondly, proletarian democracy meant a high 

level of popular participation in the governing of the country. The 

workers would elect all officials, who were revocable and account¬ 

able. There would be a regular rotation of all officials, and an egali¬ 

tarian wages policy. In turn all members of the proletariat would 

participate in the administration of the country: 

Under socialism much of the primitive democracy will 

inevitably be revived, since, for the first time in the history 

of civilised society, the mass of the population will rise to 

the level of taking an independent part, not only in voting 

and elections, but also in the everyday administration of 

affairs. Under socialism all will govern in turn and will 

soon become accustomed to no-one governing.98 

Capitalism had created the preconditions for popular competence 

in the performance of administrative tasks (universal literacy, train¬ 

ing and labour discipline, etc.), although Lenin stressed elsewhere 

that training would be needed for labourers, cooks, etc. before they 

could begin to involve themselves. The significant point for Lenin 

was that the proletariat had the competence and the ability to 

govern themselves, given the right training from the class-conscious 

elements of the state. This has been characterized by Sakwa as 

“Commune Democracy”, entailing the attempt to abolish the dis¬ 

tinction between state and society, by involving the masses them¬ 

selves in the administration of the socialist system.99 This project 

came into conflict in Lenin’s writings with the structure and func¬ 

tions of the post-revolutionary state apparatus. 

The state contained coercive, disciplined, centralized and hier¬ 

archical elements. Lenin argued that: 

But when the state will be a proletarian state, when it will 

be an instrument of violence exercised by the proletariat 

against the bourgeoisie, we shall be fully and unreservedly 

in favour of strong state power and of centralism.1"11 
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Strict discipline in all spheres of political, social and economic life 

was to be maintained. Everyone would be compelled to work. 

Labour conscription would operate. The measure of labour and 

consumption in the first phase of communism would be subject to 

the “strictest control by society and by the state”.101 

Lenin’s vision was also thoroughly imbued with notions of 

centralism, primarily in the economic sphere, but also in the politi¬ 

cal. For Lenin, the issue was clear-cut: “Marx was a centralist”.102 In 

his writings, Lenin was equally unambiguous: 

The effort to prove the necessity for centralism to the 

Bolsheviks who are centralists by conviction, by their pro¬ 

gramme and by the entire tactics of the Party, is really like 

forcing an open door.103 

How was this “centralism by conviction” reconciled with the self¬ 

organization and mass participation of the people? The organization 

of workers and peasants into self-governing communes did not 

signal a decentralized federation. Rather, the communes would unite 

voluntarily on a national scale to expropriate the bourgeoisie. Lenin 

talks of voluntary “amalgamation” and “fusion” of the communes. 

He argues that “. . . not a single Bolshevik has ever argued against 

centralization of the Soviets, against their amalgamation”.10'1 The aim 

was to combine the maximum possible democratization with the 

maximum centralization. This pattern was repeated in the economic 

sphere, of which more below. 

Notions of hierarchy continued to underpin Lenin’s thinking. It 

is clear that an administrative apparatus would continue to exist 

after the revolution, albeit with safeguards to prevent this apparatus 

acquiring privileges or a discrete set of interests. This administrative 

apparatus would in the long run be staffed by proletarians, subject 

to the conditions outlined above (rotation, revocation, account¬ 

ability, egalitarianism). This entailed replacing the bureaucratic person¬ 

nel as well as changing the structure of the control of the apparatus 

itself. However, there would be continuity with the capitalist phase 

in the use of experts. The employment of specialists would continue: 

The question of control and accounting should not be 

confused with the question of the scientifically trained staff 

38 



LENIN, BOLSHEVISM AND RUSSIAN SOCIAL-DEMOCRACY 

of engineers, agronomists and so on. These gentlemen 

are working today in obedience to the wishes of the capi¬ 

talists; they will work even better tomorrow in obedience 

to the wishes of the armed workers.105 

The key point was that remuneration for the specialists was to 

remain higher in the transition period, “in all probability we shall 

introduce complete wage equality'' only gradually and shall pay 

these specialists higher salaries during the transition period”.106 

Furthermore, Lenin talks of paying, “the economists, statisticians 

and technicians good money”.107 

Lenin attempted to resolve the tension in Marxism between 

the Commune and dictatorship models of the state in State and 

revolution. His view of proletarian representative democracy, or 

commune democracy, sought to combine the need for mass popular 

participation/supervision on the one hand, with a transcendence 

of bourgeois parliamentarism, a recognition of the necessity for 

administration and expertise in the post-revolutionary state, and a 

strongly disciplined, coercive, centralist organization on the other. 

Many ambiguities remained. Their resolution awaited the exercise 

of power after October 1917. 

The large question mark hanging over Lenin’s view of the post¬ 

revolutionary political sphere lay in the role of the party. Lenin only 

refers to it openly in one section: 

By educating the workers’ Party, Marxism educates the 

vanguard of the proletariat which is capable of assuming 

power and of leading the whole people to socialism, of 

directing and organising the new order, of being the teacher, 

the guide, the leader of all the toilers and exploited in the 

task of building up their social life without the bourgeoisie 

and against the bourgeoisie.106 

In another passage Lenin describes the dictatorship of the prolet¬ 

ariat as “the organization of the vanguard of the oppressed as the 

ruling class”, which hints at a complex relationship between pop¬ 

ular self-government, the centralization and hierarchy of the post¬ 

revolutionary state and the party.100 Although the details of the 

relationship were hazy and ambiguous, the recurring tension in 
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Figure 1.1 Bolshevism in power: the institutional structure of the Soviet 

State after October 1917. Formal operation of system. 
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Lenin’s writings - between popular action and elite revolutionary 

consciousness and direction - is reproduced here in State and 
revolution. 

Whereas the political tasks of the revolution were to smash the 

bourgeois state, in the economic sphere the development of state 

monopoly capitalism meant it was possible to take over the central 

economic institutions and utilize them for revolutionary goals. 

Indeed Lenin went further, arguing that: 

In addition to the chiefly “oppressive” apparatus - the stand¬ 

ing army, the police and the bureaucracy - the modern 

state possesses an apparatus which has extremely close 

connections with the banks and syndicates, an apparatus 

which performs an enormous amount of accounting and 

registration work . . . This apparatus must not, and should 
not be smashed.110 

Lenin reiterated his commitment to the long-term vision of the 

economy in the higher phase of communism. The conscious, 

planned control of economic processes would lead ultimately to 

the evolution of the classless, egalitarian society of labourers, free 

from exploitation, alienation and the blind tyranny of market forces, 

controllers of their own destiny. The disappearance of the division 

of labour, the abolition of the antitheses between town and coun¬ 

try, mental and manual labour would enable society to move to¬ 

wards the implementation of the rule “from each according to his 

ability, to each according to his needs”, creating the basis for actual 

equality. But what about his interpretation of the shape of the lower 

phase, or socialism? The tension between centralized direction, and 

popular control from below is reproduced in Lenin’s writings on 

the economy in the first phase of communism. 

The central tasks of the transitional phase were the transforma¬ 

tion of capitalist private ownership into social ownership, and the 

enormous expansion of the productive forces to enable the crea¬ 

tion of a society of material abundance and a voluntary division of 

labour. To achieve these aims, the defining feature of the socialist 

economy was the centralized, planned and statist nature of its 

organization and administration. There would be strict, close control 

of the processes of both production and distribution. Commodity 
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production would subside and the market would be replaced by a 

system of centralized allocation. Production would be large-scale. 

Regulation of consumption would be strictly controlled by society. 

Indeed Lenin’s writings imply a hypercentralization: a monolithic, 

single economic organization, centralized and hierarchical: 

All citizens are transformed here into hired employees of 

the state, which consists of the armed workers. All citizens 

become employees and workers of a single nationwide 

state syndicate . . . The whole of society will have become 

a single office and a single factory.111 

The postal service is held up by Lenin as an example of the organ¬ 

izational structure of the socialist economic system: “To organise 

the whole national economy on the lines of the postal service ... is 

our immediate aim”.112 

Lenin’s analysis of state-monopoly capitalism (in particular 

the structure of the German war economy) demonstrated that the 

productive process had been consolidated, bureaucratized and 

simplified to such an extent that it was now possible for the people 

to control these economic institutions. Lenin stressed the central 

role played by a single state bank, “A single State Bank, the biggest 

of the big, with branches in every rural district, in every factory, will 

constitute as much as nine-tenths of the socialist apparatus”.113 

Lenin’s pamphlets in the autumn of 1917 (Can the Bolsheviks 

retain State power?, The impending catastrophe and how to com¬ 

bat it) consistently emphasize the high degree of continuity be¬ 

tween state capitalism and socialism."1 At one point he argues that 

“socialism is merely the next step forward from the state-capitalist 

monopoly”.11^ The critical question was how to undertake the 

process of “expropriating the expropriators”. Interestingly, in the 

immediate aftermath of the revolution, Lenin did not envisage im¬ 

mediate confiscation of private property, although it is clear that in 

the socialist phase the aim was to transfer the means of production 

into social ownership. In The impending catastrophe and how to 

combat it, Lenin noted that: 

nationalisation of the banks . . . would not deprive any 

owner of a single kopek . . . Not a single one of these 
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certificates [shares, bonds, bills, receipts etc.] would be in¬ 

validated or altered if the banks were nationalised.116 

How then did Lenin envisage control of the socialist economy 

being exercised by the dictatorship of the proletariat? This would 

be achieved through a combination of intensified centralization of 

the economy, with increased popular control. The nature of this pop¬ 

ular control is a little unclear. Who would exercise it: the Soviets? 

The workers? The vanguard? 

The key tasks, identified by Lenin, were the tasks of “accounting 

and control”.11 Bringing the economy directly under state control was 

the crucial factor in removing the basis of exploitation. Accounting 

and control was technically possible as capitalism had greatly 

simplified the economic processes, and had trained the individuals 

within the banks, syndicates, trusts etc. to fulfil these tasks. The 

individuals are converted into state employees by a single decree, 

and although they had been employees of capitalist trusts, state 

control was ensured in one of two ways. Either, they would exer¬ 

cise control in the interests of the proletarian state as they “lead a 

proletarian or semi-proletarian existence”.118 Or, as hired employees 

of the state, they would carry out the instructions of state officials. 

The mechanisms of control were not limited to the conversion of 

the foremen, accountants, clerks, etc. into state employees. The 

remaining capitalist officials would be subject to close supervision 

by a variety of agencies of the state: employees unions, trade 

unions, consumers’ societies and the Soviets themselves. Overall, 

the entire economic apparatus would be subordinated to the pro¬ 

letarian Soviets. Two issues are worthy of discussion in this respect. 

First, the economy would be hierarchically organized. It was not 

envisaged that the socialist economy would be a decentralized, 

fragmented one, based around autonomous, self-governing indus¬ 

trial enterprises. It would be statist and centralized. It would be 

a planned economy. The market would be abolished. Secondly, 

workers’ control was not the supervision of enterprises by the 

workers themselves. Lenin is at great pains to stress that control of 

the economy is subordinated to the Soviets: 

When we say “workers control”, always juxtaposing this 

slogan to dictatorship of the proletariat, always putting it 
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immediately after the latter, we thereby explain what kind 

of state we mean ... if we are speaking of a proletarian 

state, then workers control can become the country-wide, 

all-embracing, omnipresent, most precise and most con¬ 

scientious accounting of the production and distribution of 

goods. Without the Soviets, this task would be impracticable. 

The Soviets indicate to the proletariat the organizational 

work which can solve this historically important problem.119 

This hierarchical, centralized, regulated, statized conception of the 

shape of the socialist economy in the transitional phase was to 

exert an enormous influence on the subsequent development of the 

Soviet state. In particular, conflicts over the meaning of workers’ 

control were to punctuate the early years of Soviet rule. 

Land policy was another key question. The Bolsheviks were 

committed to the extension of socialist principles of industrial pro¬ 

duction to the agricultural sector. Farming should be undertaken 

on large-scale, mechanized agricultural units that were organized 

on either co-operative or collectivist bases. In this way Russian 

agriculture would benefit from the economies of scale, would be 

amenable to central planning and control and would promote 

egalitarianism, collectivism and fraternalism among the peasantry. 

This aspiration brought the Bolsheiks into a persistent conflict with 

the peasantry’s own aspirations: autonomous, individual or family 

peasant small-holdings. 

The Bolshevik adherence to Marxism profoundly shaped their 

vision of the structure and normative basis of society under social¬ 

ism. Five features are prominent. First, the Bolsheviks were interna¬ 

tionalists. Their long-term aim was to transform the world, not just 

Russia. Secondly, the Bolsheviks viewed the world in class cat¬ 

egories, and the structure of society was conceived of in stark terms: 

bourgeois v. proletarian. Everything was designed to promote 

the interests of the proletariat, and to destroy the interests of the 

bourgeoisie. Thirdly, it was inherently collectivist in its orientation. 

Collective rights were prior to those of the individual.120 As Carr 

has noted, the Bolsheviks started from the premise that “the indi¬ 

vidual could achieve self-fulfilment only through society, not against 

society”.121 Self-realization for the individual came through self¬ 

transcendence: personal interests were identical with the interests 
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of the class as a whole. Fourthly, the Bolsheviks viewed a socialist 

society as one which would become increasingly harmonious and 

homogenous. The abolition of the root causes of class inequality 

and economic exploitation created the objective conditions for the 

achievement of social harmony and homogeneity under the higher 

phase of communism. The economic, political and cultural hegemony 

of the proletariat created a fundamental unity of interests among 

the vast majority of the population (workers and poor peasants). 

Finally, the Bolsheviks were committed to an egalitarian so¬ 

ciety.1” They sought to eradicate all forms of discrimination and 

injustice: gender, nationality, and class. However, the issue of egali¬ 

tarianism was a complex one. The dictatorship of the proletariat 

sought to transcend the distinction between rulers and ruled, 

and to abolish the existence of a privileged and exploitative class. 

The policy of paying officials a workmen’s wage expressed this 

essentially egalitarian impulse. However, actual equality would only 

be realized in the higher phase of communism. Inequality and 

injustice would still exist under socialism, for as Marx argued, 

workers receive articles of consumption from society according to 

the amount of labour performed. But, as people are unequal (in 

strength, talents, social circumstances, etc.) this will lead to inequali¬ 

ties, differentiation and injustices, although the basis for exploitation 

will have been removed. Lenin also argued that remuneration for 

specialists would be higher in the transition, emphasizing that egali¬ 

tarianism was something that would evolve during socialism. Only 

with the abolition of scarcity, and the massive increase in labour pro¬ 

ductivity would it be possible to create a society of actual equality.123 

Summary: Soviet socialism before the revolution 

The understanding of socialism that informed Bolshevik thinking, 

and by extension policy-making, after 1917 comprised a cluster of 

different values and perspectives which were forged and tempered 

in the Russian Marxist movement at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. The particular interpretation of the ideas and outlook of 

Marx, mediated through Engels, Plekhanov, Kautsky, Lenin et al., 

was both well-defined and fluid at the same time. The understand¬ 

ing of the basic structures of the post-revolutionary state, and of the 
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direction in which society was to be directed were clear. The de¬ 

tails were almost entirely sketchy. In particular, and astonishingly, 

many commentators have noted that the Bolsheviks came to power 

in October 1917 with no detailed programme for managing the 

economy, just a set of precepts. 
As we have seen, the understanding of socialism and commu¬ 

nism that came to predominate in the rsdlp was heavily derived 

from the Engelian-Kautskian interpretation of Marxism. It rested 

on a rationalist, scientific, materialist premise, and was imbued 

with a profound sense of constructivism. It espoused a commit¬ 

ment to collectivism, egalitarianism and internationalism, viewed 

the world in stark class-based terms, and was underpinned by a 

view of individuals that was essentially productivist: individuals 

were bearers of labour-power. The transformation of the structures 

of the Russian economy - via the most rapid possible development 

of the productive forces - would not only lay the foundations for 

the creation of a society of material abundance, but would also 

overturn the values and consciousness of the population, creating 

the New Socialist Man/Woman. Large-scale industry was the key 

to social progress. Yet, some critical tensions still remained within 

the broad contours of the understanding of the transition between 

capitalism and communism. 

In particular, the tension within Marx’s writings between on the 

one hand the Romanticist understanding of communism - a society 

free from alienation, in which individuals lived in co-operative 

and creative communities expressing an essential unity between 

individuals, and individuals and nature - and on the other the 

essentially modernizing understanding of the transitional phase 

was manifested after the revolution within Bolshevism as a political 

movement. Many Bolsheviks were uncompromising modernizers. 

The transformation of the social, economic and political structures 

would facilitate the satisfaction of human desires, enabling control 

and manipulation of nature. The modernizing strand sought to 

maximize economic productivity and efficiency. Many Bolsheviks 

placed priority on the libertarian, radically egalitarian agenda. This 

“Romanticist” strand was concerned with overcoming the sources 

of alienation, and abolishing structures that promoted and perpetu¬ 

ated domination and exploitation. This tension was manifested after 

1917 in the struggle between the desire to increase production, to 
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centralize, discipline and impose hierarchies, and the impulse for 

decentralization, popular rule, self-government. 

There were other issues to be resolved. The Bolshevik under¬ 

standing of the broad contours of the transition phase did not trans¬ 

late into a clear, uncontested set of specific policy initiatives. The 

popular revolutionary movement, non-Bolshevik socialist groups, 

and indeed individuals and groupings within the Bolshevik party, 

developed alternatives, criticisms and proposals that sought to define 

the emphasis to be placed upon particular policies. In short, what 

was the specific meaning of the general features of socialism? 

A number of key tensions, and ill-defined terms remained within 

Bolshevik discourse: 

• the tension between centralization and decentralization (and 

the precise meaning of these terms in both economic and 

political terms); 

• the tension in the political realm between elite, technocratic 

direction of social processes on the one hand, and popular 

control and participation on the other; 

• the twin imperatives of the dictatorship of the proletariat, to 

repress and to emancipate; 

• the meaning of “central planning”; 

• the extent of inequality that would be tolerated under social¬ 

ism as acceptable through the application of the Marxist 

dictum, “from each according to his ability, to each according 

to work done”; 

• the attitudes towards the “West/capitalism” were ambigu¬ 

ous. On one level the West was an alien civilization to be 

struggled against, overthrown, rejected. On another level, its 

technology, working practices and “modernist” nature were 

to be embraced, copied and borrowed; 

• the relationship between the party, the state apparatus and 

the network of Soviets. 

The emergence of a Soviet model of socialism evolved out of 

the contact of Bolshevik ideals with Russian society after 1917. A 

particular interpretation came to predominate, with a set of core 

features. However, this was not a wholly static conception. Sub¬ 

sequent adaptations in the nature of Soviet socialism can, in part, 
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be explained by the changing interpretations of these tensions by 

different leaders. The chapters that follow trace the emergence of 

this hegemonic model, and the ways in which it was interpreted, 

adapted and ultimately abandoned and replaced under Gorbachev. 

As Read has recently observed, “The most important factor un¬ 

derlying Bolshevik initiatives was utopianism, the desire to trans¬ 

form the world”.124 The acquisition of power in October 1917 brought 

them a world to transform. How was their understanding of social¬ 

ism transformed by the experience of holding power? How far was 

the immediate nature of the post-revolutionary system shaped by 

the Bolshevik vision of the transition phase? The Bolsheviks were 

about to take their first steps in the realization of their vision. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The revolutionary settlement: 
state capitalism, technocracy 

and the transition to socialism 

Russian reality provided a momentous and immediate challenge for 

the Bolsheviks. War, economic chaos, social disruption, interna¬ 

tional hostility and political flux constituted a less than ideal milieu 

in which to begin the process of constructing socialism. Within this 

context, the Bolsheviks were confronted with the task of admin¬ 

istering the country on a day-to-day basis, of applying their prin¬ 

ciples to a bewildering variety of problems, crises and processes.1 

Tracing the evolution of the Bolshevik understanding of the struc¬ 

ture and content of their post-revolutionary society illustrates the 

way in which the conglomerate of values, principles, ideas and 

institutional prefigurements, which constituted the Soviet view of 

socialism, were modified and codified in the period after 1917. 

This period can, for the purposes of this study, be divided into 

three chronological periods: from the October Revolution until June 

1918; from June 1918 until March 1921; and from March 1921 until 

January 1924. Many histories of this period (both Western and 

Soviet) have until recently viewed these periods as distinct epochs, 

encompassing major shifts in policy and ideology. Indeed, many 

see different “models” of socialism in the respective eras of War 

Communism and nep, rather than variations on a core set of values 

and beliefs.2 

The realization of Bolshevik visions was always going to be a com¬ 

plicated affair. Unpropitious domestic circumstances and a professed 

57 



THE REVOLUTIONARY SETTLEMENT 

dependence upon a successful international socialist revolution added 

an element of contingency to the Bolshevik programme. Integral 

to the process of overseeing the transition was the search for the 

optimum balance between the destruction of the old and the crea¬ 

tion of the new.3 Another immediate issue that confronted the party 

was the disparity between the aspirations of the popular movement 

of workers, peasants, soldiers and sailors and those of the party 

leadership. Throughout this nine month period between October 

1917 and June 1918, a struggle between different conceptions of 

the social, economic and political organization of the revolutionary 

state can be identified, as the leadership sought to impose and 

substantiate their ideals in practice.1 

The revolutionary decrees 

The decrees promulgated after October represented a concession 

to reality on the part of the revolutionary leaders. The decrees on 

land and peace of 8 November and workers’ control of 27 No¬ 

vember merely legitimated the changing face of Russian life after 

February 19177 Within these legislative acts, the long-term ideals 

of Bolshevism were displaced by the de facto reality, although 

occasional glimpses of future policy can be seen. 

The peasant seizures of land were given official sanction. Private 

ownership was abolished and hired labour forbidden. Redistribu¬ 

tion of the lands of landlords, churches and the state was placed at 

the disposal of rural land committees of local Soviets (peasant small¬ 

holdings were exempt from this process). Usage passed to those 

who were cultivating it. Absent from the text of this decree was any 

mention of the Bolsheviks’ long-term vision of large estates of col¬ 

lective or co-operative farms. Indeed the Russian countryside was 

now a mass of small-holdings, the average size of which dimin¬ 

ished. However, the decree noted that all mineral wealth was owned 

by the state, and created model farms (orchards, plantations and 

the like) to demonstrate the superiority of socialist techniques.6 

The decree on workers’ control similarity seemed to signal the 

institutionalization of control over the process of production by 

the workers within each factory. However, in practical terms, the 

decree failed to substantiate the precise role, scope and powers of 
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factory committees, the structure of the national economy, the role 

of trade unions and so on. The decree represented for many, the 

victory of the syndicalist tendencies inherent in the factory com¬ 

mittee movement. Yet once more the decree prefigured wider 

Bolshevik notions: a hierarchical structure of control is implied in 

many clauses. For example: 

At all enterprises the owners and the representatives of 

the wage and salary earners elected to exercise workers 

control are declared answerable to the state for the main¬ 

tenance of the strictest order and discipline and for the 

protection of property.8 

The initial decrees posed a dilemma for the new regime: the mean¬ 

ings of many of the revolutionary policies and slogans adopted by 

the Bolsheviks during 1917 were subject to divergent and contested 

interpretations on the part of different social groups and their rep¬ 

resentatives. The extent of these divergences can be gauged by 

examining the struggle the Bolsheviks had to realize their visions. 

The economics of state capitalism 

The key issues for the Bolsheviks were to increase production and 

transform ownership relations. The transition to socialism and com¬ 

munism required stability in the short term, and a commitment to 

increasing production in the longer term. In the midst of revolution, 

war, social polarization and economic collapse, the Bolsheviks were 

faced with attempting to wed pragmatic measures to their broad 

ideological prescriptions. An examination of the economic policies 

pursued by the Bolsheviks in this period illustrates the degree to 

which their pragmatic responses were shaped and moulded by 

their underlying ideals.9 

Ownership: the meaning of nationalization 

A central part of Lenin’s revolutionary strategy during 1917 was that 

developments in the structure of capitalism had created the basis 
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for a fairly simple transition to socialism. All that was required was 

a process by which capitalist private ownership was converted 

into socialized ownership, via a'period in which the tasks of “ac¬ 

counting and control” would be exercised in the interests of the 

workers.10 This would be a kind of “transition within a transition” 

in which there would co-exist capitalist industrialists, small-scale 

peasant landholdings with a Soviet state and with workers’ kontrol." 

The initial Bolshevik programme did not envisage wholesale im¬ 

mediate nationalization: 

The first step towards the emancipation of the people is 

the confiscation of the landed estates, the introduction of 

workers control and the nationalization of the banks. The 

next steps will be the nationalization of the factories.12 

The first moves in the field of ownership relations appeared to 

substantiate Lenin’s approach. The land decree abolished private 

ownership, but did not institute socialized ownership. The decree 

on workers’ control established some of the tasks of the commit¬ 

tees within each factory, yet it was clear that owners and managers 

were still to have a central role in the productive process. The 

decree on the nationalization of the banks stated that banking 

was from 27 December a state monopoly. Private banks were 

merged with the state bank. This was to be the first step in the 

process of establishing financial control over industrial enterprises, 

and formed the basis for the “expropriation of the expropriators” in 

due course.13 

In the chaos after October 1917, there was very little coherence 

in the policy on nationalization until June 1918. This was exacer¬ 

bated by a sense of conceptual imprecision on the part of the 

Bolshevik leadership. Beyond the shared belief in the need to ex¬ 

propriate financial capital, the leadership lacked any consensus on 

the technicalities: methods, timescale, priorities and so on. Faced 

with growing economic collapse, resistance and disappearance on 

the part of owners, the factory committees began to “nationalize” 

factories on their own initiative. These were designated as either 

“punitive” (resulting from owners’ misdemeanours) or “sponta¬ 

neous” (as there was no-one left to run the factories).14 Between 

November 1917 and March 1918 only 5 per cent of the 836 
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enterprises nationalized were done so on the initiative of the 

centre. The centre ratified these initiatives, mainly because they did 

not have the resources to prevent them.15 

A shift in the attitude towards nationalization can be discerned 

from the period January to February 1918. As the emphasis switched 

from the struggle with the owners and managers to the reconstruc¬ 

tion of the economy, so the centre began to attempt to assert itself 

over the potential fragmentation inherent in seizures of individual 

factories “from below”. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk intensified this 

process.16 Freed from the threat of foreign invasion, it offered an 

(albeit brief) breathing space. This resulted in attempts to national¬ 

ize entire industries or branches of industries, rather than individual 

factories, as the Bolsheviks sought to bring some kind of coherence 

to the process of reconstruction. The Bolshevik equation (more 

centralization = more efficiency) drove economic policy after March 

1918. The nationalization of the sugar industry in May 1918 was the 

first such to occur.1 The extension of this process was hampered 

by the absence of qualified cadres to carry it out. It was only when 

the leadership became aware of the implications of Brest-Litovsk - 

as shares in Russian industries were being bought up by German 

groups - that the nationalization process took on a systematic, large- 

scale nature, culminating in the 28 June decree.18 

At this point in the revolutionary process the question of owner¬ 

ship was less important to the Bolsheviks than the question of 

control of the economy. Until the Sovnarkom decree of 28 June 

1918 that nationalized all the important categories of industry, the 

question of the legal ownership of the factories bumbled along in 

a slightly haphazard fashion. The relationship between the state, 

private owners and factory committees/local soviets was complex 

and chaotic, reflecting both the circumstantial dislocation and 

the Bolsheviks own conceptual and theoretical imprecision over the 

precise meaning of “state capitalism” in practice. The attempt to 

develop a co-existence between private owners and state oversight 

was complicated by the intrusion of factory committees into this 

equation. The most contentious issue was the nature of the over¬ 

sight that the state wished to exercise. How was this to be done, 

and by whom? The conflict between capitalists and proletarians 

receded, and in its stead state control and workers’ control became 

the prime struggle in the economic field. 
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Control of the economy: centralization v. democratization 

Bolshevik policy was driven by the imperative to increase produc¬ 

tion. As the emphasis shifted from expropriation to reconstruction, 

stabilization and progress, so the question of the forms and struc¬ 

tures of economic organization and control, which would most 

efficiently and speedily expedite this aim, became acute. 

This period - between the revolution and the onset of the civil 

war in the summer of 1918 - witnessed an intense struggle between 

the centralizers and the democratizers. Individuals within the Bol¬ 

shevik leadership (Lenin, Larin and others) viewed centralization, 

state control, hierarchy, and strong discipline as the most efficient and 

speediest means to restore the economy and create the preconditions 

for the construction of socialism. The representatives of the workers, 

leftist Bolsheviks and others all viewed popular participation, decen¬ 

tralization and self-management as the basis of a socialist society. 

Production and increasing productivity were secondary to their goals 

of self-management and control over their daily existence. This 

pro-worker agenda sought to restore dignity, autonomy and liberty 

from exploitation to the centre of the post-revolutionary society.19 

It is too stark and overly reductionist to describe this as a conflict 

between the advocates of state control (the Bolshevik leadership) 

and those of workers’ control (“dissident” Bolsheviks, anarchists, 

worker representatives). The conflicts occurred over the precise 

meaning of workers’ control. How much say, in practice, would the 

representatives of the workers have in production decisions in 

the factory? What would the balance between local and central rep¬ 

resentatives in the bodies of economic co-ordination and control at 

all levels be? In other words, what was the balance of centralized 

control “from above”, and participation and control “from below”? 

The broad contours of this struggle can best be illustrated by 

looking at developments in three areas: organization and control 

of the national economy; organization and control in the factory; 

and control over labour. It is impossible, within the scope of this 

work, to do justice to this period. The straight lines of the following 

sections obscure the sprawling, messy and chaotic nature of the 

first months of the revolution. Institution-building, disrupted com¬ 

munications, social conflicts, political tensions, and local and re¬ 

gional variations in policy implementation render generalizations 
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somewhat unsatisfactory, as ever. Within this framework, and given 

the focus of this work upon the development of Bolshevik ideas 

about socialism in contact with the post-revolutionary reality, the 

following broad parameters have been identified. 

Organization and control of the national economy 

It is slightly inaccurate to describe the period between October 

1917 and June 1918 as marking a shift from workers’ control to 

state control of the economy. The conception of workers’ control 

(limited and subordinated to control by state bodies), espoused by 

Lenin et ah, came to predominate as the factory committee move¬ 

ment gradually lost its political momentum. This conception was 

much narrower than the one outlined by the workers’ represen¬ 

tatives. It is somewhat disingenuous, though, to assert that the 

Bolshevik leadership cynically implemented their “real” or “hidden” 

agenda, having come to power advocating workers’ control. 

The Bolshevik conception of workers’ control identified the role 

of the workers’ organizations within the context of a centralized 

state.20 The Russian word kontrol implies supervision, not manage¬ 

ment. Lenin’s view specifically precluded control over the key 

decisions of production. Instead factory committees were to inspect 

and audit the accounts of an enterprise, uphold labour discipline 

and ensure that production as a whole was not disrupted. In addi¬ 

tion, the factory committees were to be subordinated to an econ¬ 

omic hierarchy of state bodies.21 The representatives of the factory 

committees had a much broader definition, involving direct worker 

participation in the whole life of the factory, a form of worker self¬ 

management, in which the locus of economic decision-making rested 

with the proletariat itself.22 

The decree on workers’ control did not resolve this conflict over 

meaning. The decree was something of a compromise between a 

number of different platforms. The details, in institutionalizing the 

pre-revolutionary situation, gave substance to the agenda espoused 

by the factory committee movement, going beyond Lenin’s narrower 

conception. The workers were granted the rights to supervise 

production, as well as inspect the books. However, the decree also 

imparted hierarchical and statist imperatives into the operation of 

the factory committees.23 
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The struggle was played out in the substantiation of the decree in 

practice. Divergent interpretations emerged. The Petrograd Central 

Council of Factory Committees put forth a radical, decentralized self¬ 

management version.2'1 The Bolshevik leadership sought a restrictive 

conception in which management was vested in state bodies, but 

which reconciled the existing factory committee structure with the 

new state bodies of economic co-ordination. In tandem with the 

implementation of the decree on workers’ control, the leadership 

introduced the Supreme Council of the National Economy (vsnkIi).2'’ 

vsNxh was designed to provide general co-ordination for the 

economy. The decree stated: 

The task of the Supreme Economic Council is organization 

of the national economy and state finance. With this aim in 

view the Supreme Economic Council works out guidelines 

and plans for regulating the country’s economy; coordinates 

and unifies the activity of local regulating institutions.26 

Further on it stated that, “All institutions concerned with the regula¬ 

tion of the economy are subordinated to the Supreme Economic 

Council, which is authorised to reform them”.2 vsnkIi embodied 

the attempt to reconcile worker supervision with centralized direc¬ 

tion and co-ordination of the economy. This was a pivotal moment 

in the post-revolutionary evolution of the Soviet state. 

The functions of vsnkIi evolved fitfully and pragmatically, and in 

the chaos of the first months of 1918 many of its orders were simply 

ignored or were impossible to enforce. At this point there was no 

intention to introduce any form of central planning. vsNtch was a 

co-ordinating body. Control within the enterprises themselves rested 

with the management and the representatives of the factory com¬ 

mittees, respectively. The structure of vsnkIi reflected its composi¬ 

tion as a form of economic cabinet, parallel to Sovnarkom (the 

Council of People’s Commissars, the de facto government) to which 

it was attached. It was arranged hierarchically, with regional coun¬ 

cils administering the economy at local levels guided by vsnkIi. 

Departments quickly emerged as the complexity of co-ordinating 

the economy required more specialized guidance. These depart¬ 

ments or glavki, quickly mushroomed to include almost every area 
of economic activity.28 
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At the Third All-Russia Congress of Soviets, Lenin stated that: 

From workers control we passed on to the creation of a 

Supreme Economic Council. Only this measure, together 

with the nationalization of banks and railways which 

will be carried out within the next few days, will make it 

possible for us to begin work to build up a new socialist 

economy.29 

An interesting passage. Lenin appears to be arguing that the pur¬ 

pose of workers’ control had already been fulfilled (after only 3 

months!). It was an essential precondition for the transition to cen¬ 

tral control of the economy, but vsNxh was the institution that would 

oversee the transition to socialism. 

The shift towards central control and guidance was rationalized 

on a number of levels by the Bolsheviks. In particular, workers’ 

control was said to represent the priority of particular and local 

interests over the perceived interest of society as a whole (that is, 

progress towards socialism). But central control was valued in it¬ 

self. The creation of vsnkLl expressed the underlying constructivist 

and productivist outlook. Central control was the most efficient 

way to increase production. In the words of Kritsman, a Bolshevik 

chronicler, “vsNxh embodied the aspirations of the most brilliant 

economists to realise a new economic order as an alternative to the 

existing one”.30 The creation of vsnkIi saw the factory committee move¬ 

ment relegated to a subordinate, secondary role in the economy. 

This trend was deepened by events in the sphere of management 

and labour policy. 

Management of industrial enterprises 

As control of macroeconomic policies gradually shifted towards 

the state, so the same process can be traced at the micro level. The 

question of who would manage the factories was a particularly 

acute one. The Bolsheviks suffered from a severe shortage of reli¬ 

able specialists who could carry out the management of enterprises 

in conformity with the overall economic line. Developing a policy 

line was fraught with problems. A policy based on the predomi¬ 

nance of former managers/owners carried very negative political 
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connotations. A policy based on a pivotal role for the factory com¬ 

mittees was deemed to be flawed in Bolshevik eyes: it was asserted 

that they would prioritize the immediate interests of the workers 

over the wider interest of society as a whole, and would prove 

almost impossible to guide and direct towards Bolshevik long-term 

aims. The overwhelming priority was to increase production. The 

Bolsheviks were sceptical of the ability of the factory committees to 

institute the necessary level of discipline within the proletariat.31 

Compromise was necessary. 
In non-nationalized enterprises, owners/managers were retained, 

being supervised by the factory committee who were given the task 

of overseeing production through scrutiny of the accounts. In 

nationalized enterprises, a decree was passed on 3 March 1918. 

This decree balanced the principle of appointment with the elective 

principle. The central bodies (the glavk of the relevant industry) 

would appoint three figures: a technical director, an administrative 

director, and a commissar who was the representative of the gov¬ 

ernment in the enterprise. These three figures managed the enter¬ 

prise in tandem with an elected economic and administrative 

council.32 How did this work in practice? The council was com¬ 

posed of representatives from workers, employers, technical staff, 

trade unionists and members of the local Soviets. This council ratified 

the decisions of the administrative director, and approved those 

of the factory committees. The technical director was subject only 

to the will of the commissar or the glavk. This arrangement rep¬ 

resented a halfway house between a collegial, factory committee 

approach and the one-person management approach, and reflects 

the prevailing distribution of political forces within the party.33 

The underlying trend was clear. As Kritsman identified, the move 

was away from “self-regulated workers control”.34 Although the road 

to one-person management was by no means an inexorable one in 

the spring of 1918, there was a strong trend in this direction. As 

Lenin outlined in April 1918: 

large-scale machine industry - which is precisely the ma¬ 

terial source, the productive source, the foundation of 

socialism - calls for absolute and strict unity of will, which 

directs the joint labours of hundreds, thousands and tens of 

thousands of people. The technical, economic and historic 
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necessity of this is obvious . . . But how can strict unity of 

will be ensured? By thousands subordinating their will to 
the will of one.3’ 

The tendency towards centralization of decision-making in the fac¬ 

tories was accompanied by the twin impulses of hierarchy and 

specialization. The heavy emphasis laid upon the need to increase 

productivity required the use of technical expertise and the applica¬ 

tion of strict discipline in a period of scarce resources. As Lenin said: 

Without the guidance of experts in the various fields of 

knowledge, technology and experience, the transition to 

socialism will be impossible . . . Now we have to resort to 

the old bourgeois method and to agree to pay a very high 

price for the “services” of the top bourgeois experts . . . 

Clearly this measure is a compromise ... a step backward.36 

This illustrates the central role of science and technology. The 

rationalist ideal was at the centre of Bolshevik ideas concerning 

the transition period. Expertise, disproportionately rewarded, and 

centralized management were essential prerequisites to the raising 

of productivity. Together, they represented the victory of the tech¬ 

nocratic and centralizing strand in Bolshevik views on industrial 

administration over the democratic and decentralizing strand. This 

tendency can also be seen in the field of labour policy. 

Labour Policy 

Much of the labour protest in 1917 was generated by the exploi¬ 

tative nature of capitalist wages policy, and the strict discipline 

imposed within factories. Workers’ control was seen by many 

workers as the basis for the construction of a state that rewarded 

work justly, and which emancipated the workers from the drudgery 

and servility of their day-to-day existence. But the labour move¬ 

ment was itself somewhat fragmented, as conflicts arose between 

factory committees and trade unions during the revolutionary days 

of 1917. 
After October, the trade unions emerged as the hegemonic force 

in the labour movement, eclipsing the factory committees. The tu’s 
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became the agents of centralization in labour policy/ Their pre¬ 

dominance expressed once more the Bolshevik mistrust of spon¬ 

taneity, and their desire to guide and control social movements in 

order to construct socialism. Having established the hegemony of 

the tu hierarchy, the party sought to subject the workers to strict 

discipline, and to introduce a variety of measures - piece-rates, 

scientific management - designed to increase productivity. For the 

workers, it was plus ga change. Prior to the revolution the tu’s had 

been Menshevik dominated.38 Yet their roots - based on the rep¬ 

resentation of entire industries - dovetailed more closely with the 

ideals of the party leadership than those of the factory committees. 

The centrifugal tendencies perceived to be inherent in the workers’ 

control movement could best be checked by the tu movement. 

Prioritizing the interests of the tu over the factory committees 

expressed the Bolshevik imperative of preferring the interests of 

the proletariat as a class, to the sectional, narrow interests of indi¬ 

vidual enterprises or industries. However, it would be misleading 

to see this as an alliance of equals or near equals. The tu were 

subordinated to the party and to vsnkIi. They became the means by 

which labour policy was implemented and enforced. Their role 

in the decision-making process was rarely more than a consulta¬ 
tive one. 

The institutional process was completed rather speedily. At the 

first All-Russian Congress of Trade Unions in December 1917, a 

resolution was passed which asserted that the tu were responsible 

for increasing production.34 This prompted a policy to merge the 

factory committees with the tu, and to subordinate the former to 

the latter. The consequences were to subordinate the workers’ move¬ 

ment as a whole to the dictates of the state. The emasculation of 

the social movements and groups unleashed during 1917 was well 

underway. The tu were now responsible for reconstruction and the 

increase of production. Given the nature of the shattered economy 

and the low educational and technical level of the Russian workforce, 

the tu were used to organize and discipline the labour force to 

achieve these objectives. Three policies stand out. Universal labour 

conscription was proclaimed, encompassing all those between the 

ages of 18-45 who were not in the Red Army.40 The other two 

initiatives were put forward in the aftermath of the Treaty of Brest- 

Litovsk in March 1918, which brought the war with Germany to 
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an end. There were moves to increase production through labour 

incentives. This entailed the introduction of piece-rates and other 

measures to reward labour differentially. Concurrently, the party 

and the tu began to emphasize the increasing importance of labour 

discipline within factories. If the chaos and disorganization were to 

be overcome, strict, imposed discipline was necessary.41 

These initiatives reveal the centrality of the raising of productiv¬ 

ity to Bolshevik thinking. This was not just a struggle for survival 

though. The specifics of these policies had a strong ideological 

pedigree. Marx emphasized both the necessity for universal labour 

service after the revolution, and that inequality would persist after 

the revolution. Socialism was to build upon the achievements of 

capitalism, which meant applying the latest developments in the 

organization of labour - Taylorism.42 The ideological matrix of Bol¬ 

shevik thinking on the transition period conditioned and shaped 

the policies adopted. As Lenin wrote in The immediate tasks of the 

Soviet government, 

The task that the Soviet Government must set the people in 

all its scope is - learn to work. The Taylor system, the last 

word of capitalism in this respect, like all capitalist progress,- 

is a combination of the refined brutality of bourgeois ex¬ 

ploitation and a number of the greatest scientific achieve¬ 

ments in the field . . . The Soviet Republic must at all costs 

adopt all that is valuable in the achievements of science 

and technology. . . The possibility of building socialism 

depends exactly upon our success in combining the Soviet 

power and the Soviet organisation of administration with 

the up-to-date achievements of capitalism.43 

The priorities of the Bolshevik leadership in the period of “state 

capitalism” were clear-cut: raise productivity, develop the produc¬ 

tive forces. The methods adopted - centralization, concentration 

of industry, discipline, organization, application of science and 

technology - are succinctly summarized in the Six theses on the 

immediate tasks of the Soviet government, and reflect the welding 

of pragmatic imperatives with the broad ideological framework the 

Bolsheviks brought to government.44 
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The agricultural sector under state capitalism 

The agricultural question proved a constant thorn in Bolshevik flesh. 

The momentum of the revolution and the revolutionary settlement 

had fulfilled the expectations of the peasantry: the land was “theirs” 

to farm. For the Bolsheviks this was only the start. Their vision was 

of a large-scale, mechanized highly efficient socialized agricultural 

sector, far removed from the reality of the Russian countryside. 

More immediately, they faced the problem of restoring grain pro¬ 

duction in order to feed the population. Once again, it is startling to 

note the desperate unpreparedness of Bolshevik thinking on the 

details of agricultural policy, and the extent to which their prag¬ 

matic measures were conditioned by their preconceptions. 

The question of landholdings was “resolved” by the peasants 

themselves. In spite of the expressed Bolshevik desire to retain the 

large estates, to create and extend model co-operative farms, and 

their hostility to private landholdings in particular (and small¬ 

holdings in general) the party leadership were unable to enforce 

their preferred solution. The peasantry reverted to traditional forms 

of farming, which were notoriously inefficient and unproductive. 

This led inexorably, given the chaos and disorganization of the times, 

to a shortage of food. It is in this area in particular, grain supplies 

to the state, that the influence of Bolshevik preconceptions can be 
clearly seen. 

The Bolshevik mindset was heavily influenced by the motif of 

class struggle. Their rather reductionist Marxist sociology led the 

Bolsheviks to apply simplistic class formulae to a bewilderingly 

complex social, economic and cultural milieu. Bolshevik analysis 

of the Russian peasantry was based on the perceived coalition of 

interests between the proletariat and the “poor” peasantry.45 The 

latter’s class interests lay in supporting the proletariat against the 

“rich” (or kulaks') and “middle” peasantry (such clear-cut categories 

existing solely in the mind of the urban intellectual, not in the 

Russian countiyside). 

Translated into policy, this created highly schematic and dog¬ 

matic initiatives.46 Food shortages? Expropriate the surpluses from 

the rich peasantry who were hoarding grain. This led to the institu¬ 

tion of the so-called “food dictatorship” in May 1918, whereby armed 

detachments of workers, and units from the cheka (Extraordinary 
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Commission for the Suppression of Counter-revolutionary Sabotage 

and Speculation) went into the villages to requisition this grain 

for the state.47 The fact was that this grain did not exist in anything 

like the quantities the Bolsheviks believed. Patenaude argues that 

this was not just about food policy. It marked the beginning of the 

attempts to establish political control over the countryside.48 The 

demonization of the kulaks and the existence of a grain surplus 

were ideological fictions that were to reoccur periodically over the 

next 15-20 years. 

The apogee of the class-based approach to agriculture came on 

11 June 1918 with the institution of the kombedy, the committees of 

poor peasants.49 The Bolsheviks attempted to fan class war in the 

countryside by setting the rural proletariat (poor peasants) against 

the rural bourgeoisie {kulaks'). Its purpose was to encourage the 

poor peasants to “confiscate” the grain, livestock, tools, etc. of 

the kulaks and deliver them to the state. It failed. Leaving aside the 

practical problems it both created and exacerbated, its failure can 

be adduced to the flawed nature of Bolshevik assumptions. The 

poor peasants did not identify with the proletariat, less still the 

Bolshevik party. Rural solidarity (in its many guises) was a much 

stronger determinant of peasant behaviour than class allegiance. 

By the onset of the civil war in the summer of 1918, the Bol¬ 

sheviks had made little headway in rural areas in shifting towards 

their maximum programme: centralization, socialization and con¬ 

centration of resources. Moreover, the fundamental issue of supply¬ 

ing enough food was still unresolved. 

The politics of state capitalism: the dictatorship of 

the proletariat? 

Developments in the political sphere were equally complex. Twin 

processes - the destruction of the institutions of the capitalist state 

and the setting up of the dictatorship of the proletariat - were at 

work. Prior to October, Lenin had adhered to Marxist orthodoxy 

pace Engels on the state: under communism the state would “wither 

away”. In the transition period the dictatorship of the proletariat 

would hold sway, suppressing the bourgeoisie and other counter¬ 

revolutionary forces. The specific shape of the dictatorship was a 
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little less clear. Lenin sought to reconcile seemingly conflicting im¬ 

pulses: the need for a centralized, coercive repressive apparatus, 

and the need to foster the growth of societal self-government, draw¬ 

ing all people into the governing of the country. 

This tension within Lenin’s specific theorization of the orthodox 

Marxist model - between centralization and self-organization/mass 

participation - was reproduced in the period after October. As in 

the sphere of economics, the interests and aspirations of the popu¬ 

lar movement for self-government, democratization and popular 

participation came into conflict with the Bolsheviks’ own assump¬ 

tions and preconceptions. The Bolshevik desire to transform the 

world in conformity with their ideals saw the state begin its evolu¬ 

tion into a highly centralized, statified, bureaucratized, repressive 

organ. The democratizing, pluralist and participatory elements in 

Bolshevik discourse were gradually displaced as the process of 

state-building in a time of political, social and economic chaos and 

flux became increasingly acute during 1918. 

Destroying the institutions of the Provisional Government’s 

administrative machinery proved easier than constructing a viable 

new order. The nature of central and local government, the structure 

of the army, the role of the secret police, the content of a new con¬ 

stitution and the relationships between the Bolshevik party and 

other parties, and the party and the new state structures, were all 

the focus of a great deal of dispute. 

All power to the Soviets? 

“All power to the Soviets” was a central part of the Bolshevik re¬ 

volutionary strategy during 1917. But what did they mean by it? 

And what did the workers, soldiers, sailors and peasants think they 

meant by it? Soviet power expressed the aspiration of the people to 

govern themselves, an aspiration that seemed to be buttressed by 

Lenin’s writings which stressed mass participation in the administra¬ 

tion of society. In order to establish a political system based on 

Soviet power it was necessary for the Bolsheviks to deal with the 

question of the Constituent Assembly.50 

During 1917 the Bolsheviks had given wholehearted support 

to the calls for the election of a national representative assembly to 

resolve many of the issues central to the shape of the post-Tsarist 
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system. On taking power in October on the basis of the slogan “All 

power to the Soviets”, this confronted the Bolsheviks with something 

of a dilemma. Should they hold the elections to the Constituent 

Assembly? They went ahead, believing (mistakenly) that they would 

win a majority of the popular vote. When the results were published, 

the Bolsheviks won only 175 seats out of 707. The Socialist Revolu¬ 

tionaries (srs) had 410. On 18 January 1918, the date of its convoca¬ 

tion, the Constituent Assembly was dissolved by the Bolsheviks.51 

The Bolsheviks had many explanations for this act of dissolu¬ 

tion. At times they emphasized detailed practical issues: the split in 

the srs meant the peasantry were not voting for the party that best 

represented their views; or the proximity of the elections to the 

October revolution meant the policies of the Bolsheviks were not 

yet widely known, which stressed that this particular election was 

not representative of the opinions of the Russian people. On other 

occasions they outlined a deeper philosophical hostility. The Bol¬ 

sheviks did not believe in representative democracy. For them it 

was a fraud and a sham, concealing and perpetuating the class rule 

of a privileged minority. Soviet proletarian democracy, emphasiz¬ 

ing the participation of the people themselves in government was 

a superior form of democracy. While this latter point had been a 

constant part of Bolshevik doctrine, it sounded rather hollow after 

an election defeat 72 Undoubtedly the Constituent Assembly would 

have survived had the Bolsheviks won (though its precise role 

would have been problematic). Yet its indecently hasty demise, 

while demonstrating that the relationship between Bolshevism and 

democracy was a complex, ambiguous one, should have created 

the preconditions for the triumph of Soviet power. It did not. 

Soviet democracy was said to be superior to bourgeois democ¬ 

racy. Soviet power envisioned the Soviets not as purely representa¬ 

tive assemblies, but as bodies that fused legislative and executive 

powers. The right of recall enshrined accountability to the voters. 

Proportional representation ensured that it would be a genuinely 

representative assembly. Regular rotation would provide high 

levels of participation by the people in the administration of the 

locality. In terms of its structure, it was envisaged that local 

Soviets, which would oversee the administration of the affairs of 

the locality, would elect delegates to regional conferences. These 

regional conferences would in turn elect delegates for the All- 
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Russian Congress of Soviets (arcs), which would be the national 

legislative assembly. The arcs was the official, sovereign organ of 

power. This would elect an executive committee (vtsik). vtsik would 

legislate when the arcs was not in session (it was supposed to 

sit four times a year), and would in turn elect the government 

(,Sovnarkom or Council of People’s Commissars) O The institutional 

structure was reasonably clear-cut (see Figure 1.1, p. 40). But what 

did it mean in practice? 

It meant different things to different people. The divergence over 

the meaning of Soviet power was twofold. First, the Bolsheviks 

envisaged a hierarchical structure where power flowed down from 

the top, but which was organized democratically. The popular move¬ 

ment saw the power flow as being a bottom-up one. Secondly, 

many of the functions of the Soviets (expropriation, coercion, re¬ 

pression, administration) were impossible for the workers to fulfil 

because of the educational and cultural level of the population, and 

the general chaos and shortages of this period. These factors, along¬ 

side the powerful pressures towards centralization in the economic 

sphere, saw a gradual retreat from the principles of Soviet power 

during 1918. Twin processes were at work: a concentration of power 

at the centre at the expense of local organizations; and the domina¬ 

tion of Sovnarkom over vtsik and the arcs. 

This latter process is of particular interest. The marginalization 

of vtsik was accomplished gradually throughout 1917 and 1918 

in favour of Sovnarkom. Initially, vtsik was created to be the key 

legislative and executive organ, expressing the hegemony of Soviet 

power. This position was eroded by a number of factors. First, the 

composition of vtsik was increased when it was merged with the 

executive of the peasant Soviet in mid-November 1917. This, plus 

other additions, made the total number of members 366. As Figes 

has argued, this made it far too unwieldy to act as an efficient 

executive body.54 This unwieldiness was exacerbated by the in¬ 

creasing need for quick, efficient decision-making in the aftermath 

of October. Sovnarkom stepped into this void, decreeing on 4 No¬ 

vember that it had the right to act in areas requiring urgent action, 

without reference to vtsik. Sovnarkom increasingly acted unilater¬ 

ally, subverting the whole idea of “All power to the Soviets”. The 

dominance of Sovnarkom was not purely a circumstantial matter, 

however. The Bolshevik leadership were increasingly intolerant of 
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Figure 2.1 Bolshevism in power: the institutional structure of the Soviet 
state after October 1917. The transferral of power after 1917. 

PARTY EXECUTIVE LEGISLATIVE 

STRUCTURE STRUCTURE STRUCTURE 

KEY: 

A: Overlapping membership between the two bodies ensured Bolshevik 

predominance. 

B: Lower bodies elect delegates to higher bodies. Lower bodies begin to meet less 

frequently. More decisions taken at higher levels. 

C: ARCS is still the sovereign body. However, it is reduced to being little more 

than a rubber stamp for the decisions of Sovnarkom. 

D: VTsIK (Central Executive Committee of ARCS) increasingly defers to 

Sovnarkom in day-to-day running of system. Under the Constitution of 1918, 

Sovnarkom was permitted “measures requiring immediate execution”. As a 

result, Sovnarkom acquires both legislative and executive functions. 

E: Sovnarkom passes policies to VTsIK for ratification. 

F: Sovnarkom passes policies to Vesenkha which draws up detailed guidelines for 

their implementation. 

G: Bolshevik domination of VTsIK was ensured after October 1917 through 

overlapping membership. Sverdlov, the secretary of the Bolshevik party was 

also Chairman of VTsIK after November 1917. 

The general trend in this period was towards the concentration of power and 

decision-making at the top of the hierarchy, and towards the party and Sovnarkom, 

and away from the Soviet/legislative structure. Athough this was only beginning 

in the period before June 1918, the trends were already underway. 
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institutions and groups who could obstruct or hinder their freedom 

of action. Sverdlov, a loyal colleague of Lenin’s, became the Chair¬ 

man of vtsik. By the end of 1917, vtsik was meeting once or twice 

a week, Sovnarkom once or twice a dayP The interesting corollary 

to this is the extent of overlapping membership between Sovnarkom 

and the Central Committee of the party. The emergence of a shadow 

government structure within the party itself prefigured subsequent 

political developments. By the summer of 1918, these processes - 

of centralization and the domination of the party and state hier¬ 

archy over the Soviet structure - were well underway, although the 

full implications were not apparent until a little laterd" 

The repressive organs: the army and the cheka 

During 1917, Lenin had envisaged that the processes of repression 

and expropriation would be carried out under the guidance of 

democratic militias, by armed units of the people themselves. This 

vision soon foundered in the aftermath of October. The destruction 

of the old army continued after October. Its replacement by a 

democratic decentralized militia foundered on the threat of military 

intervention from abroad, and of counter-revolution at home. The 

institutions and practices that had blossomed during 1917 (soldiers 

committees, democratic election of officers, abolition of death pen¬ 

alty) were gradually eroded during 1918 as the threat intensified 7 
The restoration of hierarchy, of appointments (instead of elections) 

culminated in the return of Tsarist officers as military specialists. 

Overseeing this latter group were the so-called political commis¬ 

sars: a politically reliable appointee, ensuring compliance with party 

orders. The reasons behind this move were twofold, and reflect 

developments elsewhere in this period: absence of technical skills, 

and susceptibility to central control.'8 

The party did not have “experts” who were “Red”. The lack of 

suitably qualified personnel (in factories, the army, etc.) meant a 

reliance upon representatives of the old classes: officers, managers, 

scientists, until Bolshevik experts could be trained. The political 

commissars would provide the “Red” orientation. This dichotomy, 

expressed in the uneasy co-existence of political commissar with 

Tsarist officer, would be abolished when the educational programme 

combined the two roles in one person. The development of the Red 
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Army is also an illustration of the manner in which the tension between 

centralization and popular rule in the dictatorship of the proletariat 

was resolved in favour of the former across a range of institutions. 

In December 1917, a Sovnarkom decree created the All-Russian 

Extraordinary Commission for Suppression of Counter-Revolution¬ 

ary Sabotage and Speculation (vecheka or more usually cheka).59 

At local levels, the branches were ostensibly under the auspices of 

the local Soviets. It became a political and economic police force, 

and during the civil war it exercised great powers and constructed 

a substantial economic “empire”. In its initial stages, it grew by a 

process of accretion, as more and more powers accrued to it, and 

became the kernel of many new institutions. The notable element in 

the growth of the cheka in the first few months was not its numerical 

size, but the expansion in the scope of its functions. The repression 

of the old classes quickly evolved into measures that defined counter¬ 

revolution in terms of “if you are not for us, you are against us”. 

Economic crimes were invested with counter-revolutionary signifi¬ 

cance: speculators were shot. The central issue, unresolved by the 

summer of 1918, concerned the relationship between Bolshevism 

and repression.60 

The need for repression was inevitable in the post-revolutionary 

context if the new system was to survive. Yet it was, according to 

dictates of ideology, due to die out. Bolshevism, as a political move¬ 

ment had no aversion to the use of terror. Its class-based view of 

morality, its maximalist and extremist mindset were powerful forces 

pushing for the adoption of uncompromising measures. Moreover, 

Figes argues that terror and repression sprang up from below after 

October, as the masses unleashed a war against privileged groups. 

The Bolsheviks merely institutionalized and channelled this spon¬ 

taneous force for its own particular ends.61 What remained unre¬ 

solved in the early years of the revolutionary state were the criteria 

with which to decide whether to use repression, and what type, 

and the measures to control the institutions of repression, having 

established them in the body politic. 

Rights and freedoms under the dictatorship of the proletariat 

The rights and freedoms enjoyed by individuals were set forth in 

two documents: The Declaration of the Rights of the Working and 
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Exploited People (adopted on 25 January 1918), and the rsfsr Con¬ 

stitution (adopted on 10 July 1918).62 The provisions and principles 

within these documents gave clear expression to the class-based, 

discriminatory, inegalitarian ideals of the dictatorship of the pro¬ 

letariat. The constitution also sets out the underlying structure of 

the dictatorship of the proletariat as it had evolved in practice by 

the summer of 1918. This reveals the nature of state power, and the 

relationship between the state and the individual. 

The purpose of the constitution was not to set out the limits on 

the powers of the state. The constitution was to substantiate the 

intentions of the dictatorship of the proletariat: suppression of 

the bourgeoisie and the former classes, and the empowerment of 

the majority: workers and peasants. Thus while labour was a com¬ 

pulsory duty for all, the rights set out in the constitution privileged 

the workers and poor peasants over the other classes. While the 

freedoms of conscience, expression, assembly, association were 

declared for all the working people, the proletariat and poor 

peasantry were privileged by being granted unequal access to the 

resources to substantiate these rights in practice. 

The starkest example of the discrimination on class grounds within 

the constitution came in the sphere of the franchise. The constitu¬ 

tion cocked a snook at One Person One Vote. Article 65 stated that: 

The right to elect and to be elected is denied to the follow¬ 

ing persons: 

• persons who employ hired labour for profit; 

• persons living on unearned income; 

• private traders and commercial middle-men; 

• monks and ministers of religion; 

• employees and agents of the former police, as well as mem¬ 

bers of the former imperial family; 

• persons declared insane by illegal proceeding; 

• persons condemned for pecuniary and infamous crimes.63 

Article 23 “the rsfsr deprives individuals and groups of rights which 

they utilize to the detriment of the socialist revolution” acted as a 

catch-all with which to suppress opposition to the state.64 

Within the ranks of the toiling masses, the constitution also dis¬ 

criminated. Expressing the privileged position of the proletariat and 

78 



THE POLITICS OF STATE CAPITALISM 

of urban society, the workers enjoyed greater proportional repre¬ 

sentation than the peasantry. Article 25 stated that: 

The arcs is composed of representatives of urban Soviets 

on the basis of one deputy for every 25,000 electors, 

and representatives of gubernia [provincial] congresses of 

Soviets on the basis of one deputy for every 125,000 

of the population.65 

In other words, the vote of an urban elector (which included intel¬ 

lectuals, specialists, professionals, etc.) was worth five times that of 
a peasant. 

In general terms, the constitution enshrined the gradual centraliza¬ 

tion which had been occurring since October, although it failed to 

set out clearly the respective roles of the arcs, vtsik and Sovnarkom. 

It also reflected the conception of rights and freedoms of the indi¬ 

vidual. The Bolsheviks, in line with Marxism, saw rights residing 

with the state which, acting in the interests of the proletariat as a 

whole, would intervene to guarantee various freedoms. The state 

was thus a kind of benefactor. No rights of the individual against 

state encroachment were recognized. No internal checks - separa¬ 

tion of powers for instance - upon the state were set out. The 

different arms of the state were all designed to achieve the same 

goal: the realization of the class interests of the working class as a 

whole. In this sense, the 1918 constitution embodied a view of 

state/society and state/individual relationships in which statist, cen¬ 

tralist, collectivist, and proletarian class values were predominant. 

Building a one-party state? 

One of the critical issues after October concerned the role, struc¬ 

ture and functioning of the party after October. Did they intend to 

institute a one-party system? What was the relationship between 

the party and the soviets? Why was there a growing tendency to 

concentrate power at the top? Why did bureaucratization defeat 

democratization in the internal functioning of the party? Although 

many of these tendencies did not come to full fruition until the 

1920s and after, this period between October 1917 and June 1918 

saw the first moves in these directions. 
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The role of the party after the revolution was thoroughly un¬ 

theorized prior to 1917. The critical questions were, who was the 

vanguard? How, as the party underwent the transition from revolu¬ 

tionary organism to ruling group, would the vanguard role work in 

practice? The rationalization of the vanguard role was that the party 

was the repository of the “true” interests of the proletariat, and the 

embodiment of scientific Marxism, enabling it to perceive the cor¬ 

rect policy line at any given moment, and to raise the conscious¬ 

ness of all the people to the level of the vanguard. On this basis, 

the party would exercise an educational, supervisory role in soci¬ 

ety, and would form the “guiding nucleus” of state organizations.”6 

The composition of the vanguard would combine the full-time 

professional revolutionaries, the revolutionary activists, with the 

members of the working class who had attained to a revolutionary 

consciousness. The reality was that the party membership had ex¬ 

panded enormously during 1917, and so bore little resemblance to 

the theory.6 The party leadership was faced with a dual problem: 

first, with the mass expansion in membership, close control by the 

central leadership was critical if the party was to retain its higher 

consciousness. Secondly, in the face of the low levels of class con¬ 

sciousness of the mass of the working people, the party gradually 

began to substitute itself for the workers’ organizations, and to play 

a more dominant role in state institutions in order to ensure that the 

correct decisions and policies were taken. 

This issue of the composition and consciousness of party and 

society respectively lies at the heart of the reasons for the changes 

in the role and structure of the party. It would be unwise though to 

downplay the role of other factors. The legacies of being an under¬ 

ground party, the shift towards becoming a governing party, and the 

commitment to democratic centralism as an internal organizational 

method all contributed to the processes of centralization, bureau¬ 

cratization and substitutionism. Let us examine a few examples. 

The period between October and the summer of 1918 began the 

process by which the Soviet state became a one-party one. The 

Bolshevik attitude towards other parties - socialist and non-socialist 

- was laid bare in the first few days after the revolution.68 A number 

of different newspapers (including socialist, liberal and conserva¬ 

tive organs) were closed down, and vtsik issued a decree on the 

press, granting emergency powers to (the Bolshevik dominated) 
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Sovnarkom ,69 The question of a coalition was a vexed one. Debates 

raged in the Central Committee in early November. It was resolved 

in December 1917 when the Left srs joined the Bolsheviks, in a 

coalition that was to last until March 1918. The general intolerance 

towards other parties (of whatever hue) can be seen throughout 

this time. The Kadets were outlawed in December 1917. The cheka 

moved against the anarchists in April 1918. vtsik excluded both the 

Right srs and the Mensheviks from it in June 1918. By the summer 

of 1918, the Bolsheviks and the Left srs were the only really ef¬ 

fective political movements in Russia.70 

In terms of its internal organization, the party experienced a grow¬ 

ing degree of centralization. The party leadership sought to place 

a greater emphasis upon the need for unity. Dissent continued, 

but tolerance of it was beginning to wane. The party congress 

(the supreme body within the party) was becoming increasingly 

displaced as the main decision-making forum by the central com¬ 

mittee, the main executive organ. The congress was supposed to 

meet annually, the cc every two months. The same process in the 

Soviet network — the gradual concentration of power in the hands 

of the executive committee (vtsik) and the peripheralization of the 

representative organ (arcs) - was replicated in the party. 1 The 

larger, representative assemblies were deemed to be too unwieldy 

and slow to be decision-making forums. The party was still wracked 

with conflicts, debates and disputes. But the locus of decision¬ 

making was drifting towards smaller, appointed organs, and away 

from the elective democratic bodies. It is important to contextualize 

these developments in the party. As Schapiro argues, in the first 

15-20 months of Bolshevik rule, the party structure was secondary 

to the soviet network in the day-to-day administration of the coun¬ 

try. The appointment of Bolshevik figures - Lenin, Sverdlov et al. - 

to the key administrative positions enabled the party to exercise 

control through the Soviets at first. The civil war and the death of 

Sverdlov were to change this. 

Society and culture under state capitalism 

Within this brief period, the broad contours of the social and cul¬ 

tural policy of the Bolsheviks can be discerned. Social and cultural 
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developments expressed the fundamentals of the Bolshevik 

weltanschuuang (worldview). The class-based approach to the 

world, a commitment to collectivism, egalitarianism and interna¬ 

tionalism all shaped policies towards Soviet society, social policy, 
education and so on. 

Social policy - aspects of egalitarianism 

The question of egalitarianism was, as we saw, a complex and 

ambiguous one in Bolshevik theory, an ambiguity that was accen¬ 

tuated by the issue of Russia’s economic and cultural backward¬ 

ness. It is here, in this most ideologically sensitive area, that the 

conflict between technocracy and democracy, productivism and 

libertarianism was manifest. Attitudes to privilege and remunera¬ 

tion attempted to synthesize the political imperatives of destroying 

the gap between rulers and ruled, with the productivist stress on 

rewarding “specialists”. In Lenin’s mind the two could be recon¬ 

ciled without any contradiction, because the Bolsheviks had no 

belief in absolute equality as an end in itself. Egalitarianism and 

inegalitarianism were means for the achievement of their vision of 

socialism. Destroying the differentials between workers and the 

administrators was essential to prevent the emergence of a new 

ruling elite. Instituting inequality in the economic sphere was 

necessary for productivity to be increased: the guiding-light of 
all Bolshevik policies. What did this mean in practice? 

In November 1917 the decree “On the extent of rewards for 

People’s Commissars, his employees and officials” was issued.72 It 

set a limit of 500 roubles a month (100 roubles more per depend¬ 

ent), with living space restricted to one room per person maximum. 

A further decree in early 1918 sought to restrict wage differentials 

between skilled and unskilled workers. 3 With regard to specialists, 

a decree of 27 June 1918 substantiated the regime’s softened atti¬ 

tude to bourgeois expertise. Salaries of 1,200 roubles per month (cf. 

people’s commissar 800, clerks 350) were introduced.74 This pattern 

was to be maintained and extended in the months and years to 

come. The questions of access to scarce goods (housing, perks, 

travel, education) were to become acute during the civil war. 

Social equality is best illustrated by the issue of female eman¬ 

cipation. ” All subscribed to the ideal of full equality for women 
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under socialism. How to achieve this was more contentious. This 

tension expressed (again) the conflict within Bolshevism between 

the libertarians and technocrats. Elements on the left viewed female 

emancipation as an end-in-itself, as part of socialism’s mission to 

destroy the bases of exploitation and oppression."6 Other strands 

emphasized that female emancipation was a crucial contributor to 

the wider goal of the establishment of socialism, in particular the 

creation of its economic and social basis.' This latter group had, in 

Lapidus’ words, an “instrumental” approach to the zhenskii vopros’.7K 

The emancipation of women was part of the overall strategy to 

increase economic efficiency and so raise productivity. This tech¬ 

nocratic impulse ran at the heart of much of Bolshevik thinking 

on the need for social reconstruction and modernization, and in¬ 

creasingly displaced the libertarian and emancipatory elements from 

Bolshevik discourse. 

In the early years, the Bolsheviks undertook emancipatory meas¬ 

ures via legislation. A number of decrees sought to remove the 

obstacles to women becoming full citizens: at work, in the home, 

within marriage. Wives were no longer forced to reside with their 

spouses. Either surname could be adopted. Women were given 

freedom of movement. Restrictions on divorce were removed. Legis¬ 

lation was designed to create the preconditions for the econ¬ 

omic autonomy of women. 9 The modernization of Russia’s social 

structure would accompany the economic transformation inherent 

in the construction of socialism. Subsequent measures - in the 

period after 1918 - to extend emancipation were the subject of 

significant disputes. 

The norms and values of Bolshevism 

The Bolsheviks saw the world through class-tinted spectacles. As 

we saw with regard to the peasantry, this approach profoundly 

influenced the shape and thrust of their policy initiatives: food re¬ 

quisitioning was premissed on the basis of fomenting class war in 

the countryside. The franchise excluded members of the old classes. 

The privileging of the toiling masses in general, and the proletariat 

in particular, has to be understood though within the context of the 

Bolshevik promotion of collectivism, and its theory of revolutionary 

consciousness. The interests of the class as a whole were prior to 
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and higher than those of individuals, or groups, within that class. 

This collectivist orientation, so different from the liberal-democratic 

notions of the priority of individual rights, explains some of the 

apparent disparities between Bolshevik theory and practice (although 

the explanation is not always convincing or defensible). The shift 

away from workers’ control, the subordination of workers to man¬ 

agers, the subsidiary role played by the trade unions seem prob¬ 

lematical in a system designed to put the proletariat into power. 

Bolshevik discourse placed the interests of the proletariat as a whole 

(as perceived by the party via scientific Marxism), defined in terms 

of the construction of socialism and communism, above the localistic, 

craft or sectional interests of the workers themselves.80 

The Bolsheviks were also modernizers, Europeanizers and inter¬ 

nationalists. This is exemplified by the decree on the introduction 

of a new calendar. Russia and western Europe had been on differ¬ 

ent calendars (a 13 day difference). The Bolsheviks decided that 

changing the calendar would reflect the aspiration to become both 

Modern (part of the socialist project within Russia) and European 

(part of the international socialist project). In the preamble to the 

decree, it was stated that: 

In order to establish the system of time reckoning used by 

almost all cultured nations, the Council of People’s Com¬ 

missars resolves to introduce into civil life, after the expiry 

of the month of January of this year, a new calendar.81 

Further evidence of the modernizing bent of Bolshevik policies is 

reflected in the increasing importance placed upon science and 

technology. The application of new technology and of scientific 

methods expressed the Bolshevik faith in the ability of the new 

regime to plan and order society rationally, and symbolized the 

priority of the productivist ideal - raising productivity - over the 

libertarian ideal - emancipation from the multiform exploitation 

associated with capitalism. 

Bolshevik visions sought the transformation of the world, not 

just Russia. This internationalist dimension imparted into Bolshevik 

thinking the imperative to take the revolution beyond Russia’s bor¬ 

ders. Realizing this vision caused great controversy within the party. 

The October Revolution could only succeed, according to Lenin, if 
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it was accompanied by revolution in western Europe. But what was 

the best way to achieve this, and what should happen about the 

First World War? Many on the radical wing of the party wished to 

turn the First World War into a revolutionary war, to foment re¬ 

volution, initially in Germany, but eventually spreading throughout 

Europe. Lenin wished to use a peace treaty with Germany to give 

Russia a breathing-space in order to build up her productive and 

military power to equip her for the inevitable imperialist onslaught. 

The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, signed on 3 March 1918, was in¬ 

credibly unpopular in the party. In part this was due to the great 

concessions made to Germany. Primarily its unpopularity was be¬ 

cause it represented a victory for a national perspective (defend the 

revolution in Russia) over the international perspective (promote 

revolution in Europe).82 This was the issue over which the first 

signs of a serious split within the post-revolutionary Bolshevik party 

emerged. A group of Left Communists - Bukharin, Bubnov, Uritsky 

and Lomov - opposed the peace treaty and resigned from office 

in protest. In their view the whole raison d’etre of the October 

Revolution was to promote an international revolution. Any other 

approach was an unacceptable compromise.83 Yet Lenin’s approach 

was entirely consistent within the wider context of Bolshevik ideas: 

the interests of the international proletariat equated to the construc¬ 

tion of socialism and communism. Only the survival of Soviet power 

would guarantee the creation of the first socialist state, and provide 

the foundation for future revolutions. The equation, Defend Soviet 

State = Defend Socialism, was born. This ambiguity between inter¬ 

national and national perspectives was a constant element in the 

subsequent history of the ussr. 

Education was a critical area for the Bolsheviks. Inculcation of 

the correct consciousness required the conscious propagation of 

the Bolshevik worldview: materialist, atheist, internationalist, pro¬ 

letarian, collectivist, egalitarian. There was also an instrumentalist 

rationale. Progress towards socialism was rooted in overcoming 

economic backwardness. Practical, technical education would equip 

the people to function in an industrial economy. The combination 

of the two - political and technical education - was the key to over¬ 

coming the Red/Expert dichotomy, and emphasized how notions 

of constructivism and social engineering were central to Bolshevik 

thinking. 
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Two future chickens: state capitalism and Soviet 
power in Bolshevik ideology 

In May 1918 Lenin wrote that: 

And history . . . has taken such a peculiar course that it has 
given birth in 1918 to two unconnected halves of socialism 
existing side by side like two future chickens in the single 
shell of international imperialism. In 1918 Germany and 
Russia have become the most striking embodiment of the 
material realization of the economic, the productive and 
the socio-economic conditions for socialism on the one 
hand, and the political conditions on the other.84 

Germany continued to cast its shadow over Bolshevik thinking. 
Much of Lenin’s political writings grew out of the polemical dis¬ 
putes with Kautsky. Likewise, Bolshevik views on the economy 
were profoundly shaped by the experience of the German war 
economy. The German experience runs at the heart of Lenin’s 
analysis of the first eight months of Soviet rule. 

Lenin was provoked into a defence of the policies of the Soviet 
state by the criticisms of the Left Communists after the Brest-Litovsk 
Treaty. Bukharin, along with Kollontai, Ryazanov, Uritsky and Radek 
published a series of attacks on the economic policies of “state 
capitalism”, having been defeated over the question of peace with 
Germany. They were highly critical of the return of former man¬ 
agers, the use of, and unequal rewards for, bourgeois specialists, 
the imposition of strict discipline in the factories. They wished to 
move towards the socialization of the means of production and 
to restore workers’ control of industry. For the Left the ideals of the 
revolution were being sacrificed to the consolidation of state power.85 
It was a theme that was to recur during the initial years of the 
Soviet state, and it provoked a series of challenges to the party 
leadership as divergences over the form of socialism which was 
being constructed became acute.86 

Lenin’s response was typically forthright, mixing invective, 
polemic and shrewd analysis. He took them to task over their inter¬ 
national and domestic policies. Lenin defends state capitalism not 
as a necessary evil, but as a “step forward” towards socialism.87 
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State capitalism - defined as a monopolistic economy centred around 

large trusts nominally owned by private capitalists but in reality 

supervised very closely by the state - was progressive for Lenin in 

two senses. First, through the processes of concentration and cen¬ 

tralization, it created the preconditions for socialism. Secondly, as 

Carr puts it, state capitalism was an ally of socialism because it “was 

an enemy of socialism’s enemies” (i.e. petit bourgeois capitalism).88 

In his analysis, Lenin makes a number of telling points that 

illustrate the development in Bolshevik ideology. The experience 

of holding power, developing policies and solving problems 

sharpened their thinking on the nature of the transition period, and 

began the resolution of many of the tensions in pre-revolutionary 

Bolshevik discourse on socialism. Lenin identified two phases: the 

era of expropriation under workers’ control (until around February 

1918) and the era of organization and raising productivity (under 

state supervision). The task now was to: 

study the state capitalism of the Germans, to spare no ef¬ 

fort in copying it and not shrink from adopting dictatorial 

methods to hasten the copying of it.89 

This analysis and the debate that sparked it illustrate two important 

factors. First, the nature of Bolshevism as a pluralist movement in 

which a number of competing visions co-existed, as had been the 

case prior to 1917. The centralized, monolithic party did not exist. 

Secondly, the predominant motifs in Lenin’s understanding of so¬ 

cialism were those of productivism, technocracy and centralization: 

Socialism is inconceivable without large-scale capitalist 

engineering based on the latest discoveries of modern 

science. It is inconceivable without planned state organisa¬ 

tion, which keeps tens of millions of people to the strictest 

observance of a unified standard in production and 

distribution.i;o 

This represents a resolution of the tension in Bolshevik thinking 

between the emancipatoiy, participatory, self-managing, democratic 

strand on the one hand, and the technocratic, centralizing, statist, 

productivist strand on the other. It is not accurate to see this as a 
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major shift from a wholly libertarian, quasi-anarchistic approach 

during 1917 to a wholly technocratic one after the revolution. Lenin 

attempted to hold the two elements together, but the circumstances, 

his own mindset, and the values of key figures in the new hierarchy 

(particularly Larin and Milyutin) all pushed Bolshevism to resolve 

this tension in favour of the technocratic strand. Subsequent events 

witnessed a deepening of this process. A distinctive Soviet model 

of socialism was being forged. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

War communism and 
Soviet Socialism: 

a technocratic orthodoxy? 

The civil war casts a long and distressing shadow over the period 

between June 1918 and the winter of 1920/21. Enormous devasta¬ 

tion, terrible human losses and suffering, famine, deprivation and 

trauma engulfed Russia and beyond. That story has been related 

admirably well elsewhere, and is beyond the scope of this work.1 

The organization of the system during the civil war has' been 

the subject of intense dispute. The series of measures adopted - 

economic, political, socio-cultural - have attracted the epithet of 

“war communism”. But the meaning of this term has been heavily 

contested. 

Lih and Siegelbaum argue that “war communism”, 

is a contradiction in terms, a conceptual trap that has 

hindered more than it has helped to make sense of Bol¬ 

shevik attitudes and behaviour before 1921. The only real¬ 

ity assumed by War Communism was retrospective, as a 

foil against which could be highlighted more “realistic” or 

even “human” policies ... it should be dropped from our 

vocabulary.2 

Others accept its existence, yet differ greatly over its meaning.3 Was 

it, as first set out by Maurice Dobb, a pragmatic set of measures 

designed to run a wartime economy?4 Was it an attempt “to march 
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straight into communism”? Was it a complex interplay of the two? 

Malia highlights the impeccable ideological origins and credentials 

of war communism. All the actions and policies of the Bolsheviks 

in this period were derived from, and shaped by their ideology.” 

Figes argues that both poles of the argument - the ideology 

perspective, and the pragmatic approach - are seriously flawed.h 

Furthermore, the argument set out by Lih has been challenged re¬ 

cently by Bertrand Patenaude, who has identified a utopian essence 

running at the heart of “war communism”.7 Major interpretative 

differences remain. 
Finally, a wider question. Does war communism lie firmly within 

the Bolshevik understanding of the nature of the transition period, 

or does it mark a significant departure? Is it a conceptually distinct 

model of the transition from capitalism to communism, or does it 

represent one particular interpretation of the broad understanding 

of socialism in Bolshevik discourse? The significance of this period 

lies not just in the measures adopted during the civil war. During 

1919 onwards, the Bolshevik Party began to debate and theorize 

the transition period and its specifics in the light of the practice of 

governing the country. Out of these debates, a more definite view 

of socialism began to emerge. 

The economics of “war communism” 

The breathing-space after Brest-Litovsk was short-lived. As the 

civil war began in May/June 1918, the Bolsheviks adopted a series 

of measures which extended the trends towards centralization, 

nationalization, concentration, hierarchy and technocracy. The Bol¬ 

shevik experiences in running the economy during the civil war fed 

into the theoretical debates about the nature of Soviet socialism.” 

Industry and economic organization: patterns of ownership 

and control 

On 28 June a decree “On Nationalisation” was issued.9 This was in 

part prompted by the Brest-Litovsk Treaty. German investors were 

rapidly purchasing shares in Russian heavy industry. To prevent 

control passing into the hands of foreign nationals meant rushing 
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through a decree nationalizing a whole variety of industries: min¬ 

ing, metallurgy, textiles, engineering, railways, public utilities and 

many others. However, the decree really was nothing more than a 

paper recognition of the transfer of ownership. Section 3 of the 
decree stated that: 

Pending a special decision of the Supreme Economic Council 

regarding each particular enterprise, the enterprises declared 

under this Decree to be the property of the rsfsr are regarded 

as leased to their former owners gratis; their boards and 

former owners continue to finance them and receive profits 
in the usual manner.10 

Actual control by Vesenkha (vsnkIi) awaited direct intervention from 

above. Underlying the immediacy imposed by the actions of Ger¬ 

man investors was the long-term project of accelerating the process 

of “trustification”: the creation of huge state monopolies administered 

by the centre. Nationalization created the essential preconditions 

for this. The process was not an orderly one though. Local appro¬ 

priations still continued, emphasizing the continued gap between 

declaration of intent and implementation. In early 1919, the Bol¬ 

sheviks attempted to bring small rural industries under state owner¬ 

ship. Full-scale nationalization was not completed until November 

1920, when small-scale industrial enterprises were brought under 

central control.11 In the conditions of growing armed foreign inter¬ 

vention on Russian soil, the question of the control of industry was 

of much greater import than the question of legal ownership. 

Maintaining production and supply during the civil war rapidly 

posed the question of how best to organize the economy. Three 

issues in particular stood out. What role should Vesenkha play? What 

would the relationship between Vesenkha and the local organs of 

economic power be? How would the central organs of power con¬ 

figure themselves? 

The Bolsheviks viewed trustification as a marriage of conveni¬ 

ence and ideology. The creation of huge state industrial trusts, based 

on the German wartime economy, was seen as the economic basis 

of socialism. Yet they were also seen as simplifying the processes 

of administering the industrial sector. The exigencies of a civil war 

simplified industrial administration through territorial shrinkage 
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(facilitating central control) and by providing a clear set of priorities 

for production. By the end of 1919 around 90 of these trusts had 

been created. They were answerable to their local glavk, under the 

overall guidance of Vesenkha12 Vesenkha’s role gradually shifted 

from a more supervisory, regulatory role (as initially envisaged), 

to a more managerial and administrative one. This was grounded 

in a decree of August 1918 which outlined that Vesenkha was 

to “administer all the enterprises of the republics”.13 This closer, 

more detailed administrative function brought about a change in 

the internal workings of Vesenkha. This decree detailed its com¬ 

position and its structure. Most significantly, a praesidium of nine 

members was created (the president and deputy being appointed 

by Sovnarkoni). Given the new role and the civil war, the praesidium 

quickly became the main policy-making body, supplanting the larger 

council. Indeed, the full council failed to meet again after the 

autumn of 1918.14 
As Vesenkha increasingly attempted to administer the economy, 

through distributing materials, supplying orders, setting priorities, so 

conflicts began to grow at the centre between the different central 

agencies and committees. In particular, the Council of Labour and 

Defence (sto), the Commissariat of Food Procurement (Narkomprod) 

and Sovnarkom created a proliferation of committees and agencies, 

bureaucratizing economic processes.1^ This was evidence of how 

the impulse for centralization began to run counter to the desire 

for economic efficiency. Conflicts at the centre were overlain with 

disputes over the precise nature of the division of powers between 

centre and locality, an issue that punctuated the whole Soviet 

period. That strand of Bolshevism which had an instinct for cen¬ 

tralization, concentration and statification of socio-economic pro¬ 

cesses began during the civil war to confront the issue of what this 

meant in practice. The continuous debates and policy revisions 

demonstrate the struggles within the party between centralizers and 

decentralizers, and also between those with differing conceptions 

of centralization. 

The conflicts arose over the administration of industry at local 

and regional levels. Two approaches began to come into conflict. 

One based around a vertically organized system, divided into 

branches of industry: glavkism. The other was a horizontal division 

centred on a geographical basis: sovnarkhozy. The glavki were 
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initially designed to stand between the specific sections of Vesenkha 

and the enterprises themselves. Their function was to regulate all 

enterprises within a particular branch of production. They quickly 

became management organs, as they began to assimilate the func¬ 

tions of Vesenkha's productive sections. In the conditions of civil 

war, some Bolsheviks began to see in the glavki the basis for a 

system of central co-ordination of the economy, in contrast to the 

regionalization inherent in the sovnarkhozy,16 

The sovnarkhozy, or regional economic councils, had been 

created in the immediate aftermath of the revolution. Arising out 

of the desires of local Soviets to co-ordinate the chaotic post¬ 

revolutionary circumstances, the sovnarkhozy embodied the demo¬ 

cratizing, participatory strand of industrial administration (although 

it was often rationalized as a more efficient method, through being 

nearer to the actual point of production and having more accurate 

information).1 The sovnarkhozy evolved its own hierarchy, but 

conflicts with glavki emerged as the leadership attempted to 

demarcate the division of responsibilities of the different levels of 

the sovnarkhozy. The pre-eminence of centralization saw the glavki 

gradually accrue more powers at the expense of the sovnarkhozy. 

However, the sovnarkhozy retained their status within the economic 

structure, and indeed enjoyed something of a revival at the end of 

1919 when an attempt to draw up a precise division of responsi¬ 

bilities was made. The resultant proposal - dividing enterprises into 

three groups - represented something of a compromise between 

centralization and provincial administration of the economy.18 

Within the context of the civil war, the trends towards centraliza¬ 

tion were extremely powerful. Yet it is important to remember that 

these trends antedated the civil war, and that this conflict became 

inherent in the Soviet economic system. The growing pre¬ 

dominance of glavkism cannot be explained solely by the struggle 

for survival. 

Patterns of distribution: trade, finance and allocations 

Socialists viewed the capitalist market as a source of waste, 

inefficiency, irrationality and injustice. Precisely what to replace 

this with was the subject of some dispute. During the civil war, 

the idea of central planning (and a particular conception thereof) 

99 



WAR COMMUNISM AND SOVIET SOCIALISM 

gradually evolved, as the Bolsheviks’ faith in their ability to reorder 

and manage society scientifically and consciously merged with their 

experiences of managing the problems of supply and distribution 

under war communism. Lenin’s vision of the socialist economy - 

akin to the postal service on a national, and ultimately international 

scale - was imbued with notions of a centralized distribution of raw 

materials, finished goods and so on. In the conditions of the civil 

war, scarcity, rationing and the priority of military supply gave a 

great impetus to the growth of administrative allocation of goods, 

culminating in the attempt to eliminate private trade and establish a 

state trading monopoly.19 

It would be misleading to view the growing role of the state in 

the distribution of resources as the outcome of a conscious, planned 

process to replace market relations. The civil war witnessed a des¬ 

perate, chaotic and bitter struggle to maintain production and feed 

the population. The whole process was built on improvization, 

resulting in administrative confusion and bureaucratization. The role 

of the state in requisitioning agricultural produce, one of the central 

aspects of war communism, will be dealt with in more detail 

below. In terms of the industrial sector, the complete collapse of 

the rouble created a “moneyless” economy. Wages were often paid 

in kind. Services in municipal areas were free. Money transactions 

were replaced by paper transactions by enterprises within the state 

controlled sector: firms delivered supplies without cash payment, 

and received goods in the same manner.20 

In an attempt to control this process, private trade was declared 

illegal, and a state trading monopoly instituted. Rationing, fixed 

prices, and bartering became part of everyday Russian economic 

life. Administering this monopoly was intensely difficult. Vesenkha 

attempted to distribute resources, but was gradually displaced as 

other administrative organs - sto and the Commission of Utilisation 

- began to exercise more authority. At local levels, the disputes 

between glavki and sovnarkhozy were reproduced by the use of 

co-operatives and local Soviets as central parts of the distributive 

network. Inexorably, a black market emerged.21 It was out of this 

milieu of centralization, administrative allocation, moneyless econ¬ 

omic transactions, bureaucratic chaos, rationing and the militar¬ 

istic mentality fostered by the civil war that the notion of central 
planning emerged. 
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Management and labour under war communism: 
triumph of technocracy? 

Perhaps the greatest source of conflict under war communism was 

the distribution of power within the factory, and the attitude of the 

regime to the proletariat. Prolonged debates over one-man man¬ 

agement, specialists, labour policy and the role of the trade unions 

took place within the party. War communism saw a decisive victory 

for the technocratic, statist strand of Bolshevism culminating in the 

development of Taylorism and the scientific management of labour 
in the early 1920s. 

One-man management, expertise and hierarchy 

The tendency throughout this period was for an increased depend¬ 

ence upon the use of specialists, and for a turning away from 

collegial, participatory forms of management towards one-man 

management in enterprises. Yet again this was not a uniform pat¬ 

tern, with significant variations at different times. Neither were these 

developments uncontested. Debates between individuals and fac¬ 

tions within the party-state hierarchy punctuated this period, in the 

party, the economic bureaucracy, the trade unions and elsewhere.22 

The trend for employing specialists, prefigured in State and re¬ 

volution, gathered apace after March 1918. Carr noted an increase 

from 300 in March 1918 to over 6,000 within 2 years.23 The rationale 

behind their use lay in the priority accorded to the raising of pro¬ 

ductivity, especially acute during the civil war, and the continued 

absence of reliable Bolshevik experts. The employment and un¬ 

equal rewards for these “bourgeois” specialists was dictated by the 

economic and cultural backwardness of the Russian proletariat. 

The issue of management was even more profoundly contested. 

The parameters of the discussion - collegial boards or one-man man¬ 

agement - show how far the debate had shifted from the Bolshevik 

pre-revolutionary slogan of workers’ control. The issue of whether 

to continue with collegial boards (and what the composition of 

these boards should be) divided the party, and widened the gap 

between the technocratic and democratic strands of Soviet social¬ 

ism.24 The defenders of collegiality - the trade unions, Tomskii, 

Osinskii, and interestingly some specialists and members of Vesenkha 

- argued their case from a number of positions. For the trade unions 
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and Left-communists it expressed the survival of elements of economic 

democracy, of participation by workers and other representatives, 

of the continued autonomy of localist interests against centraliza¬ 

tion. For technical staff and members of Vesenkha, it represented the 

best means of administering centralization at local levels. It would 

prevent the emergence of tensions between management and labour, 

and best ensure local compliance with central directives.2” 

Lenin and Trotsky demurred. For Lenin, one-man management 

was the best (i.e. most efficient and effective) method of raising 

productivity, of instilling strict discipline in the workforce, of taking 

quick decisions. Collegiality was once again rationalized as part of 

the development of Soviet industrial administration. The time had 

come now to move on, towards one-man management.26 Bukharin 

theorized it thus. The dictatorship of the proletariat expressed the 

interests of the workers and was embodied in the authority of the 

factory manager. A collegial system embodied the attempt to recon¬ 

cile a plurality of interests that no longer existed.2- The forum for 

the resolution of this dispute was the 9th Party Congress of March 

1920, in which Lenin’s view prevailed, in the face of stern opposi¬ 

tion.28 One-man management came to predominate (particularly in 

military industries) but not exclusively. Collegial forms continued 

to exist at the end of the civil war in 1920/21. Indeed, as Carr, Nove 

and others have noted, four forms co-existed, mixing specialists, 

commissars, managers and collegial forms.29 One principle that 

became established during this time was the inclusion of political 

guidance at the level of the day-to-day operation of the system. 

This paved the way for the future selection of specialists from within 

the party, as the Bolsheviks sought to synthesize the “Red” and 

“Expert” functions from within their own ranks, rather than from 

the proletariat as such. The question of one-man versus collegial 

management had profound ramifications for the further refining of 

the role of the trade unions, and the wider issue of the labour 

policy under a socialist system. 

Labour policy: mobilization, militarization and the 

statification of the trade unions 

Labour policy proved to be a highly charged issue. Contained within 

this debate lay the wider questions of the relationship between the 

102 



MANAGEMENT AND LABOUR UNDER WAR COMMUNISM 

state and the workers, and the state and workers’ organizations. 

Soviet labour policy encompassed a variety of forms - universal 

mobilization, militarization, voluntary labour service and punitive 

labour camps - which involved a massive extension of state power 

in its dealings with the workers (and other classes). At the same 

time, the state began to institute measures to create a scientific 

organization of labour, as the compulsion to raise productivity and 

the worship of scientistic and rationalistic methods began to reach 

new heights. 

Scholars disagree over the extent to which the circumstances of 

the civil war were responsible for the mobilization of labour under 

war communism. Marx had asserted that labour was a universal 

duty, and this principle had been enshrined in the Constitution of 

July 1918. The details were elaborated in October 1918 with the 

promulgation of a Labour Code, which set out the terms of the obli¬ 

gation to labour.311 What was absent at this point were the sanctions 

for transgressors: the principle was not enforced. Workers were 

returning to the countryside in droves without intervention from 

the state. The moves to enshrine a universal obligation to labour, 

directed by the state, coincided with the onset of the severest 

period of the civil war. At the 8th Party Congress in March 1919, the 

trade unions were seen as the main vehicle for the instilling of 

the labour discipline necessary for “the individual mobilisation of 

the whole population”.31 Legislation soon followed. A decree of 10 

April 1919 called for a general mobilization for military service.32 

The distinction between military service and labour service was 

soon blurred, and the one evolved inexorably into the other over the 

course of 1919, as the migration from town to country gathered pace. 

It was not until January 1920, however, that a Sovnarkom decree 

established the principle of universal labour conscription.33 Alongside 

universal labour service, the state also adopted other measures, 

attempting to marry the revolutionary ardour of the committed 

elements of the proletariat with the use of labour as a punitive tool 

against the old classes and enemies of the regime. In 1918 forced 

labour camps and concentration camps were set up.34 In May 1919, 

the Bolsheviks set up the “Communist Saturdays”, by which workers 

voluntarily donated their labour to the state for a day.31 

The issue that was to cause most controversy was the one sur¬ 

rounding the way in which labour was mobilized, disciplined and 
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organized: the Militarization of Labour. The first moves came in 

January 1920, during a brief breathing-space in the civil war. On 15 

January 1920 a decree established a “labour army” out of an exist¬ 

ing military unit of peasant soldiers.36 This practice was gradually 

extended throughout the first half of 1920. They were engaged in 

heavy manual labour, and were organized using militaristic disci¬ 

pline. Differences of opinion emerged among the leadership over 

the rationale behind militarization. Trotsky was the foremost advo¬ 

cate of militarization of labour as a principle of economic recon¬ 

struction. The industrial workforce should be organized along the 

same lines as the labour armies in order to achieve the most rapid 

and most efficient increases in productivity. It was, as Figes argues, 

a potential “short-cut” to communism.3' According to Trotsky, in his 

pamphlet Terrorism and communism-. 

We . . . oppose capitalist slavery by socially regulated labour 

on the basis of an economic plan, obligatory for the whole 

people and consequently compulsory for each worker in the 

country . . . But obligation and . . . compulsion are essential 

conditions in order to bind down the bourgeois anarchy, 

to secure socialisation of the means of production and 

labour, and to reconstruct economic life on the basis of a 

single plan.38 

For Lenin, the militarization of labour was a useful expedient dur¬ 

ing the civil war, not a principle for reconstruction in the post-war 

era.39 Yet militarization of industrial labour, and the labour armies, 

played a central role in the economics of “war communism”. The 

labour armies are highly illustrative of the hegemony of moderniz¬ 

ing, productivist attitudes towards labour. The workers were little 

more than a resource to be exploited in the construction of social¬ 

ism.40 The moves towards mobilization and militarization threw into 

sharp relief the question of the role of the trade unions. This debate 

engulfed the party until its resolution in 19214' 

The same battle-lines were drawn. Trotsky emerged as the main 

proponent of the statification of the trade unions: in a workers’ 

state, the trade unions’ prime function was as agents of produc¬ 

tion. There was no need for them to assume their traditional role 

as defenders of workers’ interests: that had been secured by the 
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establishment of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Trotsky’s views 

were firmly in line with his views on centralized control of the 

economy and the militarization of labour, and were primarily a 

response to the virtual disappearance of the industrial proletariat 

during 1920 (through unemployment, migration, conscription, hunger 

and so on). '2 The defence of the unions was taken up by Tomsky 

(the head of the trade unions) and the Workers Opposition faction 

within the party. They wished to see independent trade unions 

representing the interests of the workers, and agitating for an in¬ 

crease in industrial democracy.43 

The debate was sparked by a practical issue of great importance: 

the running of the railways. The chaos on the railways during 1919 

and 1920 led to calls for the imposition of “iron discipline” on the 

rail unions. After the 9th Party Congress in March 1920, it was 

decreed that a new central committee of the rail union - Tsektran - 

would take over. The dispute rumbled on until the winter of 1920, 

and gripped the party until the 10th Congress in March 1921. The 

most notable development was the emergence of several inter¬ 

mediary platforms between Trostsky’s statification and Shlyapnikov’s 

independence positions. Both Lenin, and a group around Bukharin 

(known as the “buffer group”) put forward proposals for discus¬ 

sion.44 The trade union debate was finalized at the 10th Party Con¬ 

gress. The intensity of the disputes demonstrates the extent to which 

- even in the midst of the civil war - the Bolshevik party was able 

to theorize and discuss issues central to the running of the country, 

and to the nature of the transition phase. The growing role of the 

state in the running of the economy and the management of labour 

was not without opposition. Yet it is evident that the party was also 

intent on the acceleration of the use of science and technology in 

all fields. Labour policy was no exception. 

The triumph of technocracy: Taylorism, scientific 

management and goei.ro 

The Bolshevik party held a deep-seated conviction that the best and 

most efficient method of transforming Soviet society and economy 

was through the consistent application of science and technology. 

Allied to the growing commitment to planning and managing social 

and economic processes, the Bolshevik vision of the transition phase 
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was gradually evolving in a technocratic direction, emphasizing the 

rationalist strand over the democratic libertarian one, combining 

science and Soviet power. This is best illustrated by examining the 

plans for electrification, and the moves to bring in Taylorist labour 

practices. 
Taylorism was a movement, created by the American F. W. Taylor, 

for the scientific organization of labour under capitalism. Taylor 

studied the labour process in order to discover the most efficient 

working practices and impose these upon the workers. It was de¬ 

signed to maximize efficiency and productivity. For many socialists 

it represented the further exploitation of the workers under capital¬ 

ism. Yet it also expressed the potential inherent in the application 

of scientific methods to raise productivity, and bring about progress 

towards so-called “higher” social forms. In this sense, the Bolshevik 

attitude towards Taylorism exemplified the wider issue of socialism 

as both negating and evolving out of capitalism.44 

In 1914, Lenin wrote that: 

What does this scientific system consist of? In wringing 

from the worker three times more work in the same work¬ 

ing day ... It ruthlessly drains all the strength, sucks every 

last drop of nervous and muscular energy from the wage 

slave at three times the normal speed.46 

Yet Lenin also noted the enormous increases in productivity. In the 

post-revolutionary situation, this same ambiguity towards Taylorism 

persisted, yet was tempered by one caicial difference: proletarian 

state power. Taylorist methods could now be applied and extended 

across the whole industrial sector (not just in individual factories) 

because the proletariat were exercising political control. As Sochor 

has argued, the “proposition which emerges from Lenin’s discus¬ 

sion of Taylorism is that capitalist methods could be employed to 

build socialism”.4 This brought Lenin into confrontation once more 

with Alexander Bogdanov, who disagreed over whether bourgeois 

science, practices and culture could be adopted and used to build 

socialism. For Bogdanov, a wholly new proletarian culture and 
science had to be created.48 

The first moves towards the implementation of Taylorism came 

from within the trade union movement in 1918, in particular from 
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the metalworkers union. In 1920, a Central Institute of Labour was 

created to study the Scientific Organization of Labour (not). It was 

headed by Alexei Gastev who was to become the main proponent 

of Taylorism in the Soviet state. Gastev was a technocratic vision¬ 

ary, poet and enthusiast for the co-ordination, symmetry and unity 

of an industrial society. He espoused a form of machine collectiv¬ 

ism, a utopia built upon a culture of labour in which both the 

individual and society would be transformed. Gastev’s views were 

extreme.49 Yet Taylorism promised the resolution of the Bolsheviks’ 

short-term problem - scarce resources and a culturally and educa¬ 

tionally backward workforce - by raising productivity, as well as 

contributing towards the longer-term transformation of Soviet soci¬ 

ety by inculcating a set of cultural values and norms based around 

collectivism, technocracy and the application of scientific rational¬ 

ism. The discussions surrounding the implementation of Taylorism, 

set within the context of the mobilization and militarization of 

labour and the statification of the unions, demonstrate the extent to 

which the Bolshevik commitments to workers’ control, industrial 

democracy and the emancipation of the worker from capitalist 

exploitation and alienation had been displaced by the commitment 

to productivism and the mobilization of science and technology for 

the construction of socialism 7lJ 

In February 1920, vtsik created a State Electrification Commis¬ 

sion (goelro), comprised of 200 specialists and engineers, which 

united and co-ordinated the disparate and disjointed efforts at 

electrification that had grown since 1918.51 The commission pre¬ 

sented its plan to the 8th Congress of Soviets in December 1920. 

Under the leadership of Krzhizhanovskii, the electrification pro¬ 

gramme became a core part of the economic development of the 

country, of the modernization of backward rural Russia, and of 

the provision of cultural enlightenment through the electric light 

bulb.52 Lenin’s report at the 8th Congress makes fascinating read¬ 

ing, expressing so clearly the modernizing, constructivist, productivist 

ethos underpinning Bolshevism during the civil war. Lenin was 

fascinated by this project. He called it the “second programme of 

the party”. He went on to state: 

Communism is Soviet power plus the elctrification of 

the. whole country. Otherwise the country will remain a 
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small-peasant country, and we must realize that. . . Only 

when the country has been electrified and industry, agri¬ 

culture and transport have been placed on the technical 

basis of modern large-scale industry, only then shall we be 

fully victorious . . . We must see to it that every factory and 

every electric power station becomes a centre of enlighten¬ 

ment; if Russia is covered with a dense network of electric 

power stations and powerful technical installations, our 

communist economic development will become a model 

for a future socialist Europe and Asiad3 

The generation of this project to bring electrical power across the 

country was more than just another expression of the industrializ¬ 

ing, modernizing impulse of Bolshevism. The practical aspects of 

organizing this proposal gave a clear stimulus to the emergence 

of a formal planning mechanism. By the end of the civil war, the 

electrification programme had brought the question of the produc¬ 

tion of a single economic plan for the whole country to a central 

place in party discussions. 

The emergence of Soviet planning 

The creation of the State Planning Commission (gosplan) in April 

1921 was the culmination of a number of interrelated develop¬ 

ments. The experiences of war communism generated a sharp 

debate about what exactly was meant by “planning”. The works of 

Marx and Engels provided few clues. Lenin talked generally about 

the need for the central organization and control of the economy, 

akin to a single factory.54 Guroff also argues that Lenin was pro¬ 

foundly influenced by the heritage of Russian economic thought, 

which emphasized the “necessity of viewing the economy in its 

totality, and investigating the interrelationships of all the sectors of 

the economy” d” Experience was also a great teacher. The German 

War Economy - centralized, concentrated and state-directed - 

exercised a great hold on the imagination and theorizing of Larin, 

Bukharin, Lenin and many other leading figures in the Bolshevik 

party. Yet the meaning of planning remained elusive. Some (Larin 

and Trotsky in particular) spoke of the need to generate a single 

economic plan. Another strand argued for the planning of different 
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sectors or branches which would then be amalgamated. Others 

argued for a regional focus. Initial moves were made in early 1918 

by Vesenkha to draw up a programme of public works. The civil 

war interrupted this process, and it was not until the lull in the 

spring of 1920 that the debate was rejoined.56 

The divide was between a general single state plan, in which the 

broad contours of state economic policy would be drawn up by a 

single economic authority, and a more specific approach which 

highlighted a number of key projects to be carried out. The turning- 

point came in December 1920 with the approval of the specific 

plans for electrification and transport, but which also established 

the sto as the body that would draw up a single economic plan for 

Soviet Russia. In February 1921, sovnarkom decreed the establish¬ 

ment of gosplan, against Lenin’s judgement who favoured the goelro 

approachT The first steps towards Soviet planning had been made. 

Yet the debates about the optimal means and method of planning 

were unresolved, and were to punctuate the period between 1921 

and 1928. 

Agriculture under war communism 

Food supply dominated the economics of the civil war.58 The thrust 

of Bolshevik policy towards the peasantry under war communism 

contained two main impulses: the centralization of state control 

over food supply and the socialization of land tenure. In both areas 

the Bolsheviks were forced to temper their ideological leanings in 

the face of the exigencies of the civil war, and the overwhelming 

resistance of the peasantry to the extension of party/urban control 

of the countryside. 
The issue of food supply is often viewed as the central defining 

feature of war communism. In the spring of May 1918, Bolshevik 

policy took a radical turn. A decision was taken to set up Commit¬ 

tees of Poor Peasants (kombedy) and a food supply dictatorship. 

The impulse underlying these moves, according to Patenaude, was 

the wholly pragmatic one of increasing the supply of grain. The 

chosen method, however, was conditioned by the Bolshevik class- 

based, urban, conflictual view of the world. The food supply dic¬ 

tatorship was based upon the existing practices of a state grain 

monopoly, and centrally fixed prices. The peasants were required 
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to supply any grain surplus to the state. The state had recourse to 

coercion, if necessary, and in the conditions of civil war the central 

authorities created armed food supply detachments to collect the 

grain.59 The kombedy were designed to extract grain for the state by 

fomenting class war in the countryside. This had a twofold purpose. 

In food collection terms it would increase the amount of grain as 

the kombedy took grain from the rich to give to the state. In political 

terms it was hoped that this would divide the peasantry along class 

lines and increase support for Soviet power in the rural areas/’11 

The kombedy were a total failure. The party began to shift its 

stance in late 1918, adopting a less hostile posture towards the 

“middle” peasantry. In early 1919 the party declared that it was 

moving towards a “firm alliance” with the middle peasantry, ending 

its prioritization of the interests of the poor peasantry through the 

kombedy. Reconciling this new conciliatory approach with the harsh 

realities of civil war food supply proved impossible. From late 1918, 

local authorities adopted the practice of requisitioning the total 

amount of grain they required. This practice became known as 

razverstka, the policy of “requisitioning” grain from the peasantry 

by strict quotas.61 Lih argues that the policy of razverstka marks a 

retreat from the confrontation of the food supply detachments. 

He defines razverstka as a policy of quota assessment, which was 

introduced because of the signal failure of the food supply dictator¬ 

ship and the kombedy to deliver grain to the towns. Food supply 

officials recognized both the desirability of a state grain monopoly 

and its impracticability in the conditions of the civil war. Rather 

than trying to fan the flames of civil war in the countryside, the 

razverstka meant dealing with the peasant village as a whole, and 

levying a quota from it.62 The party were still committed to the 

imposition of state control and the elimination of market relations. 

The civil war merely imposed a sense of realism in their dealings 

with the peasantry /’5 

A similar process was at work in the area of land tenure. The 

party was committed to the socialization of the land. Large-scale, 

mechanized collective farms would be the centrepiece of a socialist 

agricultural sector. They would promote socialist ideals among the 

peasantry, increase the productivity of the land and extend state 

control. The party recognized, however, that a policy of forced or 

coerced collectivization was foolhardy. The party pursued a policy 
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based around persuasion through the creation of model state and 
collective farms. A decree of 2 November 1918 established, alongside 
the already existing state farms or sovkhoz, three types of collective 
farm: kommuna, artel’ and TOZ.64 Whereas the state farms gave the 
peasantry no claims to the land itself, merely providing remunera¬ 
tion for the peasants who worked them, the different types of col¬ 
lective farms exhibited a variety of approaches to land tenure and 
remuneration. The kommuna were socialistic in their entire internal 
organization. All belongings, land and produce were equally divided. 
The artel were something of a midway point between the kommuna 
and the traditional peasant farming methods. The artel was run by 
a general assembly. This assembly decided how much time the mem¬ 
bers of the artel would devote to the collective labouring projects. 
The rest of the time could be spent on their own plots. Private prop¬ 
erty was recognized by the assembly, although it was to be made 
available for the use of all. The TOZ was a fairly loosely organized 
organ, in which members farmed their landholdings together and 
received back produce in proportion to the land they provided/” 

The process of socializing the land was given impetus by a decree 
of February 1919, which outlined that the land previously belong¬ 
ing to the nobility that was not being farmed would pass to these 
new state and collective farms. This was deeply unpopular with the 
existing peasant farmers, who had aspirations on all noble land.66 
These model farms proved to be anything but shining examples of 
the superiority of socialist, collectivized agriculture. Generally run 
by either urbanites or non-agricultural specialists, and composed of 
the indolent, inebriated and/or incompetent, most failed to gener¬ 
ate any genuine economic dynamism.6 To contextualize the moves 
towards collectivization during the civil war, by 1921, and after 
significant promptings from the state, less than 1 per cent of the 
rural population were in the collective sector. The peasant ques¬ 
tion, alongside the issues of international revolution and cultural 
backwardness, remained unresolved at the end of the civil war. 

The politics of war communism 

Political developments between 1918 and 1920 were marked by a 
growth in centralization, bureaucratization and militarization, and a 

111 



WAR COMMUNISM AND SOVIET SOCIALISM 

concomitant decline in democracy, popular participation and local 

autonomy. The use of coercion was established within the fabric 

of the Soviet state, and the organs of decision-making emerged 

that were to survive for almost the whole of the Soviet period. The 

debate in western literature has focused on the respective roles 

played by ideology, political choices and circumstances in condi¬ 

tioning these developments.6s 

Coercion, authoritarianism and the militarization 

of the Soviet state 

Repression and violence were embedded deeply into Bolshevik 

rule during the civil war. The emergence of the “Red Terror” during 

the summer of 1918 (after the attempted assassination of Lenin and 

the execution of the Imperial family in July 1918) was formalized 

by a decree of 5 September 1918.69 It lasted until the end of the civil 

war, and along with the terror perpetrated by the “Whites”, led to a 

number of appalling atrocities being committed against individuals 

and groups and to the creation of a series of labour and concentra¬ 

tion camps (under the control of either the cheka or the nkvd). 

The rationale was clear: to defend the revolution. As Dzerzhinsky 

asserted: 

The Cheka is not a court of law. The Cheka, like the Red 

Army, is the defence of the Revolution, and just as the 

Red Army in the Civil War cannot take account of the fact 

that it might harm particular individuals but must concern 

itself solely with the victory of the Revolution over the 

bourgeoisie. n 

As Latsis argued in a famous passage, the Red Terror was the exten¬ 

sion of the class struggle in wartime conditions: 

We are not waging war against individuals. We are exter¬ 

minating the bourgeoisie as a class. During investigation, 

do not look for evidence that the accused acted in word or 

deed against Soviet power. The first questions that you 

ought to put are: to what class does he belong? What is his 

origin? What is his education or profession? And it is these 
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questions that ought to determine the fate of the accused. 

In this lies the significance and essence of the Red Terror.71 

Yet it proved impossible to reconcile a broad definition (“Defend 

the revolution”!) with a restrictive one (“Exterminate the bour¬ 

geoisie”!). The Red Terror became violent and indiscriminate. Not 

only were “counter-revolutionaries” executed, but it soon engulfed 

speculators, prostitutes and informers. Statistical evaluations differ 

on the precise extent. 2 Yet the general pattern of an escalation in 

violence was clear. Although this provoked dissensions within the 

leadership, much of this disagreement stemmed from institutional 

and personal rivalries, as the Ministry of Justice sought to have its 

powers restored, or as individuals tried to curb the position of 

Dzerzhinsky. Kamenev was one of the few who spoke out against 

the arrest of “innocent” people. Yet almost all Bolsheviks shared a 

belief in the efficacy of state violence in the pursuit of revolutionary 

goals. Differences were a matter of extent and method.73 

The cheka is significant for reasons other than the extension of 

violence and coercion. The cheka became one of the central execu¬ 

tive organs of the state during the civil war, along with the Red 

Army. Its disciplined and efficient operations made it a reliable tool 

in times of emergency and scarce resources. It began to supplant 

existing institutions, forming the core of a new administrative 

structure, further displacing the elements of popular control and 

participation from the dictatorship of the proletariat. The cheka 

became involved in combating crime and banditry, controlling fire¬ 

arms, combating epidemics, conscripting and militarizing labour 

and, somewhat bizarrely, the care of orphans!74 Along with the 

nkvd, it began to occupy a central role in the solution of economic 

problems. 
The Red Army became the central administrative organ during 

the civil war. Its priority claim on resources, its personnel and its 

hierarchical and centralized organization enabled it to fill the gap 

left by the erosion of the civilian administration. But the Red Army 

was also a moving force in this very process of eroding local 

autonomy. The lines of cause and effect are neither clear nor 

easily explicable. Although the party continued to profess its belief 

in a democratic popular militia, Trotsky maintained the pace of con¬ 

structing a Red Army organized along traditional lines. The symbol 
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and bearer of revolutionary values and consciousness in the army 

was the political commissar, who had extensive civilian and mili¬ 

tary powers. It was through this agency, that the local autonomy of 

Soviets and other organs were gradually eroded as the Red Army 

became the nucleus of the Soviet state A 

The impact of an increased role for the cheka and the Red Army 

was not just an institutional one, which powerfully catalysed the 

growth of centralization and bureaucratization in the system. The 

systematic use of violence, of political methods to solve economic 

problems, the attempts to identify internal “enemies” and the gen¬ 

eral militarization of Bolshevik attitudes towards decision-making 

and governing were to shape the nature of Soviet-style socialism 

for decades to come. The outlook of both the central leadership 

and the middle-ranking strata of the administration were profoundly 

influenced by these developments.76 The dictatorship of the pro¬ 

letariat was stamped with a pervasive and creeping authoritarian, 

militaristic operating culture. 

Bureaucratization, centralization and the demise 

of local autonomy 

The process of resurrecting the Russian state occurred amid “a dis¬ 

integrating economy and a decomposing social fabric”. In these 

conditions, and within the framework of the central role of the 

military and the cheka, it was the organs of local autonomy, and 

the democratic practices inherent in the Soviet system that were the 

main casualties. By 1920/21, the Soviet state was highly centralized 

and bureaucratized at all levels. 

Sovnarkom and vtsik became the central decision-making 

organs, as the All-Russia Congress of Soviets met less and less 

frequently, being too large and unwieldy for rapid decision-making 

in the context of a desperate struggle for survival. This same pro¬ 

cess was mirrored throughout the system. The Soviets’ position as 

organs of local autonomy and popular representation was system¬ 

atically eroded. The processes of centralization during the civil war 

reinforced the moves towards a vertical branch system of adminis¬ 

tration, as opposed to a horizontal, territorially-based approach. 

The Red Army represented the extension of central directives and 

control over local areas, as the priority of military objectives took 
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precedence over local autonomy. Increasingly the Soviets became 

little more than “transmission belts” for central directives. 

This process of centralization was exacerbated by the increasing 

bureaucratization of the system. The number of officials within the 

system increased, according to Liebman, from approximately 14,000 

in 1918 to approximately 5,880,000 in 1920. 8 A suffocating plethora 

of committees, agencies and departments sprang up to adminster 

the war. It would be wrong to see this central intervention as being 

wholly intrusive to the practices of local democracy. Many local 

bodies were appealing for greater central intervention to assist them 

in their administration of local areas. Indeed, the Soviets themselves 

underwent the same process, whereby the executive committees of 

local Soviets supplanted the representative assembly as the decision¬ 

making organ in local areas. 9 This poses an interesting paradox, 

whereby the vast numbers of personnel within the system increased 

levels of popular participation in the administration (derived from a 

variety of motives - idealism, careerism, heroism, self-interest), while 

simultaneously witnessing a decline in the democratic functioning 

of the system. Appointmentism, bureaucratism and vertical centralism 

replaced elections and democratic centralism, vastly increasing the 

scope and character of central power. 

The communist party: building a one-party state? 

Developments within the party occurred along four main axes. 

The internal structure and functioning of the party saw a growing 

degree of centralization and a concentration of authority at the top 

of the hierarchy. The role of the party shifted from a body of re¬ 

volutionaries to a mass movement forming the core of the new state 

administration. The status of the party was altered, as the system 

became less pluralistic and the party increasingly adopted a mon¬ 

opolistic position. Finally, the social composition of the party was 

changed irrevocably.80 

The tension between democracy and centralism within the party 

was laid bare during the civil war. The same processes that affected 

the state organs flowed through the party as well. In the party 

statutes, the Party Congress (the apex of the pyramidical stmcture 

of party organs) and the Central Committee (cc) (elected by the 

Party Congress) were the sovereign decision-making and executive 
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organs. The concentration of authority at the top of the party took 

the form of the creation of new organs of power. At the 8th Party 

Congress in March 1919, the Politburo was reconstituted and the 

Orgburo was created. In 1920, the Secretariat also emerged. The 

functions of the three bodies were as follows: 

• the Politburo: a small body of (initially) five people. Its remit 

was to deal only with urgent issues, and to report to the 

full cc; 
• the Orgburo: subordinate to the cc and the Politburo, the 

Orgburo carried out organizational and administrative tasks, 

particularly the appointment and selection of personnel; 

• the Secretariat: subordinate to the Orgburo, the secretariat 

was a board of cc secretaries that dealt with specific issues 

that did not require the intervention of the Orgburo.81 

The cc met less and less frequently, as the locus of decision-making 

shifted to the Politburo and elsewhere (the sto in particular). The 

overlapping membership on these new organs meant, in effect, a 

vast concentration of power in the hands of a few key individuals. 

The only person enjoying membership of all four bodies by 1922 

was Stalin. 

This process spawned a proliferation of bureaux and committees 

as the party began to create a working apparatus to enable it to 

undertake the tasks of governing the country. The cc developed 

nine different departments (including the Orgotdel, the Uchraspred 

and the Informotdel). Bureaux were created for working among 

non-Russian groups. The cc extended its control, by tying the work 

of local party committees more directly to itself, by appointing 

officials rather than having them elected from below, and by de¬ 

volving greater powers to the secretaries of party committees at all 

levels of the hierarchy.82 In sum, these developments represented 

an intense bureaucratization of the activity of the party. Problems 

were resolved by administrative means. Appointmentism supplanted 

the elective principle. Centralism dominated democracy. 

The change in the role of the party was brought about at the 

8th Party Congress after the death of Sverdlov who had headed 

up both the party and Soviet hierarchies. A Resolution “On the 

Organisational Question” was passed, which sought to delineate 
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the respective roles of party and soviet organs. The resolution solved 
very little in practice: 

It is absolutely necessary that a party fraction be set up in 

all soviet organisations, and that such fractions be strictly 

subordinated to party discipline ... In no case would it do 

to confuse the functions of party collectives with the func¬ 

tions of state bodies such as the soviets . . . The party must 

implement its decisions through the soviet bodies, within 

the framework of the Soviet constitution. The party strives 

to direct the work of the soviets, not to replace them.83 

The difficulty was political practice. How could direction be 

exercised without emasculating the independence of the soviets? 

The precedent had been created at the elite level, whereby the locus 

of decision-making moved inexorably from vtsik and the arcs to 

sovnarkom and in particular to the cc. At lower levels, the party 

(through individual members) attempted to form the core of all 

public organizations. Key figures were appointed by the secretariat 

to ensure politically reliable individuals occupied the important 

positions. Party fractions were to organize themselves in all non- 

party bodies in order to agitate for the adoption of the party line. 

Maintaining this division of functions proved impossible. The local 

party secretary soon replaced the chairman of the soviet executive 

committee as the main official in local areas.84 Within the system as 

a whole, authority flowed from the state to the party. Within the 

party, authority flowed to the top and to the full-time apparatus, 

away from the localities and the rank and file. The party had 

rapidly become the “directing nucleus” of the administration. 

The consolidation of the Bolshevik monopolization of power 

extended the trends that had been apparent prior to the civil war. 

The other socialist parties were marginalized and harassed during 

the civil war, but both the Mensheviks and the srs survived at 

grass-roots level. Indeed the Mensheviks were the most popular 

movement within the trade unions, and had made headway in 

elections to urban Soviets. The srs retained considerable support in 

the countryside.85 At the elite level however, the Bolsheviks were 

hegemonic. Opposition at the elite level was on the whole confined 

to the emergence of factions within the party. Between 1918 and 
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1920/21, a series of opposition movements sprung up, opposing the 

leadership across a whole spectrum of issues. The Left Commu¬ 

nists, the Workers’ Opposition, the Military Opposition, the Demo¬ 

cratic Centralists and others all became restless and discontented 

with the thrust of Bolshevik policy. The significant issue is the 

persistence of public debate, dispute and dissension in the midst of 

the civil war. At this point, the predominance of the party at the 

elite level did not yet equate to the suppression of all dissent, 

within and without of the party. 
Finally, the social composition of the party was radically altered, 

irrevocably. During the civil war, it became a mass party, growing 

to reach approximately 600,000 by March 1920 (having been only 

c.24,000 at the start of 1917). It was the social background, experi¬ 

ences and outlook of the new entrants that is worthy of note. As 

Siegelbaum has noted, the proportion of manual workers gradually 

fell, and those of peasants and white-collar workers grew. By Janu¬ 

ary 1921, the party comprised: 240,000 workers (41 per cent); 165,300 

peasants (28.2 per cent); 138,800 employees (23.7 per cent); 41,500 

origins unknown (7.1 per cent).88 
The vast majority had joined after the revolution, often for careerist 

notions, or to acquire scarce rations or privileges, and were imbued 

with notions of militaristic methods of rule. Figes skilfully narrates 

how the outlook of party members influenced the nature of Bol¬ 

shevik rule and shaped the practices of the post-revolutionary state.8 

The party membership was overwhelmingly short on education and 

long on pragmatism. Whereas the majority remained ideologically 

submissive to the diktats of the cc, the system became increasingly 

riven with corruption and patronage at local levels. The party had 

changed in profound ways. 

The (Less) politics of war communism 

At the 8th Congress of Soviets in December 1920, Lenin said: 

We have no doubt learnt politics; here we stand as firm 

as a rock. But things are bad as far as economic matters 

are concerned. Henceforth less politics will be the best 

politics. Bring more engineers and agronomists to the fore, 

learn from them, keep an eye on their work, and turn our 
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congresses and conferences, not into propaganda meetings 

but into bodies that will verify our economic achievements, 

bodies in which we can really learn the business of economic 
development.88 

Lenin advocated “less politics” within the context of his plans for 

electrification. Earlier in his speech he said that: 

This marks the beginning of that very happy time when 

politics will recede into the background, when politics will 

be discussed less often and at shorter length, and engin¬ 

eers and agronomists will do most of the talking.89 

Lenin’s remarks were in part generated by his growing impatience 

with the factional struggles within the party. At a deeper level though, 

it expresses the deep-seated hostility to “politics”, and the prefer¬ 

ence for a technocratic, scientific approach to the management of 

society, and to subordinating everything to the need to increase 

productivity. This underlying attitude, almost Saint-Simonian in out¬ 

look, conditioned the choices and policies made in this period. 

The processes at work - bureaucratization, coercion, centraliza¬ 

tion, hierarchicalization - were all symptoms of the statization of 

Soviet political life. The democratic elements established during 1917 

- workers’ control, local Soviets, trade unions - were destroyed or 

severely weakened.9" The causes of this statization are manifold. 

The desperate shortage of resources and personnel entailed a 

massive process of institution-building and bureaucratization, often 

encouraged from below by local officials struggling to cope. The 

wartime circumstances brought a corrosive coercion and authori¬ 

tarianism into politics, along with the introduction of an enemy 

motif. Failure to support the revolution actively could lead to the 

charge of counter-revolution. Soon, failure to support the leadership 

line would bring the same charge. 

Social historians have produced a great deal of excellent research 

on the decimation and outmigration of the industrial proletariat 

during the civil war. Figes notes that in “1921 there were twice as 

many bureaucrats as workers in Russia”.91 Two consequences flowed 

from this. First, the Bolsheviks became increasingly isolated as its 
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basis of support narrowed. Secondly, the party increasingly came 

to see that the requisite socialist consciousness that would enable 

the people to participate in the governing of the system was miss¬ 

ing”. The party, its activists, its commissars and its officials were 

forced to substitute for the people in the administration of the 

country, as the only ones with the “correct” socialist consciousness. 

These factors gave a great impetus to the growth of coercion, 

bureaucratization and to the prioritization of the use of specialists 

and experts in the administration of the system. More agronomists, 

less politics. 
It would be wrong to see these developments as being accepted 

uncritically, either within the party as a whole, or within the leader¬ 

ship. A variety of opposition movements - Workers’ Opposition, 

Democratic Centralists, Military Opposition, a group of Ukrainian 

communists agitating for greater autonomy - sought to restore the 

democratic impulse, to revive the local, representative organs of 

Soviet society (albeit within the framework of exclusive Bolshevik 

rule). Criticism intruded spasmodically as the military threat ebbed 

and flowed. The unifying theme in all this criticism was a desire 

to place the democratic, emancipatory, libertarian strand of Soviet 

socialism in the centre of the post-revolutionary state. The surge 

of Left-libertarian criticism probably peaked at the 8th Party Con¬ 

gress of March 1919. Here the party retained its commitment to 

a popular militia, to industrial democracy through trade union 

participation.9" 
The leadership itself was acutely aware of the problems within 

the system. A number of solutions were devised. Lenin instituted 

a series of purges of the party membership to remove those con¬ 

sidered to be “unsuitable”. Greater rotation of officials (both occupa¬ 

tional and geographical) was also encouraged to prevent corrupt 

networks consolidating their position. Perhaps the most interesting 

developments, which illustrate the emerging hegemony on the 

nature of politics under Bolshevik rule, occurred in the area of 

popular control of the state and party apparatuses. In May 1918, the 

Bolsheviks created the People’s Commissariat of State Control (nkgk) 

to weed out “red tape”. After further reorganizations in 1919, in 

Febaiary 1920 the Commissariat of Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspection 

(rabkrin) was created. Its function was to promote greater popular 

control and involvement, thereby reducing the bureaucratic nature 
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of the state. Through a variety of means - usually assistance cells 

and mass investigations - rabkrin sought to involve the masses in 

the oversight of officialdom. It had something of a chequered 

existence.91 Simultaneously, new organs were created to oversee 

the work of the party. These party control commissions - both 

at elite and local levels - had a minimal impact upon the drift 

towards centralism, appointmentism and bureaucratization within 

the party. 

The tension within the dictatorship of the proletariat between 

popular control and elite revolutionary consciousness remained. 

The circumstances of the civil war pushed the Bolshevik concep¬ 

tion of the dictatorship of the proletariat further in the direction 

of centralization, elitism and technocracy, adding bureacratization 

and coercion. But this conception redefined the tension between 

popular participation and centralized direction, it did not eradicate 

the former. Lenin attempted (unsuccessfully) to synthesize the two, 

by turning the organs of Soviet society into “transmission belts” of 

party policy, in so far as the conditions of the civil war allowed, 

and by creating popular organs to oversee the work of party and 

state officials. This amounted to the hegemony of a technocratic 

approach to societal management, supported by state directed popu¬ 

lar participation, which would perform an educative function. 

Society and culture under war communism 

One of the most surprising things about the study of the civil war is 

the time and attention that was devoted to debating and develop¬ 

ing the cultural, educational and social policies of the state. On one 

level, it appears to be a distraction from the overriding concern to 

establish control and secure military victory. Yet within the Bol¬ 

shevik worldview, concern with society and culture was an intrinsic 

part of the attempt both to secure control and to construct social¬ 

ism, by embedding the values of the regime into the population. In 

transforming the workers and peasants, the system itself would 

be transformed. The key issue was not how to create a socialist 

culture, or how could a society be created that was dominated by 

socialist norms and values. No, the issue was how could culture 

and social policy be used to construct socialism? 
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Equality and inequality under war communism 

Economically speaking, war communism produced a greater degree 

of inegalitarianism and stratification in Soviet Russia. This was partly 

a function of the context. War produced scarcity produced ration¬ 

ing. In turn the Bolsheviks inevitably privileged certain groups within 

the system upon whom they were particularly reliant for survival. 

The following privileges emerged during the civil war period, 

as the party gradually abandoned its commitment to the “maxima’ 

(a ceiling on earnings, although given the collapse of the rouble, 

the benefits-in-kind were the most tangible and useful ones).9* 

The main beneficiaries of high wages were the specialist and 

technical personnel in state enterprises. Increased income differen¬ 

tiation was formalized in March/April 1920, when the practice of 

minimizing differentials was renounced by the trade unions.96 

The main beneficiaries of the system of rationing of goods and 

food were the manual workers and the party/state officials. Manual 

workers, white-collar workers and persons who did not work 

received rations in the ratio of 4:2:1.9 The most privileged group 

were those in the Red Army, who qualified for special rations. This 

practice of allocating special rations gradually spread to include 

cheka personnel, selected workers, political agitators and others. 

Other benefits - accommodation, travel, educational opportunities 

- also became subject to discretionary allocations.9* 

These practices were deeply unpopular with Left-libertarians and 

workers alike. Indeed, Lenin and other party leaders recognized 

the undesirability of this growing inequality. Yet the twin impera¬ 

tives - physical survival and expansion of the productive forces - 

compelled the leadership to promote inequality, and to prioritize 

productivism over egalitarianism. It is interesting to juxtapose this 

progressive growth in inegalitarianism with the supposed radical¬ 

ism of the economic policies of war communism. Can the two be 

reconciled? There is certainly nothing anomalous in terms of Lenin’s 

pre-revolutionary writings, in which he predicted the need for un¬ 

equal rewards, nor with the general thrust of transition economics 

(increase productivity). The answer may well lie in the interpreta¬ 

tions and theorizing of war communism, of which more below. 

The main initiative vis-a-vis attitudes towards the emancipation 

of women during the civil war concerned the creation of Zhenotdel 
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(The Women’s Department of the cc Secretariat).99 In November 

1918 the first All-Russian Congress of Working Women was estab¬ 

lished. Out of this Congress, Zhenotdel was created. Its activities 

were designed to raise the educational and cultural level of women 

in order to draw them into the public arena. The idea was to create 

a large cadre of female workers who would undertake work for the 

party and for the state at all levels of the hierarchy, establishing a 

link between liberating women from the traditional roles they still 

occupied and the construction of socialism.100 Radical differences 

between Zhenotdel activists and the Bolshevik leadership emerged. 

As Clements has noted, 

The zhenotdelovski called for a world of new women build¬ 

ing a communalised society neighbourhood by neigh¬ 

bourhood. Leading Bolshevik theoreticians (Lenin, Trotsky 

and Bukharin) however, believed that huge centralised 

organisations would construct communism by rearranging 

economic structures, producing as a result the social trans¬ 

formation of which women’s emancipation was a part.101 

As the initial emancipatory and liberational elements in Bolshevik 

discourse died down, the technocratic, instrumentalist attitude of 

the leadership became dominant. Zhenotdel became one of the 

party’s transmission belts, mobilizing women for the fulfilment of 

particular tasks in constructing socialism. This is not to say that 

there were not significant changes that liberated women or which 

challenged traditional social mores. These developments occurred 

within a context of a shift in state policy towards a more instrument¬ 

alist approach to the zhenskii vopros.102 

Instilling a new worldview: education, propaganda and the 

debate over proletarian culture 

The sphere of culture acquired increasing importance for the Bol¬ 

sheviks as the likelihood of imminent European revolution receded. 

The construction of socialism in Soviet Russia was hindered not just 

by the material backwardness of the Russian economy, but also by 

the technical and cultural backwardness of the Russian workers 

and peasants. Rapid large-scale industrial development, and the 
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application of science and technology to the productive process 

was only possible with a skilled workforce. Popular participation in 

the processes of administering socialism required a literate and edu¬ 

cated populace. Bolshevik rule was also increasingly threatened by 

the low levels of the socialist consciousness of the population. 

Embedding the rule of the communist party would be problem¬ 

atical in a country perceived to be dominated by a petit bourgeois 

peasantry. The developments in the cultural sphere saw an attempt 

to remake the worldview of the people. Conflicts arose over the 

content of this culture, a conflict expressing some of the deeper 

tensions running throughout the Bolshevik movement. 

The theoretical dispute about the nature of culture after the 

revolution re-emerged with the growth of the Prolet’kult move¬ 

ment.103 Basing themselves on the views of Bogdanov, Lunacharskii 

and others (including, interestingly, Bukharin and Kollontai), the 

Prolet’kult movement worked for the creation, development and 

propagation of a distinctly proletarian culture. For the prolet’kultists 

(a very broad and amorphous grouping) culture was autonomous 

from politics and economics, and so a cultural transformation 

would have to occur simultaneous with economic and political devel¬ 

opments (or perhaps even prior to them). Indeed many radical 

prolet’kulti sts wished, while creating a new proletarian culture, to 

reject all bourgeois cultural and scientific developments entirely. At 

the first conference of Prolet’kult in Moscow in September 1918, 

Bogdanov called for the “socialization of science” as the basis for 

creating a genuinely proletarian culture.104 

Although staffed mainly by intellectuals, the purpose of Prolet’kult 

was not merely the creation of a proletarian culture, but also the 

promotion of workers themselves to manage the development of 

this culture. This was to be accomplished in two ways: Workers’ 

Universities and the Workers’ Encyclopaedia.104 The Prolet’kult 

movement espoused a faith in the creative potential of both the 

workers themselves, and in the autonomy and centrality of cultural 

transformation in the establishment of socialism in Russia.10'1 The 

Bolshevik who most vehemently opposed it was Trotsky. He 

prioritized the transformations in the economic sphere, and along 

with Lenin strongly criticized those who wished to reject all bour¬ 

geois culture and values. For Lenin and Trotsky, the raising of 

productivity was the primary task: all spheres had to contribute to 
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this. In asserting this, Trotsky in particular denied the autonomy of 

the cultural sphere, and assigned it a secondary role in the con¬ 

struction of socialism.107 

Lenin occupied something of an intermediary position (as in so 

many other instances). Lenin accepted the need for a “cultural re¬ 

volution”, but with two important qualifications. First, his concern 

was with material culture: literacy, scientific knowledge and so on. 

He had little time for artistic experimentation or avant-garde move¬ 

ments in developing a new proletarian culture. Secondly, Lenin 

vehemently rejected the ideas of those who sought to reject the 

developments of capitalism in the fields of culture and science. The 

cultural and educational backwardness of the Russian worker and 

peasant could only be overcome through the widest possible dis¬ 

semination of the latest advances in human culture.108 This is the 

application to the cultural sphere of Lenin’s view of socialism as 

growing out of capitalism, as its heir. The imperatives of modern¬ 

ization and productivism imparted a strong utilitarian bent into 

Lenin’s attitude towards culture. 

During the civil war period (and after) the sphere of culture 

saw struggles and conflicts over the management and content of 

cultural policy, as the ambiguities and tensions within Bolshevism 

over culture were played out. As in so many other areas, the civil 

war period saw a massive growth in institution building to oversee 

cultural policy. A Commissariat of Enlightenment (Narkompros) 

was created under Lunacharsky, which became responsible for all 

aspects of cultural policy: arts, literature, education, the press, the 

cinema, theatre.109 Ideas, values and policies were popularized and 

transmitted to the population through a number of different organ¬ 

izations izhenotdel, Komsomol, trade unions) as the party gradually 

extended the scope of its activities. Concurrently, they shut down 

organizations that cut across class cleavages (most notably the Boy 

Scouts!). This tension between societal autonomy and state control 

ran throughout this period. There was no definitive resolution 

though. While Prolet’kult dwindled in influence after 1920, the 

universities, the Academy of Sciences, scientists and some famous 

cultural figures retained considerable autonomy from the state.110 

The content of cultural policy combined a number of differ¬ 

ent strands designed to inculcate a new worldview, and also to 

impart more narrow educational and technical values, as part of the 
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modernization of society. The process of forming a new worldview 

entailed the destruction of alternative explanations of the world 

(religious and secular) and the propagating of a communist view¬ 

point through an extensive propaganda network. The party adopted 

a policy of militant atheism, and started to uproot organized reli¬ 

gion in Russia, expecting personal faith to dwindle automatically as 

a consequence of modernization and education. Priests were im¬ 

poverished by the ending of state subsidies and the confiscation of 

church property. Religious buildings were converted for a variety of 

different uses (including museums of atheism). Religious education 

was outlawed, being replaced with atheistic propaganda. Religious 

festivals were replaced by secular and communist alternatives. A 

vast propaganda network - incorporating cinema, theatre, the press, 

posters - was created to spread the atheistic gospel.111 Censorship 

was applied increasingly extensively during the civil war, as altern¬ 

ative viewpoints were suppressed. One of the main obstacles to 

the success of this attempt to create a socialist person was the ex¬ 

tensive illiteracy in Russia. The Bolsheviks commenced a campaign 

to abolish illiteracy. A network of literacy schools were created, 

notably in the Red Army, but also in factories and elsewhere.112 

Underlying these social and cultural initiatives was the Bolshevik 

desire to transform the world, and their faith in the ability of the 

human mind to order this process. The constructivist tendencies of 

Bolshevism expressed itself in this aspiration to undertake a pro¬ 

found degree of social engineering. This aspiration was continually 

frustrated and confounded by the material conditions of the civil 

war, in which the Bolsheviks lacked the resources to undertake this 

transformation. The civil war period is notable for the gradual 

predominance of the Leninist utilitarian line on cultural policy, em¬ 

phasizing the struggle to overcome backwardness and construct 

socialism, reinforcing the technocratic, productivist line, over the 

democratic, libertarian approach which sought a proletarian culture 

developed by the workers themselves. 

War communism - details and debates 

War communism has generated a great deal of interpretive con¬ 

troversy, among both Western and Soviet scholars. The specific 
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features of the Soviet state in this period are very well-documented 

in many texts. Summarizing these, and the above analysis, the fol¬ 

lowing features can be identified: 

• a growing statization and central control of all aspects of life; 

• extensive nationalization of industry; 

• the administrative allocation of goods, services, raw materials, 
and labour; 

• the attempt to suppress private trade by eliminating market 

relations and by abolishing money; 

• the extensive use of coercion, terror and authoritarian 

practices; 

• a bureaucratization of political and social processes; 

• a massive growth in institution building.113 

The debates over the origins of these policies is more difficult to 

delineate. The basic divide surrounds the ideology versus circum¬ 

stances or ideology and circumstances debate. Early Soviet writ¬ 

ings, such as Kritsman, emphasized the ideological element, writing 

of how “war communism” was “an experiment in the first steps of 

the transition to socialism”.114 He went on to label it as the “Heroic 

Period”. Later Soviet writings focused instead upon circumstances 

and necessity causing the introduction of a range of extreme 

policies designed to deal with an extreme situation. The end of the 

war brought an end to the policies.113 

Non-Soviet literature has also tended to emphasize one explana¬ 

tion or the other. Nove views it as an interaction of the two: 

Was War Communism a response to the war emergency 

and collapse, or did it represent an all-out attempt to leap 

into socialism? I have already suggested that it could be 

both these things at once. Perhaps it should also be said 

that it meant different things to different Bolsheviks, and 

this is an important element in our understanding their 

view of the about-turn in 1921.116 

Szamuely argues that the ideological legacy of Marxism did provide 

some broad parameters within which the Bolsheviks made their 

policy decisions.117 Boettke went further, arguing that, 
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This task of eradicating market relations and “taking over 

the whole process of social production from beginning to 

end” constitutes the economic policy followed by the Bol¬ 

sheviks from 1918 to 1921. War communism represents the 

conscious and deliberate attempt to realize Marx’s utopia.11 h 

However, many of the radical messianic interpretations stemmed 

from the coincidence of aspects of the Bolshevik war economy 

with Kautsky’s identification of the essential features of a socialist 

economic system. This encouraged theorists to view them as per¬ 

manent features of the transition period. 

Recent writings have argued that war communism was nothing 

more than a post hoc construct composed by Lenin in order to 

justify the turn towards moderation under nep. Siegelbaum, pace 

Lars Lih, has argued that Lenin created “war communism” in order 

to defend nep and attack his critics. On some occasions, Lenin 

referred to it as a desperate response to emergency circumstances. 

On others as a premature attempt to march straight into com¬ 

munism. Siegelbaum and Lih maintain that Lenin imposed an inter¬ 

pretative framework upon post-revolutionary developments that 

cannot be sustained: 

October 1917-May/June 1918 = State Capitalism [MODERATION] 

May/June 1918-March 1921 = War Communism [RADICALISM] 

March 1921- = nep [MODERATION]119 

First, they argue that there is no a priori reason for equating state 

capitalism with moderation. Secondly, there were many instances 

of retreats from pre-civil war ambitiousness: the turn to the middle 

peasants in 1919, the policy of foreign concessions. The processes 

of statization were generated as much by the experiences of war¬ 

time Imperial Germany and Russia as the doctrines of Marx and 

Engels. On this reading there was nothing conceptually distinct 

about this period.120 

From the above analysis, it is apparent that the policies adopted 

during the civil war were generated by a complex array of motives, 

and that each policy initiative needs to be examined in detail. It is 

too simplistic and one-sided to explain developments in the civil 

war as either an attempt to march straight into communism, or as a 
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system conditioned purely by emergency and desperation. What is 

remarkable on one level are the elements of continuity over the 

period after October. Within the framework of a desire to raise 

productivity as the overwhelming factor guiding Bolshevik policy, 

and given the tendency to favour large-scale, statist and centralist 

solutions, then one can see a basic consistency in the actions of the 

party. The inconsistencies between Bolshevik doctrine and practice 

occur not at the level of their ideas about the transition phase and 

the reality, but in the gap between their political pronouncements 

during 1917 (for example workers’ control of factories) and their 

actions afterwards. Let us examine a few policies in order to high¬ 

light the complex factors at play. 

Many policies - the return to one-man management, the use of 

specialists, inegalitarian wages policy, foreign concessions, strict 

labour discipline - reflected the priority of increasing production. 

The specific shape of these policies were defined by the circum¬ 

stances of civil war. But the original impulse lay in Bolshevik 

ideas about the nature and purpose of the transition phase. Some 

policies reflected the national-specific conditions of the transition, 

causing an extension and deepening of a particular idea. This is best 

illustrated with regard to the post-revolutionary franchise. Marxist- 

Engelian theory on the nature of the dictatorship of the proletariat 

spoke of the need to institute a revolutionary democracy in which 

legislative and executive functions were fused, and where the 

proletariat ruled. Nothing specific was said about the franchise. 

The particular conditions of the Bolshevik struggle for survival 

imposed the need to interpret the dictatorship function of the post¬ 

revolutionary state in terms of restricting the franchise. But Lenin 

was at pains to stress that this was a national-specific extension of 

a general principle, not a universal feature of the post-revolutionary 

state. 
Other policies were an extension and deepening of a particular 

idea because of international conditions. The extension of the pro¬ 

cess of nationalization in June 1918 was the result of the con¬ 

sequences of Brest-Litovsk, accelerating a process that had been 

developing fitfully and gradually. The question of the elimination 

of money and the creation of an economy of direct exchange was 

the result of the civil war conditions, and was only rationalized 

after the event by Preobrazhensky and others as being a conscious 
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decision taken on ideological grounds. Both the 1919 Party Pro¬ 

gramme and The ABC of Communism expressed the long-term 

goal of a moneyless economy, and an intermediate phase in which 

money would be essential: 

In the first period of transition from capitalism to com¬ 

munism, while communist production and distribution of 

products is not yet organised, it is impossible to abolish 

money . . . the All-Russian Communist Party strives towards 

the adoption of a series of measures which will render it 

possible to extend the held of operations without the aid 

of money, and which will lead to the abolition of money.121 

The conditions of the civil war encouraged an identification of 

certain elements of crisis management with elements of full blown 

communism, and the monetary issue was one of these. 

Other policies represented a readjustment, although within the 

general productivist framework. This is most obvious with regard 

to the turn towards the middle peasants in 1919. This “retreat” from 

the policy of class war (committees of poor peasants) was due 

to the recognition of the past failures of food procurement, but 

also an adjustment in light of the fact that many poor peasants 

had become middling peasants as a result of the revolution¬ 

ary land settlement. The poor peasants retained a central role in 

Bolshevik strategy, particularly in creating collective and co¬ 
operative farms. 

In short, it is impossible to generalize. Each policy initiative needs 

to be examined, paying close attention to the ideological and cir¬ 

cumstantial matrix out of which it arose. The term “war commun¬ 

ism” does appear to be a post hoc, artificial construct, concealing 

more than it reveals. However, the inherent ambiguity within the 

term itself, highlighting ideological and circumstantial features, may 

mean that the concept can be saved, although not in the form 

envisaged by Lenin et al. Of greater significance perhaps are the 

debates within the party generated by the experiences of governing 

during the civil war. Out of these, there emerged a new theoretical 

synthesis about the nature of socialism as a transitional society. It 

is to an analysis ol this understanding of socialism that we must 
now turn. 
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War communism and Soviet socialism: a model of 
Soviet socialism? 

By the end of the civil war the Bolshevik party had begun to refine 

its view of socialism, as the contact of their ideals with the reality of 

Russian society brought forth a new theoretical synthesis. But how 

did this interaction between theory and practice work. It can best 

be described as a dialectical process: 

1) The general ideas and principles about the transition period, 

which were developed prior to the revolution, represented 

a loose framework within which there were many unre¬ 

solved tensions and undeveloped ideas; 

2) This framework acted as something of an ideological filter, 

which led the party leadership to favour some approaches 

at the expense of others, conditioning the choice of specific 

policies; 

3) The application of these policies to the circumstances of the 

civil war helped to define the nature of the transitional 

society in two ways. First, it resolved many of the tensions 

within the Bolshevik understanding of socialism. Secondly, it 

provided a specific content/meaning for many of the rather 

vague principles in Bolshevik ideology. 

From this process emerged the first definitive post-revolutionary 

theorization of the transition phase. The contested issue here con¬ 

cerns the extent to which this theoretical synthesis outlined below 

represents an historically and conceptually distinct view of social¬ 

ism, or whether it forms the basis of the Soviet model of socialism 

which was to remain virtually unmodified until perestroika. 

The theoretical basis of Soviet socialism: statism, technocracy, 

productivism and collectivism 

Lenin, Bukharin and Trotsky all made significant contributions to 

theorizing the transition process, although there were differences 

between them. Additionally, these views were also subject to sig¬ 

nificant criticisms generated by factions within the Bolshevik party. 

The most significant theoretical writings from this period were: the 
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Party Programme of March 1919; The ABC of Communism (drafted 

by Bukharin and Preobrazhensky);122 Lenin’s “The Proletarian Re¬ 

volution and the renegade Kautsky”;121 Bukharin’s “The economics 

of the transition period”;124 Trotsky’s Terrorism and communism. 

The 1919 Party Programme was an update of the 1903 Programme, 

and occupied a central role in Bolshevik discourse, setting out the 

long-term perspectives of the party alongside its specific short-term 

policy commitments. The ABC of Communism was written as a 

means of popularizing and explaining the Programme in more depth. 

The other three pieces were partly derived from the ongoing polemic 

within the international socialist movement. Lenin, Trotsky and 

Bukharin continued their polemical struggle with their old adversary 

Karl Kautsky. Taken together, these works are highly significant. 

Amid a devastating, destructive civil war, the key Bolshevik theorists 

thought it essential to begin to theorize their experiences, to assert 

the ideological correctness of their stance in the light of stringent 

criticism from within and without, and also to reorient themselves 

on their journey from capitalism to communism. 

Interpreting these texts is by no means straightforward though. 

Lih has convincingly demonstrated the problems with the existing 

views of The ABC currently in circulation.12^ Given the diverse ends 

to which these works were directed, and the shifting context within 

the civil war itself as the military struggle waxed and waned, it is 

possible to extract the essential features of the emerging orthodoxy 

concerning the shape of the transition period. The orthodoxy that 

emerged from this period was forged in the heat of the party’s 

multiple struggles: ideological, polemical, military, political, cultural, 

survival. 

The economics of Soviet socialism 

It is clear that by 1921 the conception of socialism which held 

the upper hand in Bolshevik discourse lay on the modernizing, 

productivist, technocratic, rationalist wing of Marxism. Soviet so¬ 

cialism was conceptualized as a phase in which economic, social 

and political structures would be transformed, and in which maxi¬ 

mum effort was devoted to a massive increase in the productive 

forces. Only in this way, through modernization, rapid large-scale 

industrialization and technological change, could domination over 
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nature be brought about and the satisfaction of mankind’s basic 

needs be met. Socialism, and by extension communism, was 

thus about transforming structures to enable mankind to dominate 

nature and finally be free. It was not about the creation of a society 

of relationships in which humanity would find unity and live in 

harmony with each other and with nature. Consequently, the tran¬ 

sition phase had to adopt those policies that most quickly, effec¬ 

tively and efficiently expedited this transformation of the economic, 

social and political structures of Soviet society. As Bukharin wrote 

in The ABC of Communism,-. 

The communist method of production will signify an 

enormous development of productive forces. As a result, no 

worker in communist society will have to do as much work 

as of old. The working day will continually grow shorter, 

and people will be to an increasing extent freed from the 

chains imposed on them by nature. As soon as man is 

enabled to spend less time upon feeding and clothing him¬ 

self, we will be able to devote more time to the work of 

mental development. Human culture will climb to heights 

never attained before. It will no longer be a class culture, 

but will become a genuinely human culture. Concurrently 

with the disappearance of man’s tyranny over man, the 

tyranny of nature over man will vanish.126 

This was freedom outside of labour, not through creative labour. 

Soviet socialism viewed leisure time as the “realm of freedom”. 

In this way, two critical notions became central to Soviet socialism: 

1) The central objective of socialism was the maximization of 

productivity through the expansion of the productive forces; 

2) The individual under socialism was defined as a bearer of 

labour-power, and the status of the individual under social¬ 

ism was determined by their productive contribution. 

Flowing from this productivist definition of socialism, the Bolsheviks 

posited a central role for the state, and for science and technology 

in this process. Enormous power was concentrated in the hands of 

the state to bring about this transformation. Enormous faith was 
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vested in the ability of science and technology, of scientists and 

experts to achieve it. The technocratic dimension to Soviet social¬ 

ism arose from the contact of the Bolsheviks’ own emphasis upon 

modernization and their rationalist tendencies with the realities of 

the cultural and technical backwardness of Russia. The statist aspect 

of Soviet socialism arose from a similar process. The devastation of 

civil war Russia - scarce resources, low levels of consciousness, 

wartime emergencies, the decimation of the proletariat - left the 

state as the main agent of social transformation. The Bolshevik 

conception of the dictatorship of the proletariat was underpinned 

with notions of centralism, coercion and hierarchy. 

The theoretical rationale of this statist approach was provided by 

Bukharin in “Economics of the transition period”. Bukharin, and 

Trotsky, adopted the view that the dictatorship of the proletariat 

required the growth of the most powerful state possible in order to 

effect the social transformation towards communism, so that a state¬ 

less society could emerge. This theme runs throughout Bukharin’s 

“Economics”, but has been most vividly put by Trotsky: 

. . . the road to socialism lies through a period of the highest 

possible intensification of the principle of the state . . . Just 

as a lamp before going out shoots up in a brilliant flame, 

so the state, before disappearing, assumes the form of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat, i.e. the most ruthless form of 

the state, which embraces the life of the citizens authorita¬ 

tively in every direction,127 (my emphasis) 

Bukharin set out the theoretical justification for viewing the state as 

the agent of social and economic transformation under socialism: 

“it is an active force, a functioning organisation that uses every 

means to strengthen the productive base upon which it arises”.128 

He argued that, “The collective reason of the working class, in turn, 

is materially embodied in its highest and most universal organisation 

- in its state apparatus”.128 The proletarian state came to represent 

the “organised consciousness of society”.13" Bukharin went on to 

state what this would mean in practice: 

It is obviously necessary in a formal sense for the working 

class to adopt exactly the same method that the bourgeoisie 
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used during the epoch of state capitalism. In organisational 

terms that method consists of subordinating all proletarian 

organisations to the most universal organisation ... to the 

Soviet state of the proletariat. The “statification” of the trade 

unions and the genuine statification of all proletarian mass 

organisations results from the innermost logic of the trans¬ 

formation process. Even the smallest cells of the workers’ 

apparatus must be integrated into the general organisational 

process.131 

The rationale for the universalization of state power in the transi¬ 

tion period arose from the dual challenge posed by this phase: 

destroying the old and creating the new. Violence and coercion are 

required to destroy the forces of counter-revolution. The creation 

of the new requires an agent of “unity, organisation and construc¬ 

tion”.132 The chaos of the revolutionary period, and the disparate 

nature of post-revolutionary proletarian consciousness requires the 

use of compulsion in the transitional period for all classes. Yet as 

the state is the organized consciousness of society, Bukharin argues 

that compulsion under the dictatorship of the proletariat is very 

different from that under a bourgeois dictatorship. It represents self¬ 

organization and self-discipline, not something imposed from outside, 

. . . discipline is not established by some outside force, but 

represents the collective will of all and is obligatory for 

each ... In the transition period the working class experi¬ 

ences both self-regulation and coercion ... all forms of 

proletarian compulsion, beginning with executions and end¬ 

ing with obligatory labour service, are methods of forging 

communist mankind out of the human material left by the 

capitalist epoch.133 

This theoretical rationale of a universalized state power exerting 

compulsion over all social groups, and constructing a new society 

out of human bricks and mortar is best illustrated with reference to 

the question of the organization of labour. 

The labour question - along with the increased use of tech¬ 

nology in the productive process - was central to the raising of 

productivity. As Trotsky asserted: 
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The whole of human history is the history of the organisa¬ 
tion and education of collective man for labour, with the 
object of attaining a higher level of productivity.13' 

During the civil war, labour was brought under the direct control of 
the state. The autonomous agencies for defending workers’ inter¬ 
ests were subordinated to the state. Universal compulsory labour 
service was introduced, and labour was organized along militaristic 
lines. Strict labour discipline, one-man management, piece-rates were 
all imposed. All these developments were justified on the basis of 
the following. First, people were intrinsically lazy and needed 
discipline to work. Secondly, the task of construction was taking 
place in conditions of misery, poverty and chaos. Thirdly, there 
was an identification of the individual interests of the workers and 
the group interests of the unions with the overall collective interests 
of the class as a whole, represented by the state which was the 
embodiment of the collective reason of the working class. Trotsky 
related that: 

Naturally it is quite clear that the state must, by means of 
the bonus system, give the better workers better conditions 
of existence. But this not only does not include, but on 
the contrary presupposes, that the state and trade unions 
- without which the Soviet state will not build up industry - 
acquire new rights of some kind over the worker. The 
worker does not merely bargain with the Soviet state: no 
he is subordinated to the Soviet state, under its orders in 
every direction - for it is his state.135 

Compulsion, militarization and other methods were, 

essential conditions in order to bind down the bourgeois 
anarchy, to secure socialisation of the means of production 
and labour and to reconstruct economic life on the basis of 
a single plan.13” 

By 1920/21 the foundations of the Soviet concept of socialism - 
productivist, collectivist, technocratic, constructivist, statist, class-based 
- had crystallized. On these foundations, there was beginning to be 
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erected an edifice of features, the institutional architecture of the 

transition phase. The following features of socialism Soviet-style 

can be identified: 

• state ownership and control of the economy; 

• centralized allocation and direction of all resources; 

• the abolition of market relations; 

• the abolition of money and the replacement of trade with 

direct product exchange; 

• the development of a single economic plan; 

• the maximum use and application of science and technology 

in the productive process; 

• one man, appointed, management in the factories. 

What was unresolved in this concept of Soviet socialism at this 

point is the precise meaning of these terms. What form would 

centralization take? What forms would state control of the economy 

take? What role would the trade unions have? What type of plan¬ 

ning? Who would undertake the planning? How would the agricul¬ 

tural sector be organized? Specifying the meaning of socialism in 

practice had yet to be established fully. Debates, conflicts and dis¬ 

putes still continued within the party, although very few groups or 

individuals challenged the dominant understanding of the transi¬ 

tion phase. The differences were essentially concerned with the 

best means to achieve this. 

The politics of Soviet socialism 

The tensions in pre-revolutionary Bolshevik discourse on the na¬ 

ture of the dictatorship of the proletariat had begun to be resolved 

by 1920/21. The democratic impulse within State and revolution 

- popular participation and control in the processes of governing - 

had been displaced and redefined as the universalization of state 

power accentuated the impulse towards centralization, hierarchy, 

coercion and bureaucratization. The imperatives of raising produc¬ 

tivity and winning the civil war meant a resolution of this tension in 

practice in favour of state power. Social organizations and popular 

participation became an adjunct of the latter, expediting the func¬ 

tions of the state. All social organizations and political institutions 
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- trade unions, local Soviets, Communist Youth League - were to 

become “transmission belts” for party policy. Democratic practices 

within state bodies - for example the Red Army - were ended and 

replaced with a return to discipline and hierarchy. Although there 

were nuanced differences between Lenin and other leaders (most 

notably Trotsky) over the scope and extent of popular participa¬ 

tion, there was substantial consensus on the overall pattern of the 

distribution of power and authority between state and society. 

The politics of the transition phase were dominated by the growth 

of centralization, bureaucratization, coercion, hierarchy and monism 

over local autonomy, accountability, popular participation and 

political pluralism. These developments were fed by the immediate 

context of war and chaos, but also by the low cultural and educa¬ 

tional levels of the population, which presented a barrier to Lenin’s 

vision of extensive popular participation in the administration of the 

country. The realities of the civil war intruded into this equation, 

pushing towards a resolution in favour of elitism, centralization and 

coercion. How was this theorized? 

In terms of theoretical advances, the arena of politics remained 

rather undeveloped. The assumption of power by the proletariat, 

exercised by the party, did not produce any detailed theoretical 

pronouncements on the distribution of power under socialism. In¬ 

deed, Lenin argued in “The proletarian revolution and the renegade 

Kautsky” that it was necessary to draw a distinction between the 

form of state and the form of government. Once the rule of a class 

has been established, the form of government was an irrelevance. 

The role of the law, the division of powers between centre and 

locality, executive and legislative bodies received no detailed 

treatment.137 

The general features of the politics of the dictatorship of the 

proletariat can be deduced from an examination of four main ques¬ 

tions: the relationship between the state and the individual; the 

relationship between the state and society; the relationship between 

the state and the party, and the role of the party. 

The identification of the state as the embodiment of the collective 

reason of the working class, combined with the underlying prem¬ 

ise that individual self-realization came through self-transcendence 

created a system in which the individual could have no rights out¬ 

side of or against the state. What emerged from the key texts of this 
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period was a top-down approach, in which rights and freedoms 

were vested in the state, and delegated to individuals. The univer¬ 

salization of state power, the priority of the collective over the 

individual, overturned the notions of individual freedom within 

liberal discourse. Individuals could have no rights against the state. 

There was no autonomous sphere within which the state must not 

encroach. The law was not a means for defending the individual 

against state power: 

The revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat is rule won 

and maintained by the use of violence by the proletariat 

against the bourgeoisie, rule that is unrestricted by any 

laws.138 

Bolshevik ideology was concerned with the economic basis of the 

rights of the workers, not the “fictitious” freedoms arising from the 

legal and political rights that liberal democracy proclaimed. Freedoms 

under socialism concerned the freedoms of the proletariat as a 

class, not as individuals. 

The relationship between state and society, and social organ¬ 

izations in particular, was more complex. The theoretical works 

attempted to maintain the balance between centralized elite direc¬ 

tion and guidance on the one hand, and popular participation and 

control on the other. In Lenin’s words, 

The Soviets are the direct organisation of the working and 

exploited people themselves, which helps them to organ¬ 

ise and administer their own state in every possible way.139 

In the 1919 Party Programme, there was a continued commitment 
to upgrade the role of the trade unions in the production process, 
in the midst of a wider debate within the party over their precise 
position within the system: 

Trade unions . . . must actually concentrate in their hands 

the management of the whole system of public economy 

as an economic unit. . . The participation of trade unions 

in the management of production and the attraction by 

them of the broad masses are the principal means to carry 
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on a struggle against bureaucracy in the economic apparatus 

of the Soviet state, and afford the opportunity of establish¬ 

ing real democratic control over the results of production.1 

Yet these ideas of popular participation in the making and control 

of the system came into conflict with the universalization of state 

power, through which the state would use all resources, institutions 

and organizations to raise productivity, relegating social organiza¬ 

tions to a subordinate role. The implications of this (although it had 

not been realized in practice at the end of the civil war) were that 

all organizations would be agencies of the state. No independent 

organizations outside of the state could exist. The unresolved issue 

concerned the degree of autonomy that different organizations might 

acquire and exercise within this statized system. The precise role, 

functions, structure and composition of these social and political 

organizations - trade unions, Soviets, Komsomol - remained to be 

resolved. 
Finally, the role of the party. Trotsky expresses the reasons for 

the development of political monism and the gradual transforma¬ 

tion of the Soviets into transmission belts rather than organs of local 

and national power: 

The exclusive role of the Communist Party under the 

conditions of a victorious proletarian revolution is quite 

comprehensible. The question is of the dictatorship of a 

class. In the composition of that class there enter various 

elements, heterogenous moods, different levels of devel¬ 

opment. Yet the dictatorship presupposes unity of will, unity 

of direction, unity of action . . . The revolutionary supremacy 

of the proletariat presupposes within the proletariat itself 

the political supremacy of a party, with a clear programme 

of action and a faultless internal discipline . . . We have more 

than once been accused of having substituted for the dic¬ 

tatorship of the Soviets the dictatorship of our party. Yet it 

can be said with complete justice that the dictatorship of 

the soviets became possible only by means of the dictator¬ 

ship of the party. It is thanks to the clarity of its theoretical 

vision and its strong revolutionary organisation that the 

party has afforded to the soviets the possibility of becoming 
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transformed from the shapeless parliaments of labour into 

the apparatus of the supremacy of labour. In this substitu¬ 

tion of the power of the party for the power of the working 

class there is nothing accidental, and in reality there is no 

substitution at all. The communists express the fundamental 

interests of the working class141 (my emphasis) 

The role of the party in the post-revolutionary system was becom¬ 

ing clearer. The party was to exercise leadership and general con¬ 

trol over the path of development. It would develop the programme 

to be followed and would guide the activities of all state bodies 

through the work of communist members within them. The mon¬ 

opoly position of the communist party was justified on the basis 

of the following propositions: 

• political parties express the interests of a class; 

• the proletariat has a homogenous, fundamental set of 

interests; 

• these interests are expressed by the communist party, as it 

alone expresses the course of historical development; 

• there is no justification for other socialist parties; 

• guaranteeing the dominance of the communist party will 

guarantee the predominance of the proletariat and the real¬ 

ization of the fundamental interests of the working masses; 

• the form of this government does not alter the fact of the rule 

of the proletariat, albeit through the communist party; 

It was emphasized that the party was not to administer, but to 

guide and provide leadership. Administration would be the task of 

the different state organizations. 

From this analysis, the theoretical basis for the dictatorship of 

the party was becoming evident. The socio-economic and cultural 

reasons for this are well known. In theoretical terms, it could be 

summarized thus: 

1) Communist party expresses the fundamental interests of the 

workers. 
2) The Soviet state embodies the collective reason of the work¬ 

ing class. 
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3) The dictatorship of the proletariat = the supremacy of the 

Soviet state = the dictatorship of the communist party, qed! 

The general contours of the politics of Soviet socialism, of the dic¬ 

tatorship of the proletariat, represented the predominance of state 

power, centralization, coercion and terror, monism and a tendency 

to favour technocratic approaches. The tendency towards popular 

participation, democracy, local autonomy had been eroded during 

the entire post-1917 period, although it retained a significant place 

in the party programme, emphasizing the persistence of the demo¬ 

cratic impulse in Bolshevik discourse and the attempts of Lenin in 

particular to synthesize communist direction and leadership with 

the participation of a society with a low cultural and educational 

level. 

What remained unresolved in this sphere concerned the rela¬ 

tionship between the party and the state organizations (Soviets, 

trade unions, etc.). How could the party lead and guide, without 

interfering in the day-to-day work of these institutions? How could 

the problem of bureaucratization be countered? How could the 

balance between democracy and centralism within the party be 

maintained? 

Socio-cultural aspects of Soviet socialism 

The socio-cultural sphere was viewed in instrumental terms by the 

Bolshevik leadership. The struggle between the desire to emanci¬ 

pate and liberate, to realize justice and equality, and the urge to sub¬ 

ordinate everything to the wider goal of constructing the material 

and technical basis of socialism was resolved firmly in favour of the 

latter. Wage inequality was fostered to reward the experts and those 

engaged in essential work during the civil war. Gender equality 

was promoted in order to liberate women to contribute to the pro¬ 

cess of increasing production, rather than removing the bases 

of exploitation per se. Cultural policy was designed to equip the 

workers for the demands of a technologically advanced economy. 

Not only was it instrumentalist, it was also constructivist. The party 

sought to create a socialist society by moulding the consciousness, 

worldview, morality and outlook of the Soviet people. This had the 
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benefit of destroying the basis of non-socialist thinking. Atheism 

was propagated. The education system was imbued with socialist 

ideas. Morality was based on class notions. The press was dominated 

by the norms of Soviet-style socialism. The Bolsheviks sought to 

remake individuals, and in so doing to remake the world. 

Conclusion 

The emerging model of Soviet socialism represented the victory of 

rationalism, collectivism, productivism and technocracy over the 

tendency towards democracy, libertarianism, moralism and egali¬ 

tarianism.'42 Yet it would be wrong to overstate this point at this 

stage. Two points in particular need to be added. 

First, Lenin himself was acutely aware of the problems of 

bureaucratization and centralization, and of the importance of 

mass participation in the administration of the system. The problems 

of cultural and economic backwardness accentuated the elitist and 

hierarchical nature of the Soviet state. But the importance of mass 

participation was a central concern of Lenin’s. Secondly, there con¬ 

tinued to exist within the party a number of groups or factions, 

whose specific concerns about the development of the system after 

1917 were at a deeper level articulating alternative conceptions of 

socialism. The Democratic Centralists (greater democracy within 

the party), the Workers’ Opposition (revival of the Soviets as func¬ 

tioning democratic organizations and genuine workers’ control in 

industry), the Military Opposition (democratization in the army), all 

expressed the yearning for greater democracy and egalitarianism 

within the system. In subsequent Soviet history, these ideas were 

to become the basis for movements to reform the system. At the 

end of the civil war though, the technocratic tendency held the 

upper hand. 

It is often argued that the system underwent something of a 

sea-change in the period after March 1921 with the adoption of 

the New Economic Policy (nep hereafter). The extent to which nep 

represents an alternative model of Soviet socialism, or merely a 

shift in emphasis within the parameters of the model of Soviet 

socialism is a matter of some dispute. It is to this question that we 

must now turn. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

nep and Soviet socialism: 
departing from orthodoxy? 

The end of the civil war brought the first respite for the Bolshevik 

leadership from armed conflict. Yet social peace remained elusive, 

and the prospects for constructing a socialist society looked bleak. 

The economy was devastated, the urban population hungry and 

restless, the countryside rebellious and resentful, the infrastructure 

collapsing and international revolution receding over the horizon. 

In the midst of these events, the leadership were confronted with a 

profoundly disturbing rebellion at the Kronstadt naval base.1 This 

rebellion, carried out by a group which had been a core part of the 

revolutionary vanguard of 1917, presented a deep-rooted political 

and ideological challenge to the legitimacy of Bolshevik rule. It was 

against this background that the party met at its 10th Congress and 

introduced the nep (New Economic Policy) and the resolution “On 

Party Unity”. 

A great deal has been written about nep.2 At the time it provoked 

controversy because of the apparent turn away from socialism and 

the restoration of capitalism implied by its policies. It has provoked 

controversy subsequently because historians have debated the in¬ 

evitability or otherwise of Stalinism, and have seen in nep an alter¬ 

native model for the construction of socialism. Yet the meaning and 

significance of nep remain deeply contested. Was it a departure 

from the Bolshevik understanding of the transitional phase, or was 

it merely a shift of emphasis, which affirmed the basic principles but 
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differed in its interpretation or implementation? This has not been a 

purely academic debate. The early years of perestroika saw a con¬ 

scious attempt by Gorbachev to redefine Soviet socialism. The ex¬ 

ample of nep - defined pace Lenin as “a radical modification in our 

whole outlook on socialism” — was used to legitimize Gorbachev’s 

project by disassociating it from the Stalinist—Brezhnevite model.3 

The genesis of nep 

Although the 10th Party Congress is traditionally viewed as the 

inaugural point of nep, this is a little misleading, nep evolved fitfully 

during 1921 and 1922. It was not a ready-made package of meas¬ 

ures implemented all at once. It was at the 10th Party Congress, 

however, that the initial moves - the introduction of the prodnalog 

or tax-in-kind to replace the requisitioning of grain from the peas¬ 

antry - were brought in. This move had been mooted before. In 

February 1920, Trotsky had suggested that the problem of bread 

shortages could best be solved by ending forced requisitioning of 

grain in favour of a return to private trade (albeit in selected areas 

of the country: Ukraine, the Don, Siberia)."1 He was defeated in the 

cc by eleven votes to four, and was severely criticized by Lenin for 

wanting to restore private trade.5 

Exactly a year later, the proposal re-emerged. The catalyst for 

this was the end of the civil war, which brought in its wake both a 

review of the state of the country and social unrest. The conclusion 

to the armed conflict abruptly destroyed the fragile support for the 

Bolsheviks among the Russian population. No longer benefiting 

from being the lesser of two evils, social strife erupted. Urban and 

rural Russia were in turmoil. The Kronstadt sailors were threatening 

to join with restless workers in Petrograd. The resolution of the 

food issue became a matter of political survival, and it was this that 

placed it in the forefront of party policy. A rapprochement between 

the state and the peasantiy was crucial to the survival of Bolshev¬ 

ism. Would the Bolsheviks be willing to abandon requisitioning in 

favour of a restoration of (limited) market relations, and by exten¬ 

sion of capitalism? A clandestine and contentious debate ensued 

within the party in February and March 1921. The first full discus¬ 

sion took place in the Politburo meeting of 8 February.6 
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The premise was a simple one. In order to increase production it 

was necessary to give the peasants an incentive to work harder. 

By replacing the forcible requisitioning with a tax, levied in kind, 

and set below the level of the state procurement quota, it left the 

peasants with a surplus to dispose of as they wished. The higher 

their production, the greater their surplus. The leadership pro¬ 

ceeded cautiously, aware of the ideological dilemmas raised by 

the prodnalog. The discussion turned on the disposal of the sur¬ 

plus. Lenin initially envisaged the emergence of “local economic 

exchange” (i.e. a local, limited market where peasants could re¬ 

ceive industrial goods in exchange for their produce). There was 

no intention to restore market relations to the economy as a whole. 

A Politburo commission, set up on 19 February, deliberated on 

technical aspects of the food tax. The commission, composed of 

some individuals unsympathetic to the new turn, 

proceeded to excise “local economic exchange” from 

Kamenev’s earlier draft. Their aim was to restrict the peas¬ 

ants to bartering with the People’s Commissariat of Food 

Supplies, which had access to the warehouses of the state- 

owned factories . . . An entire economy run from Moscow 

remained the objective. 

The return of “local economic exchange” to the final draft was 

guaranteed when Lenin became personally involved in its drafting, 

as popular rebellions increased during early March.8 These delib¬ 

erations demonstrate the tenacity of Bolshevik principles on the 

shape of a socialist economy - statist, centralist, non-market - as 

well as the continued disputes and debates within the party. In 

spite of the clear determination of the leadership to hedge this in 

with limitations, the prodnalog quickly snowballed, transforming 

the socio-economic landscape of Russia. 

The economics of nep 

Prodnalog, food policy and the agricultural sector 

On 15 March 1921 at the 10th Party Congress the resolution “On the 

replacement of requisitions with a tax-in-kind” was passed. The 

central parts of the decree outlined the following: 
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• in order to ensure a correct and tranquil working of the land 

on the basis of greater freedom on the part of the farmer to 

dispose of his economic resources, to strengthen his peasant 

holdings and raise their productivity . . . the requisitions, as 

a means of state procurements of food, raw materials and 

forage are replaced by a tax-in-kind. 

• the tax is to be lower than the amount levied by the 

requisitions. 

• the tax is to be a progressive one. Hardworking peasant 

proprietors who increase the sown area of their holdings, or 

who increase the productivity of their holdings as a whole, 

are granted advantages in the payment of the tax-in-kind. 

• all stocks of food, raw materials and forage that remain in 

the possession of the farmers after they have paid their taxes 

are completely at their disposal and can be used by them to 

improve and strengthen their holdings, to increase personal 

consumption and to obtain, in exchange, products of factory 

and cottage industry and agricultural produce. Exchanges are 

permitted within the bounds of the local economic turnover.9 

The resolution was passed, although not without some disquiet. 

The full extent of this disquiet only became apparent two months 

later at the 10th Party Conference in May 1921, when the party had 

a full and frank debate. How did Lenin theorize this policy shift? 

From Lenin’s two speeches (10th Congress and 10th Confer¬ 

ence), and his pamphlet - “On the tax-in-kind” sandwiched in 

between - it is clear that he was attempting to defend it on both 

political and economic grounds.10 For Lenin, it was necessary to 

defend the revolution, to get the economy working, and to effect 

the transition to socialism. The emphasis in Lenin’s writings and 

speeches shifted subtly according to the context and the audience. 

In the initial report to the 10th Party Congress, Lenin emphasized 

the political benefits of nep, of its political expediency, “we know 

that as long as there is no revolution in other countries, only agree¬ 

ment with the peasantry can save the revolution in Russia”.11 The 

need to establish an economic alliance (smychka) between the mass 

of the peasantry and the proletariat dictated a shift in the nature of 

the economy, “we must adapt our state economy to the economy 

of the middle peasant”.1' The emphasis lay upon satisfying the 
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disgruntled peasantry, and creating an economic breathing-space 
for the restoration of the country. 

By the time Lenin came to write his pamphlet, and even more so 

by the 10th Party Conference, Lenin had begun to theorize this 

move in order to defend it from the growing criticism within the 

party. Less was made of “adapting” to the demands of the peas¬ 

antry, than to the immediacy and pragmatism of a “breathing-space”. 

In “On the tax-in-kind”, Lenin attempted to demonstrate that nep 

stood full square within the Bolshevik post-revolutionary economic 

approach to the construction of socialism. Lenin talked of a return 

to the construction of “state capitalism” (a la May 1918), which 

would advance Russia towards socialism. State capitalism would 

help to eradicate petty capitalism, and lay the basis for large-scale 

production. By creating a food policy that restored economic ex¬ 

change between town and country, this would assist industrial 

growth and thus restore large-scale industry.13 At the 10th Confer¬ 

ence, faced with vehement criticism, Lenin reiterated the ideo¬ 

logical rectitude of nep. Here Lenin described nep as a “stepping- 

stone to further measures”.14 What were these measures? To restore 

large-scale industry, which would create the material basis for social¬ 

ism, and for the development of proletarian class-consciousness. 

This could only be achieved by accumulating stocks of food. 

Increasing food production required incentives for the peasant 

to produce more, and goods for the peasant to buy. The long-term 

goal had not changed one iota. In the interim, the peasant (and 

light industry) were to be placed in the forefront of party policy.15 

This shift in Lenin’s public utterances illustrates the dilemma facing 

the Bolsheviks: how could a successfully functioning economy be 

restored while demonstrating progress towards the construction 

of socialism? 

Lenin’s line prevailed. But unease lingered in the party. The 

wider theoretical issues relating to Lenin’s writings about the food 

tax will be explored below. Suffice to note at this point that Lenin 

argued that capitalist relations could be combined with proletarian 

state power. The key point, he noted, was the extent. Could the 

state limit exchange, and prevent the wholesale restoration of the 

market? The initial intention was that centralized statist control of 

the economy could be maintained by bartering manufactured goods 

for the peasant surplus. The progress of nep after its introduction 

155 



NEP AND SOVIET SOCIALISM 

testify to the difficulty the party had in controlling the “genie” of 

petty capitalism. Not only did it transform the agricultural sector, 

but it also had far-reaching consequences for the industrial sector. 

The immediate benefits were political rather than economic. The 

countryside retreated from open rebellion, and began to return to 

their farms. However, the accumulation of grain by the Bolsheviks 

was undermined by a severe drought in the spring of 1921. The aim 

had been to acquire 240 million puds of grain via the prodnalog, 

with a further 160 million acquired through barter exchange. Only 

128 million puds were brought in through the tax; none via barter.16 

After 1921, the economic ramifications were enormous, bringing 

ideological conundrums in their wake. 

Economic exchange stubbornly refused to remain “local”. 

Unable to provide sufficient manufactured goods, private trade in 

agricultural produce mushroomed. By 1924, the prodnalog had 

been replaced by a monetary tax. Market relations sprung up. 

Private traders (the so-called NEpmen) emerged. Money returned. 

The whole atmosphere of rural Russia was overturned as buying, 

selling, bartering and exchange were revived. A notable feature of 

this period was the growth of co-operative trading, which was greatly 

encouraged by the party as a means of implanting collectivist 
practices into the countryside.1 

The growth of private trade, and the incentives this gave to 

peasant productivity had further ramifications. First, it threw tradi¬ 

tional Bolshevik class analysis into further disarray. The poor peas¬ 

ants had been viewed as the allies of the proletariat; the rich kulaks 

their enemies. The middle peasants were to be tolerated. But given 

the encouragement within nep for peasants to increase their output, 

this would increase the numbers and wealth of the middle peasants 

and kulaks. Restricting their economic activities would undermine 

the whole thrust of nep. This dilemma vexed the party throughout 
the 1920s. 

Secondly, the land tenure situation was formalized with the adop¬ 

tion of the Land Code which became operational on 1 December 

1922.lh This reinforced the abolition of private ownership of land, 

as all land was the property of the state. However, the form of land 

tenure exercised by the peasantry was left open to the discretion of 

the peasantry. While the state framed the code so as to encourage 

the peasant household (the basic unit) to transfer to collective forms 
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of tenure, it was still possible for individuals to consolidate their 

landholdings. This latter practice (along with leasing of land and 

hiring of labour) became increasingly prevalent, running counter to 

the Bolshevik ideals of a collectivized, large-scale, modernized and 

mechanized agricultural sector. Indeed, nep seemed to be creating 

a fragmented, archaic, quasi-medieval system. 

The industrial sector: trustification and commercialization 

The ripples caused by nep extended beyond the waters of rural 

Russia. Placing the peasant at the centre of economic policy effected 

changes in the structure, organization and operating principles of 

Soviet industry. The most notable changes encompassed a higher 

priority for small and light industry, a shift towards commercial 

principles (production for the market, profit and loss indicators), 

and a greater degree of autonomy for enterprises in managing their 

affairs, acquiring supplies, dealing with employees and so on.19 

The priority of supplying goods in exchange for peasant pro¬ 

duce led to the restoration of market relations and a shift in em¬ 

phasis from large-scale state heavy industry, towards small and 

medium-sized firms producing for the market. In the period after 

March 1921, a greater degree of diversity returned to the industrial 

sector. Nationalization remained the overwhelming form of owner¬ 

ship. Yet there was a realization that the attempts to nationalize all 

manufacturing enterprises were erroneous. Following a decree of 

17 May 1921, the industrial sector comprised: 

• the “Commanding Heights” of the economy (banking, trans¬ 

port, foreign trade, large-scale strategic industry) still in state 

hands. 

• many state enterprises, especially those under the jurisdic¬ 

tion of local economic councils that were in some difficulty, 

were leased, at times to private entrepreneurs, but more 

often to co-operatives and other forms. 

• some small firms, which had not been nationalized prior to 

17 May 1921, were returned to private ownership.2" 

These changes aimed to restore flexibility to the sector, fostering a 

more consumer-oriented approach, but also to restore expertise. 
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Lenin was typically blunt on this point. Communists had to “learn to 

trade”.21 Without this the restoration of the economy was impossible. 

The growth of the market and the return of money as the unit of 

exchange slowly dissolved the operating principles of civil war 

economics. During the summer of 1921, the bureaucratic edifice of 

wartime supply was dismantled. The centralized supply of raw 

materials, fuel, the practice of producing to order, and the payment 

of wages in kind, rationing and so on were all deemed to be in¬ 

compatible with the new commercialism of nep. In August 1921, 

there were the first moves towards this with the adoption of the 

policy of khozraschet (profit and loss accounting). This decentral¬ 

ized economic decision-making to the enterprises themselves. They 

were given the scope to acquire raw materials themselves, and 

to sell their products on the market. Internally, enterprises were 

to operate on the basis of profitability, paying workers wages, 

shedding excess labour and forcing them to become financially 

autonomous. Hard budget constraints had arrived.22 

Financial autonomy in turn affected the organizational structure 

of the economy. A conscious retreat from the mindset that treated 

the industrial sector like the post office, or a single large firm was 

apparent. The major initiative in this area saw the creation of “trusts”. 

“Trusts” were a group of enterprises (be they factories, mines, etc.) 

engaged in a similar field of production, which became fused into 

one entity. Part of the rationale for this process of trustification, ac¬ 

cording to Carr, was to cushion the switch to khozraschet, by allow¬ 

ing for rationalization within larger units that could better absorb 

downturns in production, redundancies and so on.23 From the end 

of 1921 to March 1923, 478 trusts were formed, employing 75 per 

cent of all workers in the industrial sector.24 The independence of 

the trusts was confirmed by a sovnarkom decree of 10 April 1923, 

which set out their position as legal entities with the right to enter 

into contracts, buy and sell and so on. However the trusts were not 

joint-stock or private companies, merely “trustees of the state”.25 In 

this sense, nep meant both a decentralization in the economy, and a 

concentration of economic activity in fewer hands. 

One of the most interesting and contentious developments in 

this period came with the inauguration of foreign concessions. 

Lenin hoped to utilize the expertise and resources of foreign busi¬ 

nessmen to help in the reconstruction of the Russian economy. 
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Although this policy was subject to severe criticisms by other Bol¬ 

sheviks, who saw this as capitalism making further inroads into 

socialist Russia, Lenin defended it as he defended so many other 

initiatives: this was the quickest way to restore the productive forces 

of the country. In the end the heat generated by the debate was out 

of all proportion to the importance of the concessions movement: 
only 42 agreements were concluded.26 

Labour, management and trade unions 

nep came to be known as the “New Exploitation of the Proletariat”. 

As the peasants took centre stage, managers and former owners 

returned, the market was restored and factories were run according 

to the principles of khozraschet, it was the workers who had to 

bear the brunt of the change in policy. The ending of free services 

and priority rations, the return of wages and piece-rates, inflation, a 

free market in labour, and unemployment all contributed to the 

growing discontent and insecurity of the Russian proletariat. The 

coercive discipline of the state (the militarization of labour, com¬ 

pulsory labour service) during the civil war was replaced by the 

economic discipline of the market. Labour relations deteriorated, 

and strikes became commonplace.2 

The restoration of a labour market, wages linked to productivity 

and the decline of labour service compelled the state to redefine 

the relationship between workers, unions, the state and manage¬ 

ment. The framework for this relationship was defined by the 1922 

Labour Code. The main points of this code were: a minimum wage 

was set (in practice wage rates were determined by local bargain¬ 

ing between employers and unions); the workers were entitled to 

an eight-hour day, two weeks holiday and welfare benefits; the 

rights of employers were also protected; unions were recognized as 

the sole body for the defence of workers’ interests, but were also 

given responsibility for helping to increase production.28 

This allowed for the defence of workers’ rights, as well as estab¬ 

lishing minimum conditions for all workers. But the gap between 

the reality of nep labour conditions and the heady days of “workers’ 

control” seemed to be wider than ever, and growing. 

The position of the trade unions under nep was a difficult one. 

The debate within the party on the trade union issue was resolved 
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at the 10th Party Congress with the adoption of the resolution “On the 

role and tasks of trade unions”.29 They were described as “schools of 

communism”, and were to occupy an intermediary position between 

full independence and full statization: educating the workers, deal¬ 

ing with housing and welfare issues, aiding in the restoration of 

the economy.30 The thrust of this resolution was undermined by the 

logic of nep. Wage rates, unemployment, local collective bargaining 

and the return of former managers and owners shifted the unions 

into the position of being the defenders of workers’ interests, and 

away from their intermediary role. Yet the unions were still expected 

to expedite the development of the productive forces, reflecting the 

ambiguities of defending workers’ immediate interests (wages, con¬ 

ditions, etc.) and promoting their longer-term interests (as defined 

by the party) of effecting the most rapid transition to socialism. 

This paradox was expressed in many ways. Strikes were per¬ 

mitted, but it was emphasized that they retarded economic recov¬ 

ery. The unions could participate in the administration of a factory, 

but could not interfere in the day-to-day production decisions. As 

nep unfolded and the unions became the defenders of the interests 

of the workers, the party moved to prevent the trade unions develop¬ 

ing any institutional autonomy within the system by asserting a 

greater degree of political control over the trade union hierarchy.31 

The precise arrangements for the management of the state enter¬ 

prises and trusts were quite convoluted. The triumvirate approach 

was revived. vsNxh proposed an “audit committee” of three indi¬ 

viduals (manager, party secretary and trade union secretary) who 

would supervise transactions, inspect the accounts and so on. This 

became a method of dual oversight of the work of the trust 

directors: the committee would provide information for higher 

bodies (vsnkIi in particular), as well as providing oversight from 

representatives of the workers. The trusts were run by a board of 

directors (appointed by vsNxh), each member of which had res¬ 

ponsibility for a section of work of the trust. Managers of individual 

factories within the trust were appointed by the directors, and they 

had the responsibility for the internal functioning of the factory. 

Commercial dealings rested with the directors. Management-labour 

deliberations were settled through production commissions.32 

The economic developments under nep appeared to represent 

something of a liberalization: the ending of compulsory labour 
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service, the granting of incentives to the peasantry, and greater 
autonomy in economic decision-making for enterprises. Was this 
process replicated in the political sphere? 

The politics of nep 

On 27 March 1922, at the 11th Congress of the rcp, Lenin stated 
that: 

During a retreat, however, discipline must be more con¬ 
scious and is a hundred times more necessary, because, 
when the entire army is in retreat, it does not know or 
see where it should halt. . . the slightest breach of dis¬ 
cipline must be punished severely, sternly, ruthlessly; 
and this applies not only to certain of our internal party 
affairs, but also, and to a greater extent, to such gentry 
as the Mensheviks . . . And the Mensheviks and Socialist- 
Revolutionaries, all of whom preach this sort of thing, are 
astonished when we declare that we shall shoot people for 
such things. They are amazed; but surely it is clear. When 
an army is in retreat a hundred times more discipline is 
required than when it is advancing.33 

On one reading, the politics of nep were an ominous precursor of 
the practices of the 1930s: the suppression of debate, show trials, 
bureaucratization, purges and the consolidation of the monopoly 
of power of the party. Yet nep has traditionally been viewed as the 
calm before the Stalinist storm, as an era of cultural pluralism, 
relative liberalism and genuine debate.34 Lenin’s speech at the 11th 
Congress summarizes the political developments of this period, 
covering three areas: the move to political monism, the growing 
preponderance of bureaucracy over democracy, and the extension 
of repression, coercion and terror. 

The one-party state: pluralism and dissent, within and without 

While the adoption of the prodnalog at the 10th Party Congress 
represents something of a liberalization in economic terms, the 
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other resolutions concerning political developments were moving 

in the opposite direction. The 10th Party Congress was crucial in 

this respect. Not only were there further initiatives consolidating 

the one-party domination of the rcp, but there were parallel moves 

to suppress alternative groupings or “factions” within the party it¬ 

self. Three factors fostered these resolutions. The first factor relates 

to the internal politics of the Bolshevik party during 1920/21. Lenin 

was clearly becoming increasingly exasperated by the growth of 

organized opposition within the party. Valuable time and effort was 

being expended on inner-party debates and bickering. Increasingly, 

Lenin himself was the subject of criticism from rank and file party 

members and other key party figures. In the midst of the trade 

union debate, the party appeared to be unravelling as a unified 

political organism, as platforms - Workers’ Opposition, Democratic 

Centralists - became well-organized groupings.35 

Secondly, the mounting social crisis at the end of the civil war 

concentrated the minds of the leaders on the meaning of “opposi¬ 

tion”. The revolts at Kronstadt and in the countryside as a whole 

provide the essential backdrop to the events at the 10th Party 

Congress. Opposition to the party was mounting. International 

revolution was looking an increasingly remote possibility. This 

crisis scenario focused the attention of the leadership (and Lenin in 

particular) on political dangers to Bolshevik party rule, both within 
and without of the party. 

Thirdly, there was a theoretical rationale for the suppression of 

factions. If concessions were being made to capitalism, to the petty 

bourgeois peasantiy as part of the transitional phase, then every 

measure had to be taken to prevent the economic power which the 

bourgeoisie might accrue being converted into political power. The 

consolidation of proletarian state power was the guarantee that nep 

would lead to the building of socialism, not the restoration of 

capitalism. On this basis, any opposition to the party line could 

be interpreted as being “counter-revolutionary”. For instance, in the 

resolution “On the anarchist and syndicalist deviation in our party”, 
it states that: 

the views of the Workers’ Opposition and similar elements 

are not only theoretically false, but serve in practice as the 

expression of petty bourgeois and anarchist vacillations; 
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in practice they weaken the steadfast guiding line of the 

cp and in fact aid the class enemies of the proletarian 
revolution.36 

In response to these issues, Lenin resolved to deal with the particu¬ 

lar factions within the party, but also with the practice of factionalism 

itself. During the 10th Party Congress, Lenin held secret meetings 

with his supporters (the Platform of the Ten) to devise a means of 

destroying factions and factionalism.3 Two resolutions were passed. 

The resolution entitled “On party unity” referred to the practice of 

factionalism. It contained seven clauses (although the last one was 

kept secret and not published until after the 13th Conference in 

1924) and was described as being “temporary”. The resolution talked 

of the need to restore “unity and cohesion” to party ranks. The key 

points can be summarized thus: 

• unity of will of the proletarian vanguard was a basic condi¬ 

tion of the success of the dictatorship of the proletariat; 

• deviations from the party line weaken the party and aid the 

struggle of the international bourgeoisie; 

• criticisms, proposals, analyses should be put forward for dis¬ 

cussion by all party members, not by groups derived from a 

particular platform; 

• all factions were to be immediately dissolved.38 

Clause 7 outlined that if factionalism continued, party members 

would be disciplined, up to and including expulsion, which in¬ 

cluded members of the cc.39 The cc itself was vested with these 

powers. Henceforth, in theory, criticism of the leadership had to 

remain at an individual level, and great powers were to accrue 

to the party elite. Although the practice of Bolshevism in this period 

was to remain marked by conflicts and debates, a marked shift in 

the nature of politics under the dictatorship of the proletariat had 

been initiated. Politics were to become an inner-party preserve. 

Concomitant with the representation of inner-party factions as 

unwitting agents of Whiteguardism and counter-revolution, was a 

similar development with regard to the Mensheviks and srs. Within 

the ideological paradigm of nep Bolshevism, all non-Bolshevik 

groupings were labelled as “counter-revolutionary” irrespective of 
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their pronouncements or actions. On this point, Lenin was, as usual, 

uncompromisingly brutal, 

And when a Menshevik says, “You are now retreating; I 

have been advocating retreat all the time, I agree with you, 

I am your man, let us retreat together,” we say in reply, 

“For the public manifestations of Menshevism our revolu¬ 

tionary courts must pass the death sentence . . . Permit us 

to put you before a firing squad for saying that. Either you 

refrain from expressing your views, or if you insist on ex¬ 

pressing your political views publicly . . . then you will only 

have yourselves to blame if we treat you as the worst and 

most pernicious whiteguard elements.40 

Although many Mensheviks were arrested during the spring and 

summer of 1921, they were to suffer less than the srs. The latter 

were viewed as more of a threat because of their following among 

the peasantry. In this sense nep represented a stepping up in the 

nature and extent of repression compared with the civil war. At that 

time the Mensheviks and srs had been tolerated (as long as they 

were loyal), and indeed were able to organize and disseminate 

ideas publicly. In the aftermath of the 10th Party Congress, the 

Bolsheviks became advocates of “zero tolerance”. Lenin targeted 

the srs who, during 1922 were subjected to the first “Show Trial”. 

Thirty-four were put on trial, and found guilty of spurious charges 

and sentenced to death (commmuted to 5 years in jail in 1924).41 

Alongside a similar public trial for the leadership of the Orthodox 

church, and the deportation of thousands of non-Bolshevik activists 

in 1922-3,42 these developments represent the emasculation of 

political pluralism, and the formalization of the dictatorship of the 
Bolshevik party. 

From democratic centralism to bureaucratic centralism 

By the end of the civil war, a vast administrative machine had been 

spawned. The civil war rationale - the need for speedy responses 

and quick decisions, the greater efficiency of the Red Army struc¬ 

ture over the network of local Soviets - no longer applied. Rumblings 

in the party over the evils of “bureaucratism” were increasingly 
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being heard. Yet the tension within Bolshevism as a wider move¬ 

ment (and in Lenin’s thinking also) between its predilection for 

expertise, for technocratic solutions to problems of societal man¬ 

agement on the one hand, and its desire to draw the people into 

the administration of the system on the other, posed something of a 

dilemma for the leaders. How could the system be administered 

in a way that fostered expertise, popular participation and the 

correct socialist consciousness? Could they construct a bureaucracy 

without bureaucratism, an administrative structure that combined 

expertise and ideological rectitude, political zeal and training in 

administrative techniques? This search for a “Third Way” between 

“bureaucratic centralism” and “direct democracy” hinged on the role 

of the party within the system, and the nature of the party itself. 

The relations between the party and state bodies under nep ex¬ 

tended and deepened the processes inaugurated during the civil 

war: party domination over the Soviet network and the state admin¬ 

istrative organs (the commissariats). At the centre, the Politburo 

became the locus of policy-making. Domination over the state insti¬ 

tutions was exercised through overlapping membership: all the Polit¬ 

buro members headed up key state institutions.43 At lower levels, 

the local party committees increasingly substituted for the excoms 

of the corresponding Soviet. All non-party social organizations (trade 

unions, co-operatives) contained a party grouping agitating for align¬ 

ment with party policy.44 This fusion between party and state left 

two key issues unresolved. How could the wider population be 

trained and educated to participate in the administration within the 

system? How would the party’s administrative apparatus be organ¬ 

ized and supervised to ensure that it fulfilled its functions, especially 

given the vast influx of officials into the party during the civil war? 

Oversight of the state institutions (the commissariats), which were 

overwhelmingly staffed by ex-Tsarist officials, was devolved to 

rabkrin (Commissariat of Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspection). The 

representatives were elected by the same electors who chose the 

delegates for Soviets, and were to serve for a short time only. High 

turnover would promote the greatest possible opportunity for maxi¬ 

mum participation by workers and peasants. The career of rabkrin 

was dogged with controversy, and in 1923 it was fused with a party 

control commission. The party was now exercising oversight of the 

Soviet network through the (supposed) organ of popular oversight.45 
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The central role of the party in the administration of the system 

threw the spotlight on to its internal functioning. The nep period 

continued the process whereby the democratic practices within 

the party were eroded (without disappearing) whereas the central 

party apparatus vastly increased its power and authority. In order 

to address the question of how to make the administrative structure 

more responsive to the diktats of the party leadership, a number 

of different initiatives were implemented. First, commissions were 

created to oversee the activities of the party. At the 10th Party 

Congress, a resolution was passed creating Control Commissions. Its 

tasks were defined as: (a) combating bureaucratism and careerism; 

(b) combating misuse of party and Soviet positions by party mem¬ 

bers; (c) violations of comradely relations within the party (and 

many more besides).46 

Secondly, the process by which decision-making was concen¬ 

trated at the top of the party during the civil war was extended as 

the centre succumbed to appointmentism: selection of personnel 

equipped with the requisite levels of expertise and communist 

consciousness. This was another blow to inner-party democracy. 

The organs of the party apparatus - the cc Secretariat, Orgburo - 

began to consolidate their control over the party as a whole (and 

Comrade Stalin over these organs) and the issue of assigning per¬ 

sonnel was the catalyst for this. From the middle of 1922 onwards, 

the party undertook to assign individuals to key roles in the hier¬ 

archy through Uchraspred (the Account and Distribution Section). 
As Carr noted: 

Uchraspred thus became an inconspicuous but powerful 

focus of the control exercised by the party over the organs 

of state, political and economic. It also proved, under the 

management of the general secretary, a serviceable instru¬ 

ment for building up Stalin’s authority in the state as well 
as in the party machine.47 

One key point to note. The practice of appointmentism as a means 

of consolidating the personal authority of the leader, and in remov¬ 

ing and undermining opposition to the party line, was inaugurated 

by Lenin in his struggles with the Workers’ Opposition at the 10th 
Party Congress. 
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Finally, the party sought to sift “undesirable” elements from its 

ranks in order to ensure its vanguard status. The 10th Party Con¬ 

gress wrought a change in the recruitment policy to the party. 

Purity of communist consciousness was essential in a period of 

restoring capitalist economic relations. This required a “purge” or 

cleansing (chistka) of its ranks of those who had flooded into the 

party during the civil war for careerist or other reasons. On 30 June 

1921 Pravda announced a purge to begin on 1 August that year.48 

The purge was to be directed at purifying the party on the basis 

of the ideological outlook of party members, as well as their be¬ 

haviour. The ostensible targets were ex-Tsarist officials and ex¬ 

members of other parties. However, in the midst of growing rank 

and file criticism of nep, it also became a means by which the 

leadership could remove opponents to the new line. Approximately 

24 per cent were expelled in this first wave.49 Interestingly, this was 

not a one-off. At the 11th Party Conference in December 1921 a 

resolution “On the question of strengthening the party in connection 

with a study of experience of the verification of its personnel” was 

passed, outlining measures for recruitment.50 At the 11th Party Con¬ 

gress in March/April 1922 a further resolution “On the strengthen¬ 

ing of the party and its new tasks” set out the details for admission 

to the party/1 The purge had now become a continuous part of 
party life. 

In sum, the party continued to be an organism in which cen¬ 

tralism, appointmentism and bureaucratism dominated over local 

autonomy, elections and democracy. Crucially, Lenin’s analysis of 

this situation merely compounded the problem. Rather than search¬ 

ing for solutions in the system itself, Lenin instead focused upon 
the quality of the personnel within it: 

The key feature is that we have not got the right men in the 

right places; that responsible communists who acquitted 

themselves magnificently during the revolution have been 

given commercial and industrial functions about which they 

know nothing . . . Choose the proper men and introduce 

practical control.'’2 

An administrative solution to an administrative problem. 
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Terror, coercion and the law 

nep brought an end to the Red Terror. But terror itself continued. 

The more relaxed atmosphere in the country with the end of for¬ 

eign intervention led to calls for the abolition of the cheka. How¬ 

ever, the need for vigilance and discipline in the “retreat” meant the 

leadership would maintain a security organ. The functions of the 

cheka were transferred to the Commissariat of Internal Affairs (nkvd). 

Within this latter organ there was created the gpu (state political 

administration), which was to exercise the functions of the old cheka, 

only this time political crimes were now out of the purview of the 

courts completely. The gpu, in fact, had far greater discretionary 

and arbitrary powers than the cheka had had.63 Far from limiting 

the use of arbitrary coercion in the system, nep created a set of extra¬ 

judicial organs through which the party could repress any opposition. 

In the legal sphere, the same instrumental approach (law as a 

means of building socialism) that emerged after the revolution was 

continued.54 Although the legal system was put on a more regular¬ 

ized and stable basis, by which individuals on the whole were 

aware what behaviour would be liable for arrest, this was still a 

long way short of a state based on the rule of law. The introduction 

of market relations under nep brought forth the need to provide a 

legal framework for economic activities, which in turn compelled 

the regime to formalize relations between the state and the indi¬ 

vidual. Lenin sent Bolshevik jurists to study legal codes of western 

Europe (Germany, Switzerland and France).56 Between 1922 and 

1926 they produced, a Judiciary Act; Civil Code; Code of Civil Pro¬ 

cedure; Criminal Code; Code of Criminal Procedure; Land Code; 

Labour Code; Family Code.56 

As with the economic system, which mixed socialist and capital¬ 

ist elements, so the legal system reflected the duality of nep. Many 

elements reflected the practices of mainstream European law (for 

example protection of private property). Yet nep law also constrained 

the concessions given to petty bourgeois capitalism. Article One of 

the Civil Code (1922) stated that, “Civil rights shall be protected by 

law except in instances when they are exercised in contradiction 

with their social-economic purpose”.57 In defending Bolshevik 

ideals, the law became an instrument of the state in building social¬ 

ism. Not only did the party prescribe the content of the law, but 
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party control over the courts was maintained through the system of 

state procurators, who supervised their activities.58 Bolshevism, as a 

movement, was - in legal terms - nihilistic. 

The politics of nep saw the consolidation of the forces of cen¬ 

tralization, hierarchy, bureaucratization and repression. One of the 

underlying causes of these processes was the lack of “communist 

consciousness” within both the party rank and file, and within the 

wider Russian society, and a comcomitant absence of technical 

expertise among the population. Having adopted a series of essen¬ 

tially capitalist measures to reconstruct the economy and develop 

the productive forces in order to construct the material basis of 

socialism, the leadership became increasingly aware of the import¬ 

ance of consciously engineering a society compatible with these tasks. 

Society and culture under nep 

The growing recognition of the importance of socio-cultural affairs 

in the construction of socialism forced the leadership to resolve the 

tensions within Bolshevism surrounding its approach to societal 

management. During the civil war, the social and cultural policy of 

the party was subordinated to the tasks of constructing socialism 

and winning the war. However, there continued to exist an eman¬ 

cipatory, libertarian, egalitarian, utopian impulse among party rank 

and file, activists in the zhenotdel and elsewhere, who worked to 

implement a more radical socio-cultural approach. How would this 

tension be realized after the end of the armed conflict? 

The consolidation of power within the party, and the party’s 

expanding control over all autonomous social institutions inexor¬ 

ably suffocated the emancipatory impulse. Yet, Bolshevik attempts 

to transform the society and culture of Russia to promote the wider 

processes of modernization and industrialization ran up against the 

reality of Russian society during the 1920s. The persistence of tradi¬ 

tional pre-revolutionary attitudes and patterns of behaviour was a 

severe obstacle to the realization of the wider Bolshevik goals. As 

the economics of nep expressed a more gradualist approach to the 

development of the productive forces, so socio-cultural policy 

under nep represented an accommodation of party ideals with 

Russian realities.79 
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Egalitarianism, and inegalitarianism: social and 

economic aspects 

The issue of female emancipation illustrates the manner in which 

the emancipatory impulse was snuffed out in favour of party 

directed objectives. The aim of the party was to mobilize all con¬ 

stituencies behind the work of constructing socialism. This would 

increase the resources available to the party in its work, but also 

accorded with the productivist, instrumentalist strand of Bolshev¬ 

ism, which saw female emancipation as flowing from the changed 

socio-economic status of women. In contrast, the activists within 

zhenotdel sought to liberate women as an end in itself. By the end 

of the decade, the party’s productivist strand had triumphed over 

the libertarian strand across the whole range of issues: family life, 

sexual relations, child-rearing and so on.60 

The programme of the zhenotdel activists laid its emphasis upon 

self-emancipation. Women would organize themselves in order to 

confront the daily obstacles to full equality, and to defend their 

interests as women. This meant prioritizing the issues of domestic 

life: child-rearing, sexuality, domestic labour. Moreover, as Clements 

has argued, the zhenotdel focus was not just self-organization. It 

was local self-organization, 

women themselves would build the communal institutions 

that would revolutionise the family and make new women 

possible . . . Crucial to the process of mobilising women to 

these revolutionary tasks was developing their independ¬ 

ence and initiative . . . the zhenotdel's Utopians did not wax 

lyrical, as Bukharin and Trotsky did over the transforming 

activities of the centralised institutions of the dictatorship 

of the proletariat/11 

To some extent, this agenda was undermined by the socio¬ 

economic consequences of nep. The growth of unemployment 

meant that activists spent a great deal of time trying to defend the 

gains of 1917: a women’s right to work. Economic uncertainty also 

tended to reinforce the traditional role divisions of the family, at 

the time when zhenotdel activists were seeking to transform and 
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modernize it. Zhenotdel also suffered from funding cuts, hindering 
its ability to act. 

The Bolshevik leadership, and in particular Lenin and Stalin, 

were diametrically opposed to the fundamentals of the agenda of 

the zhenotdel activists in the period after 1921. The Bolsheviks 

favoured centralization and large-scale solutions, which prioritized 

economic issues, not domestic issues. There was a profound sus¬ 

picion in the party over special sections for women and ethnic 

minorities. It was felt that they would dilute the wider struggle to 

establish socialism, by dividing the attention and energies of the 

masses. The adoption of nep required measures to integrate and 

stabilize Russian society if the partial restoration of capitalism was 

to be managed successfully. The zhenotdel agenda, involving a 

frontal challenge to social mores and practices, seemed to many 

Bolsheviks to be portending further social disruption, confrontation 
and chaos.62 

From 1923 onwards, zhenotdel increasingly became trans¬ 

formed into a party transmission belt, rather than a vehicle of 

self-emancipation. On one level the hegemony of the productivist 

conception of social roles appeared to signify continued subordina¬ 

tion for women. Women still bore the brunt of child-rearing and 

domestic labour. Men maintained their authority roles at work. Yet 

the party was also forced to recognize the precarious position of 

women in unregistered marriages created by the economic un¬ 

certainties of nep. The 1926 Marriage Code granted registered and 

unregistered marriages equal rights in law. In this way, the husband 

was forced to provide financial support.63 Although one of the 

motivations for this was concern for vulnerable women with chil¬ 

dren, the state also had an economic interest in shifting the burden 

of financial support onto the male partner. As Lapidus states, 

conflicts over family policy and sexual liberation brought 

into sharp focus the growing tension between libertarian 

and instrumental concerns within Bolshevism. The grow¬ 

ing predominance of views hostile to any further strain in 

family and communal relations accompanied an increasing 

willingness to subordinate a broader definition of liberation 

to the need for social stability, control and productivity 
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- to the need in sum for harnessing the energies of 

men and women alike to the common cause of socialist 
• 64 construction. 

nep resolved the tension within Bolshevism firmly in favour of 

the productivist and instrumentalist wing, dashing the hopes of the 

libertarians and egalitarians, as the party accommodated itself to 

the attitudes and norms of Russian society. A similar accommoda¬ 

tion and retreat occurred in the field of privilege. 

nep witnessed an extension of the growth of privilege within 

the system. The restoration of capitalist practices fostered a sharp 

increase in differentials across a spectrum of goods - material and 

non-material. However, the type of privilege, and the manner of its 

distribution varied greatly. In terms of social groups and material 

rewards, the most favoured groups were as follows. Specialists in 

state enterprises generally enjoyed higher salaries. In 1922, the up¬ 

per limit for their salaries was raised from 3,000 roubles to 60,000 

roubles. At the beginning of the following year, there emerged a 

system of personal salaries and special awards that qualified them 

for wages above the state-set rates.65 Party-state officials, although 

operating within a narrower band than the specialists, still enjoyed 

steadily increasing salaries during the 1920s, alongside a number of 

other privileges (of which more below).66 Red Army officers in 

particular, but also members of the creative intelligentsia, were also 

privileged in various ways.'1 

The distribution of housing stock is a good example of the 

priorities of the party under nep, and provides an insight into the 

principles underlying Bolshevik attitudes towards privilege and in¬ 

equality in the transition period. In August 1921, engineers became 

eligible for better quality flats.<llS In January 1922, scientific workers 

were allowed the use of an extra room. In 1924, this latter privilege 

was extended to five categories of person: (a) officials of state insti¬ 

tutions, enterprises, co-operatives, trade unions and party organiza¬ 

tions; (b) military and naval administrators; (c) scientific research 

workers; (d) doctors and dentists in private practice; (e) members 

of Society of Former Political Prisoners.69 

In terms of rents, the levels were set very low (1 per cent of 

the minimum wage of a worker in a state enterprise). Excluded 

from low rents were workers in private enterprises, and persons 
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who were living on “unearned income”. This penalized those in the 

private sector, and heavily favoured the higher earners from the 

state sector, reinforcing the material privileges outlined above.70 

From this it is clear that the Bolsheviks privileged its closest 

supporters, the skilled and technical staff it required and those 

engaged in its defence. Hardly surprising. The notable thing is that 

nep society saw an extension of privilege and a deepening inegali¬ 

tarian strand to social policy. The party was accommodating itself 

to the tasks of economic reconstruction and the political isolation 

of a proletarian party in a peasant country through a varied set of 

rewards, privileges and benefits. Once more the radical, egalitarian 

strand within Bolshevism was eclipsed and marginalized by the 
socio-economic processes of nep Russia. 

The structure and consciousness of Russian society also modified 

the Bolshevik commitment to the prioritization of the interests of the 

proletariat. Attempts were made to widen access to higher educa¬ 

tion for the masses and to increase the provision of vocational 

education. Unified labour schools were created during the 1920s, 

which combined vocational training with elementary secondary 

education. 1 Privileging access to higher education for workers was 

attempted through Workers’ Faculties (.Rabfaki), which were at¬ 

tached to he institutions, in order to prepare workers for enrolment 

on degree programmes. Purges of students from “elitist” backgrounds 

served to consolidate the position of students from worker back¬ 

grounds. 2 The aims of these initiatives were to overcome the lack 

of expertise among the general population, and to create a com¬ 

munist worker elite. As Fitzpatrick has demonstrated though, the 

policy was unsuccessful, “academic standards dropped sharply. The 

universities were overcrowded, and their graduates of such poor 
quality that employers complained”.73 

A retreat from this policy of class prioritization occurred in 

1925. Measures were adopted to raise academic standards, which 

produced revised quotas and included the children of specialists. 

A year later, enrolment was entirely open, whereby children of 

specialists were declared to be equal to the children of workers. 

Academic criteria were re-established in the selection process. 

The need for expertise, and to conciliate the intelligentsia, 

defeated the attempt to engineer the social composition of the 

student body.74 
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Culture and education under nep 

Cultural and educational policy was riddled with the tensions, 

ambiguities and accommodations of nep as a transitional society. 

The Bolshevik party developed institutional and other measures to 

control the processes of cultural production and dissemination, and 

also to shape the educational system. Yet, it also became clear 

that the party had to accommodate itself to the expertise provided 

by the old intelligentsia, setting clear limits to the pace of the trans¬ 

formation, if not its overall direction. 

In educational terms, the Bolsheviks undertook a massive lit¬ 

eracy campaign. This was a wildly enthusiastic but chaotic attempt 

to abolish illiteracy in both rural and urban Russia. Many thousand 

individuals, who had a formal education, were drafted into the cam¬ 

paign. Crash courses, lasting 2-3 weeks, were created in thousands 

of towns and villages across Russia. In numerical terms it appeared 

to be quite successful: 5 million people are estimated to have been 

schooled between 1920 and 1926. 5 However, the notion of literacy 

was set at a very low level. People were designated as literate if, 

(a) they could recognize written words on signs or posters; (b) they 

could sign their names.'6 It appears that this crash programme 

created a semi-literate society, with little follow-up for the vast 
majority of citizens. 

Control over the he curriculum was seen as critical in embed¬ 

ding Bolshevik norms among the new elite. In 1921 the Institute of 

Red Professors was created, to train up professors who would teach 

from a Marxist perspective.77 From 1921 onwards, the Bolsheviks 

attempted to slant the curriculum, imposing the compulsory study 

of historical materialism, history of the Bolshevik party, and re¬ 

placing old history and philosophy faculties with faculties of social 

sciences. 8 Shaping the content was combined with political control 

over appointments and governing of universities. The right to 

appoint rectors and professors was vested in Narkompros, although 

the appointments were made from lists drawn up by professors, 

students, trade unionists and soviet officials. The autonomy of the 

universities was gradually undermined, in spite of strikes by univer¬ 

sity professors. 6 However, this should not be overemphasized. As 
Fitzpatrick noted: 
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The policy of the Soviet government at this time was to 

avoid open conflict at all costs except that of loss of politi¬ 

cal control. The old professors kept their jobs, a fair part of 

their freedom of teaching, and a share in university admin¬ 

istration; the appointed rectors were mild80 

The situation in the cultural field was similarly complex, reflecting 

the contradictory currents and tensions that ran throughout nep. The 

conflicts over cultural policy emerged along two axes: form and 

content. The party leaders and leading revolutionary cultural figures 

concurred over the instrumental role of culture in constructing 

socialism. But what form should this take? Should it too be ex¬ 

pressed in a revolutionary idiom, reinforcing the message? Or should 

it be couched in such a way as to appeal to the cultural tastes of the 

people? In addition, the conflicts over content revolved around 

the clash between popular “commercial” culture of nep society, and 

a culture designed with more “enlightening” and “noble” themes. 

In general, the forms of cultural policy reflected those of the 

party leadership, fusing elements of the old with elements of the 

new in order to communicate their message. According to Stites, 

Its cultural code proscribed eroticism, mysticism, religion 

or upper-class fluff... As a counterweight it promoted a 

new proletarian morality based upon mutual respect and 

equality of the sexes, atheism rooted in science, a spirit of 

collective comradeship; and a veritable cult of technology 
and the machine.81 

The Bolsheviks developed an elaborate propaganda network that 

was designed to disseminate their worldview to the widest possible 

audience. The Bolsheviks foresaw the vast potential inherent in 

theatre and cinema as a means of propagation. Agit-trains and boats 

toured the country. Street theatre, carnivals and a panoply of new 

rituals, parades and assemblies were created that combined regime- 

directed ideological content with cultural forms which were fam¬ 

iliar to the people.82 The greatest cultural threat to the Bolsheviks 

came in the popularity of “bourgeois” culture under nep. The partial 

restoration of capitalism led to a partial revival of pre-revolutionary 
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cultural practices, and western forms remained popular throughout 

this period.83 

In this sense, cultural policy in this period reflected the uncer¬ 

tainty, ambivalence and contradictory nature of nep. It was a transi¬ 

tional society which was itself in transition.81 Conflicts within the 

party itself, and between the party and society, expressed the fun¬ 

damental socio-cultural dilemma of the Bolsheviks in the 1920s: 

how could a society be transformed both consciously and con- 

sensually, without causing instability? Changing the institutions of 

Russian society had proved relatively easy. Changing the outlook, 

consciousness and behaviour of the people was proving far more 

problematical. 

Understanding nep: a new model of Soviet socialism? 

nep raises many interesting issues. Within the confines of this work, 

only one will be explored here. Namely, to what extent did nep 

represent a departure from the broad understanding of socialism in 

Bolshevik discourse? Resolving this issue is a complex affair. Three 

issues stand out. First, the degree of filiation between “state capital¬ 

ism”, “war communism” and nep. Secondly, the meaning of Lenin’s 

last works “On co-operation”, in which he outlined that “we have 

to admit that there has been a radical modification in our whole out¬ 

look on socialism”. Thirdly, the place of nep within Soviet socialism. 

nep and "peculiar war communism”: of retreats, mistakes 

and advances 

Many commentators point to the inconsistencies in Lenin’s analyses 

and descriptions of nep.85 Much of this can be explained by exam¬ 

ining the particular context within which Lenin was speaking or 

writing. Lenin, the consummate politician, shifted the emphasis 

of the message depending upon the audience being addressed 

and the wider economic and political context. Within this framework, 

terms such as nep and “war communism” can appear to have a 

variety of meanings. The question is whether there is any consist¬ 

ent line visible across this period. Lenin’s analysis can be divided 

(broadly) into two periods - March 1921-October 1921; October 
1921-January 1923. 
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nep and the politics of the worker—peasant smychka.- 

March—October 1921 

In the spring of 1921, Lenin set forth his views on nep in three 

forums: (a) speech to the 10th Party Congress (March 1921); (b) the 

pamphlet “The tax-in-kind” (The significance of the new policy and 

its conditions) (April 1921); (c) speech to the 10th All-Russia Party 
Conference (May 1921). 

The dominant themes from this period stressed the pragmatic, 

political aspects of the prodnalog. The severity of the internal un¬ 

rest confronted the party with the necessity of adopting measures 

to ensure the survival of the revolution. In lieu of an international 

revolution, it was imperative to establish an economic basis for the 

alliance with the peasantry. The alliance with the peasantry, which 

had been forged during the civil war, was based upon the military 

necessity of defeating the Whiteguard forces, 

As soon as we had done away with the external enemy - 

and this became a fact only in 1921 - another task con¬ 

fronted us, the task of establishing an economic alliance 

between the working class and the peasantry.86 

An economic alliance could only be forged on the basis of a policy 

that reconciled the interests of the peasantry (an incentive to pro¬ 

duce) with the needs of the state (food for the industrial and urban 

sectors). Lenin’s initial analysis of the reasons for the adoption of 

nep stressed politics and pragmatism. 

How was “war communism” described? The food policy of sur¬ 

plus appropriation under war communism was described variously 

as “crude”, “imperfect”, “inconvenient and onerous” and a “make¬ 

shift”.8 They had been forced into adopting it because of the sev¬ 

erity of the conditions in the civil war, and although it had been the 

only possible option then, it had now to be abandoned. To re¬ 

assure the party faithful, Lenin stressed that if nep marked a break 

with war communism at this point, it was still in line with economic 

policy prior to the civil war, and so was not a major departure from 

Bolshevik theory on the transition phase. 

Lenin argued, in particular in “The tax-in-kind”, that there was 

substantial continuity between nep and the state capitalism of May 

1918.88 The prodnalog was described as a key part of the transition 
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to a “regular socialist exchange of products” (i.e. the non-monetary 

exchange of goods between state industry and the peasant) and 

away from the state monopoly on trade during the civil war. The 

key to promoting the transition to “proper” socialist exchange, was 

to direct the economics of nep down the path of state capitalism, as 

this would represent a step towards socialism, as Lenin had argued 

in May 1918. This could not be an immediate return to proper 

socialist exchange though, as Lenin realized the Soviet industrial sec¬ 

tor was in no state to supply all the goods the peasantry required. 

It is clear that Lenin downplayed the “change” aspect of nep and 

stressed the “continuity” aspects, in the spring of 1921, as part of 

the politics of gaining acceptance for nep, and persuading the party 

of its correctness (politically, economically and ideologically). As 

Szamuely has argued, 

As a good politician, he [Lenin] must have known that 

sharp, too radical, turns frequently cause incomprehension 

. . . We believe this also explains why Lenin so strongly 

emphasized in the first few months that the introduction 

of the tax-in-kind did not mean a radical turn in policy, 

and that this was why he stressed legal continuity with 

previous economic policy, and why he characterized War 
Communism then as a unique detour.89 

nep: from frontal assault to slow siege: 

October 1921-January 1923 

In autumn 1921, Lenin began to theorize nep. Inexorably, he was 

drawn into an analysis of prior economic policies, reappraising the 

short history of Bolshevik economic policy after 1917. He outlined 
his views in four pieces: 

1) Fourth Anniversary of the October Revolution (14 October 
1921)9° 

2) “The new economic policy and the tasks of the political 

education departments” (17 October 1921).91 

3) “Report on the new economic policy at 7th Moscow Gubernia 

Conference of rcp” (29 October 1921).92 

4) “The importance of gold now and after the complete victoiy 
of socialism” (3 November 1921).93 
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The reason for this theorizing arose partly out of the inability to 

restrict nep to local product exchange. The return of free trade, 

monetary exchange and market relations brought ideological ques¬ 

tions in their wake, requiring a theoretical response. The time lapse 

(over six months) also created a degree of distance from the orig¬ 

inal decision which, given the nature of the audience (political 

education workers, and local party figures), allowed Lenin to reflect 

upon the wider meaning and significance of nep, “war communism” 
and “state capitalism”. 

From this analysis, nep was described as a correction to the 

mistakes and excesses of the attempt to go over directly to com¬ 

munist production and distribution. At first Lenin reiterated the 

continuity between nep and the pre-civil war period, defining nep as 

a return to the gradualist transitional economics of state capitalism. 

The pragmatic, political aspects of nep began to disappear from 

Lenin’s analysis as the emphasis shifted from nep as primarily a set 

of political measures taken to save the revolution towards nep as an 

alternative, more gradual, more prolonged transition to socialism. 

In theoretical terms the civil war period represented an attempt to 

“leap” stages of historical development, nep was a recognition of 
“defeat”, and the need to retreat. 

At the 7th Moscow Party Conference, Lenin evaluated the sense 

in which the civil war policies represented a “mistake”. In an 

interesting passage, Lenin drew a military parallel, which is worth 
quoting at length, 

I would like to take, for the purpose of analogy, an epi¬ 

sode from the Russo-Japanese War, which, I think, will 

enable us to obtain a clearer picture of the relationship 

between the various systems and political methods adopted 

in a revolution of the kind that is taking place in our 

country. The episode I have in mind is the capture of Port 

Arthur by the Japanese General Nogi. The main thing that 

interests me in this episode is that the capture of Port Arthur 

was accomplished in two entirely different stages. The first 

stage was that of furious assaults, which ended in failure 

and cost the celebrated Japanese commander heavy losses. 

The second stage was the extremely arduous, extremely 

difficult and slow method of siege, according to all the 
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rules of the art. Eventually, it was by this method that the 

problem of capturing the fortress was solved.94 

In developing this analogy, Lenin sharpened his thinking upon the 

nature of nep, and also upon the periodization of economic policy 

before 1921, without always maintaining consistency with earlier 

pronouncements. 

The first revision from the spring 1921 pronouncements saw 

Lenin reduce Bolshevik post-revolutionary economic policy from 
three periods down to two, 

I think this analogy [above] can serve to illustrate the posi¬ 

tion in which our revolution finds itself in solving its social¬ 

ist problems of economic development. Two periods stand 

out very distinctly . . . The first the period from approxi¬ 

mately the beginning of 1918 to the spring of 1921; and the 

other, the period from the spring of 1921 to the present.95 

Here Lenin destroyed an earlier distinction between the pre-civil 

war gradualist policy of “state capitalism”, and the civil war radical¬ 

ism of “war communism”. Lenin implied that the period from March 

1918 onwards was similarly infused with notions of proceeding 

immediately with transition to the construction of socialism. Lenin 

does still argue for a continuity between nep and the earlier period, 

but this is a continuity with the initial intentions of the Bolsheviks, 

that the transition would be a gradual, complex and tortuous affair. 

The practice of the first months had run ahead of Bolshevik notions 

of caution. Why? Well, the logic of the struggle of the Russian 

proletariat with the bourgeoisie was such that the latter would not 

participate in a gradual transition to a new order. The opposition of 

the old classes compelled the state to take measures that were 

more extreme, more desperate. At the same time the Bolsheviks 

did not establish the relationship between the system of state pro¬ 

duction and distribution on the one hand, and the questions of the 

market, trade, incentives on the other. The key point for Lenin was 

that the practice of state capitalism was radicalized by the opposi¬ 

tion of the bourgeoisie, and pushed it beyond the cautious, gradualist 

framework that Lenin hoped to maintain.96 The problem at this 

point was that Lenin was using the term “state capitalism” rather 
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promiscuously. He did not define it clearly or consistently, leading 
to a good deal of ambiguity and confusion.97 

The civil war policies (the term “war communism” was no longer 

mentioned, as it was no longer deemed to be specific to the civil 

war period) were also reinterpreted, albeit inconsistently. The whole 

policy of state monopoly on trade, and in particular the policy of 

surplus-appropriation or grain requisitioning was described some¬ 

what paradoxically by Lenin. On many occasions, Lenin described 
the civil war policy as a “mistake”: 

What had been done before had to be resolutely, definitely 

and clearly regarded as a mistake in order to remove all 

obstacles to the development of new strategy and tactics.98 

But Lenin qualifies this “mistakenness” in two ways. First, given the 

intensity of the struggle in which they were engaged, he argued 

that “they were the only possible tactics that could have been 

adopted under the conditions then prevailing”.99 Secondly, they 

were “necessary” and “useful” mistakes.100 In the same way that the 

Japanese had learnt from their mistakes in capturing Port Arthur, so 

the Bolsheviks would learn from their mistakes, and so adapt their 

strategy accordingly. It was in this latter sense, of necessary mis¬ 

takes, that Lenin viewed the pre-NEP policy in a positive light. 

Lenin saw the civil war policy also as both response to desperate 

necessity and a long-term attempt to construct socialism. For in¬ 
stance, at one point he says, 

Partly owing to the war problems that overwhelmed us 

and partly owing to the desperate position in which the 

Republic found itself when the imperialist war ended ... we 

made the mistake of deciding to go over directly to com¬ 

munist production and distribution.101 

Elsewhere, Lenin maintained that, 

By the spring of 1921 it became evident that we had 

suffered defeat in our attempt to introduce the socialist 

principles of production and distribution by “direct assault”, 

i.e. in the shortest, quickest and most direct way.102 
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Lenin’s rather inconsistent analysis of the civil war period stemmed 

partly from the need to provide an ideological rationale for Bol¬ 

shevik economic policy in the light of the many critics - domestic 

and international - who were beginning to voice their opinions, but 

also partly from a genuine theoretical dilemma that the leadership 

found themselves in, following the failure of international revolu¬ 

tion. The desperate measures were adopted because of the intense 

struggle with the forces of international capitalism, and were justified 

as the only feasible means by which the civil war could be won. 

The mistakes were committed in seeking to construct socialism 

rapidly, immediately and directly. (Quite how measures of desper¬ 

ate necessity can also be part of a long-term strategy to construct 

socialism was unelaborated.) nep had the same aim. What was 

required was a change of strategy: more gradual, cautious. Extend¬ 

ing his military parallel, Lenin thus viewed nep as a retreat, in order 

to resume the advance towards socialism by siege tactics, not direct 

assault. But retreat to where? And for how long? In answering these 

questions, Lenin began to spell out the wider meaning and sig¬ 
nificance of NEP. 

The reasons for this rather obscure and ambiguous (and one 

could say inaccurate) re-evaluation of the economic development of 

Bolshevism were to provide an ideological and historical ration¬ 

ale of nep. Lenin justified nep as a retreat. But this was a retreat not 

only beyond the policies of “direct socialist construction”, but also, 

in October 1921, beyond state capitalism. In this sense, the analysis 

of autumn 1921 went further than had been envisaged in the spring 
of 1921. Then Lenin argued that, 

The whole problem - in theoretical and practical terms - is 

to find the correct methods of directing the development 

of capitalism . . . into the channels of state capitalism.103 

In the spring of 1921, the aim had been to use the prodnalog as the 

basis for a policy of direct product exchange, and on this basis 

to restore large-scale industry. However, economic developments 

had speeded up so greatly in the intervening period, with the res¬ 

toration of money, market relations and free trade, that it became 

necessary to retreat to a pre-state capitalist position. However, to 

prevent accusations that this position amounted to nothing more 
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than the full-scale restoration of capitalism (the stance of non- 

Bolshevik socialists in Russia and elsewhere who viewed the events 

of October 1917 as “premature”), it was also a return to the initial 

Bolshevik ideas about economic policy, about a gradual transition. 
Lenin outlined that, 

We must admit that we have not retreated far enough, that 

we must make a further retreat. . . from state capitalism to 

the creation of state-regulated buying and selling, to the 

money system . . . Only in this way, a longer way than we 

expected, can we restore economic life.104 

Looking back over the four years of the revolution in October 1921, 

Lenin succinctly summarized the lessons that economic experience 
had taught him, 

Experience has proved that we were wrong. It appears that 

a number of transitional stages were necessary ... in order 

to prepare . . . for the transition to communism. Not directly 

relying on enthusiasm, but aided by the enthusiasm engen¬ 

dered by the great revolution, and on the basis of personal 

interest, personal incentive and business principles, we must 

first set to work in this small-peasant country to build solid 

gangways to socialism by way of state capitalism.105 

Lenin constantly affirmed that this retreat had not changed the 

objective. This remained the restoration of large-scale industry, the 

speediest and most effective development of the productive forces. 

The party activists, according to Lenin, must never lose sight of the 

reasons for the retreat of nep. By way of a “siege”, a socialist society 
would be built. 

How long would the retreat last? Although this appears to be a 

fairly straightforward issue, it does in fact touch upon one of the 

most contentious debates in Soviet history: what was nep? A method 

of building socialism? Or a period of economic reconstruction, be¬ 

fore going over to direct socialist construction? On the surface, the 

pronouncements of Lenin appear a little confusing. For instance: 

May 1921: “the Party regards this policy as being estab¬ 

lished for a long period of years”, and “seriously and for a 

long time”.106 
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November 1921: “there are visible signs that the retreat is 

coming to an end; there are signs that we shall be able to 

stop this retreat in the not-too-distant future”.10 

March 1922: “For a year we have been retreating. On 

behalf of the Party we must now call a halt. The purpose 

pursued by the retreat has been achieved. This period is 

drawing, or has drawn, to a close.”108 

The retreat was over. But nep was not. A close reading of Lenin’s 

writings reveals no fundamental inconsistency here. First, in what 

sense was the retreat over? The policy line was now clear - the 

state had to learn to trade, to create an economic link with the 

peasant producer in order to strengthen the economy. What was 

required now was to implement this policy. No further concessions 
to capitalism were required. 

But was nep the basis for the subsequent advance, as the retreat 

was now over? Many scholars argue (accurately in the present 

author’s opinion) that nep would be the means of the advance 

towards socialism, nep was both retreat and advance. As Lars Lih 
has so persuasively argued, 

The retreat was to free trade from a state trade monopoly 

. . . the decriminalisation of free trade was a concession to 

the small individual owner-peasant and cleared the way 

for forms of advance understandable and accessible to 

peasants. As soon as economic recovery made it possible, 

the advance would start again - private trade would be 

“crowded out" by the combined forces of state trade and 

the cooperative apparatus, using peaceful economic meas¬ 

ures . . . While including an undeniable element of retreat, 

nep also included subsequent advance towards a planned 

economy. The overcoming of nep would be nep’s own 
doing.109 

nep represents, on this view, an alternative method of building 

socialism, utilizing the capitalist tools of personal interests and in¬ 

centives, profit and loss commercial principles and the use of mon¬ 

etary relations. It would “overcome itself” and construct socialism 

184 



UNDERSTANDING NEP 

in two ways. First, the retention of state power in the hands of 

the representatives of the proletariat. Secondly, through competi¬ 

tion between the forces of capitalism and communism. In lieu of 

a successful international revolution, the class struggle took on a 

national-specific form within Russia. If socialist enterprises could 

be made more efficient and business-like, if communists could learn 

to trade, then the forces of capitalism inside Russia would recede 
and disappear. 

Lenin was adamant on this point. Competition with the forces of 

private capitalism was described as the “pivot” and “quintessence” 
of NEP. 

If we beat capitalism and create a link with peasant farm¬ 

ing we shall become an absolutely invincible power. Then 

the building of socialism will not be the task of that drop in 

the ocean, called the Communist Party, but the task of the 

entire mass of working people. Then the rank and file 

peasants will see that we are helping them and they will fol¬ 

low our lead. Consequently, even if the pace is a hundred 

times slower, it will be a million times more certain and 
more sure.110 

The road to socialism was now paved with market relations and 
monetary incentives. 

nep and “On co-operation”: a note 

Much attention has been focused recently upon an article (in two 

parts) written by Lenin in January 1923, entitled ‘On co-operation”.111 

In particular, Soviet theorists after 1985 saw in this article a Leninist 

rationale for shifting the meaning and content of Soviet-style social¬ 

ism. Lenin outlined that, “the system of civilised cooperators is the 

system of socialism”,112 and that it was necessary “to admit that 

there has been a radical modification in our whole outlook on 

socialism”.113 Does this equate to a significant revision of the Bol¬ 

shevik understanding of socialism? 

No. Lenin was turning his attention to the two critical questions 

facing the party under nep: the relationship of the peasantry and 

the peasant economy to the state economic sector, and the problem 
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of the cultural backwardness of the masses. Lenin saw these two 

elements as critical to the establishment of socialism in Russia. The 

long-term task of establishing large-scale industry required prior¬ 

itizing the interests of the peasantry. A socialist country required 

a cultural revolution. Lenin’s emphasis on co-operatives must be 

viewed in this context. Having legalized private trade, co-operation 

acquired great significance under nep, 

We went too far when we introduced nep, but not because 

we attached too much importance to the principle of free 

enterprise and trade - we went too far because we lost 

sight of the co-operatives, because we now underrate the 

co-operatives.114 

Lenin envisaged retail (nb, not producer) co-operatives drawing the 

peasant population into a co-operative trade sector, and in this way 

the growth of private trade would be restricted. The nature of these 

co-operatives was fundamentally different from those under capi¬ 

talism, because of the social ownership of the means of production, 

and because the state was a proletarian one. It is in this sense that 

Lenin was to argue that there was a “radical modification” in their 

outlook on socialism. The emphasis had now shifted to work of an 

educational or cultural character, and away from the issues of win¬ 

ning political power. We will leave the last words to Lenin, 

This cultural revolution would now suffice to make our 

country a completely socialist country; but it presents im¬ 

mense difficulties of a purely cultural (for we are illiterate) 

and material character (for to be cultured we must achieve 

a certain development of the material means of produc¬ 
tion, must have a certain material base).115 

nep and Soviet socialism: an alternative model? 

Opinions over the precise status of nep in Bolshevik ideological 

discourse are deeply divided. For Lewin, nep represented a distinct 
model, 
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the fact remains that the realities and policies of the nep 

inspired Lenin to promulgate a doctrine that allowed a con¬ 

cept of “socialism” which could be disassociated from the 

exclusive statism that prevailed both earlier and later116 

The central issue concerns the extent to which the policies intro¬ 

duced under nep constituted a shift in the Bolshevik understanding 

of socialism or was nothing more than a shift of emphasis in certain 

areas. While it is possible in certain areas to identify clear constants 

and variables, it is also clear that a number of the tensions extant 

in Bolshevik thinking remained unresolved, and that nep added 
another layer of unresolved tensions. 

nep and the economics of Soviet socialism 

The core features of the socialist economy remained unaltered, nep 

reaffirmed the constancy of the Bolshevik commitment to a large- 

scale industrial sector, which was socialized, technologically ad¬ 

vanced, consciously planned. A mechanized, collectivized large-scale 

agricultural sector remained their vision of the “good” rural society. 

The Bolshevik vision was still infused with notions of productivism, 

rationalism and technocracy. On numerous occasions, Lenin as¬ 

serted that the central task was to increase the productive forces, 

increase output, restore large-scale industry. This was the essential 

condition for the emancipation of the workers. 

The commitment to rationalism and technocracy continued to be 

expressed in a number of ways. The Bolsheviks remained commit¬ 

ted to the use of planning, expressing faith in their ability purposively 

and consciously to order economic life. Their belief in the trans- 

formatory potential inherent in science and technology remained 

undimmed. The electrification of Russia was still a priority for Lenin, 

A large-scale machine industry capable of reorganising 

agriculture is the only material basis that is possible for 

socialism . . . Large-scale industry based on the latest achieve¬ 

ments of technology and capable of reorganising agriculture 

implies the electrification of the whole country.117 

Technology was the motor for economic progress. This also applied 

in the case of labour, where the principles of Taylorism and the 
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scientific management of labour continued to dominate. Although 

there was a clear division in the not movement (Scientific Organiza¬ 

tion of Labour) after 1921, this'was resolved at the March 1924 

not Conference.118 In its final resolution, this conference set forth 

the principles for the implementation of scientific management in 

industry. According to Smith, the conference outlined: 

• the improvement of the means of production through mech¬ 

anisation and electrification. 

• rationalization of the workshop via a reorganisation of labour 

and labour processes and the standardization of materials 

and products. 

• increased productivity of labour via an improvement in 

the quality and qualifications of labour and via labour 
intensification.119 

Alongside the application of science to the labour process, nep 

reaffirmed a deference to specialists, and to managerial authority 
within the factory: 

Unless our leading bodies, i.e. the rcp, the Soviet govern¬ 

ment and the trade unions, guard as the apple of their eye 

every specialist who does his work conscientiously and 

knows and loves it - even though the ideas of communism 

are totally alien to him - it will be useless to expect any 

serious progress in socialist construction.120 

Yet, the situation is far less clear with regard to the more detailed 

aspects. In particular, the questions of the proper scope of state 

control, and the issue of the relationship between the use of plan¬ 

ning and the use of market incentives as economic mechanisms.121 

The civil war period had seen the abolition of market relations, and 

a system of centralized administrative allocation of resources through 

an all-embracing plan. Under nep, Lenin emerged as an ardent 

defender of competition, enterprise, initiative and the discipline of 

the market. Communists had to learn to trade. As Lenin remarked 

in a letter to Krzhizhanovsky in December 1921, the use of market 

relations could become a means by which the economy moved 

towards planning: “the nep does not change the integrated state 
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economic plan, nor does it exceed its framework, it merely changes 

the ways of its implementation”.122 

Resolving this particular issue is made more difficult by Bol¬ 

shevik imprecision on the nature of “planning”. There is, as Nove, 

Davies and others have shown, no real evidence to suggest that 

Lenin envisaged the type of all-embracing centralized planning that 

was adopted by Stalin after 1929. Indeed, as Davies maintains, “un¬ 

til 1928 everyone assumed that plans must be made compatible 

with market equilibrium, and with a non-coercive relationship with 

the peasantry”.123 nep - with its greater scope for market elements, 

for decentralization, for a private sector, for free trade, monetary 

mechanisms, personal incentives (albeit within a one-party dic¬ 

tatorship and with fairly strict ideological conformity) - seems to 

represent a significant revision of the civil war model, although a 

constant core ran at the heart of both. The crux of the issue lies in 

the timetable of the transition envisaged. Were the policies of nep 

for the whole transitional period between the revolution and com¬ 

munism? Or were they merely a transition until the transition, i.e. a 

preparation for the lower stage of communism (socialism) which 

would then see a reversion to the former model in order to usher in 

full-blown communism? No definitive answer exists. Lenin was con¬ 

vinced of the correctness of a gradualist, market-based evolutionary 

path in 1922-3- But Lenin was also firmly committed to planning, 

central direction and heavy industry. A strong case can be made, as 

Lewin and Szamuely have done, for viewing Lenin at this point as 

being a proponent of a socialist planned economy using market 

methods. Equally though, Brus has argued that the existence of the 

market was due to the survival of non-state sectors of the economy.124 

Once these were removed the basis for the use of commodity- 

money relations would disappear. 

It is probably accurate to argue that both nep and the civil war 

“models” represent modifications of the pre-revolutionary model of 

Soviet socialism. As the Bolsheviks sought to apply their ideas, in 

different contexts, so their emphases and policies shifted in re¬ 

sponse to the differing priorities of winning an armed struggle, and 

effecting a transition to socialism in an economically devastated 

country and a hostile capitalist world. The model displayed a strong 

core of constants. The variables within this model - the scope of 

state activity, the relationship between centralized planning and 
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market relations, the relationship between the state and the non¬ 

state sectors, the nature of economic incentives - were forged from 

the application of these constants to Russian realities. In this sense, 

both nep and the civil war model have a clear filiation with the pre¬ 

revolutionary understanding of socialism in Bolshevik discourse, 

and represent the outcome of the process of the interaction of 

theory and reality, culminating in a refining and specifying of the 

original theories. After the civil war, the theory was refined in the 

direction of universalizing state power. With nep, the use of money, 

market relations and personal incentives became part of the transi¬ 

tion to socialism. But the essential understanding of Soviet social¬ 
ism remained unchanged. 

nep and the socio-cultural aspects of Soviet socialism 

It is in this sphere that the most “clear water” exists between nep 

and the civil war model. In particular, nep represents a reassess¬ 

ment of the Bolshevik commitment to proletarian internationalism 

and to the prioritization of the interests of the proletariat at home. 
The two issues are inextricably linked. 

The proletarian internationalist perspective was mitigated in 

favour of an approach that promoted class collaboration within 

Russia, as the prospects of an international revolution receded. In¬ 

ternational revolution was still the firm goal of the Bolsheviks. The 

realities of Russia, however, meant a shift in emphasis towards a 

national, class collaborative approach. Beilharz asserts that nep rep¬ 

resents a populist multi-class utopia, which differs from the west¬ 

ernizing, modernizing, proletarian utopia of State and revolution,125 

The creation of a more inclusive socio-cultural base incorporated 

concessions to personal interests and material incentives in the 

construction of socialism. This strengthened the tendencies towards 

inegalitarianism, stratification and hierarchy. Bourgeois specialists 

were retained in post as the Bolsheviks were forced to recognize 

that they would have to build socialism with non-socialist hands. 

But it would be wrong to overemphasize the extent of this socio¬ 

cultural “retreat”. The Bolshevik approach continued to be under¬ 

pinned by notions of proletarianism, internationalism, collectivism, 

constructivism and instrumentalism: culture in the service of the 

construction of socialism. The Bolsheviks still believed that human 
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nature could be altered by changing the external environment. 

Human beings were still viewed as a malleable resource who could 

be moulded and shaped to create a New Socialist Man.126 The inter¬ 

esting issue here is the extent to which the Bolshevik understand¬ 

ing of the socio-cultural sphere had become accommodated to the 

realities of Russian society, rather than the discourse reflecting an 

accommodation between competing ideas within the party itself. 

The party line was dominated by the leadership’s rationalist, con¬ 

structivist approach, as opposed to the libertarian, emancipatory 

line (although the latter still existed at this point). 

nep and the politics of Soviet socialism 

In 1917, the conquest of political power dominated Bolshevik think¬ 

ing. In 1924, questions of culture and economics predominated. 

Somewhat paradoxically, while in the latter two fields the Bol¬ 

sheviks were “accommodating” themselves to the stubborn reality 

of Russian socio-economic structures, in the political sphere, there 

was greater pressure towards centralization, monism and dictator¬ 

ship, extending the patterns of control and rule established during 

the civil war. The two issues were linked of course. In the course of 

a retreat, strict discipline was required. In the nep period, the con¬ 

trol of state over society was deepened and extended, while the 

party itself became increasingly centralized and bureaucratized. 

The predominance of centralism, appointmentism, bureaucratism, 

the continuation of the use of terror, the suppression of other so¬ 

cialist parties, the repression of the clergy all reflected the need for 

“discipline” during the retreat. In particular, this meant preventing 

the emergence or expression of dissident or discrepant voices 

and organizations. This entailed strict ideological controls and 

more importantly political controls. What was central to the politics 

of nep was that this was now applied to the party itself, not just to 

organizations outside of the party. The ban on factions and the 

prevalence of appointmentism reflected the continued predomin¬ 

ance of elitism, hierarchy, centralization. Even measures designed 

to combat bureaucratism and careerism, and maintain the purity of 

the consciousness of the vanguard - purges and control commis¬ 

sions - tended to reinforce the powers of the centre. The key issue 
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here is that of “consciousness”. The retreat required close supervi¬ 

sion and leadership by politically and ideologically orthodox figures. 

This emphasis upon the necessity and desirability of centralized 

elite direction and control was still framed alongside the need 

for mass participation. The enduring tension within Bolshevism 

between technocratic, depoliticized, expertise based approaches 

to the management of society, and those favouring mass participa¬ 

tion, democracy, accountability and local autonomy still existed 

under nep. What was becoming clearer by the time of Lenin’s death 

was the nature of the latter. Mass participation was to be directed 

and supervised by the party, and was to be channelled into tasks 

defined by party. The question which thus came to dominate the 

politics of nep were the composition of the party, the quality of its 

personnel, and the means by which supervision from below could 

be combined with specialist guidance from above. Essentially, the 

hegemony of the technocratic tendency within Soviet socialism was 
deepened under nep. 

Conclusion: the Soviet model of socialism 

By 1924, the contours of the understanding of socialism in Bol¬ 

shevik discourse were becoming slightly clearer. While the first 

seven years of Bolshevik rule had resolved many of the tensions 

extant within the pre-revolutionary writings of Marx, Engels, Lenin 

and Kautsky, many tensions, ambiguities and imprecisions remained. 

The core features of this model included: 

• a worldview that was productivist, technocratic, constructivist, 
collectivist; 

• the leading role of the communist party in guiding and 

managing social and economic processes, excluding other 
political organizations; 

• an economy that was planned, centralized, nationalized, in¬ 

dustrialized, technologically advanced, and which prioritized 
large-scale heavy industry. 

• a central role for the state as an agent of social and economic 
transformation. 
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The post-1917 practice, however, left many issues unresolved. These 
included: 

• what was meant by “planning”? 

• what was the locus of decision-making within the econ¬ 

omy? What was the balance between centralization and 
decentralization? 

• what would the extent of inegalitarianism be under social¬ 

ism? Which group would be privileged? 

• what was the relationship between the interests of the inter¬ 

national proletariat and the domestic interests of the Soviet 
state? 

• what was the relationship between state control and popular 

participation in the administration of the system? 

• should the process of transition be viewed as something to 

be accomplished rapidly and coercively, or gradually and 
consensually? 

• how could the rural/urban divide be overcome? By what 

means should the countryside be socialized/collectivized? 

• how could the peasantry be transformed into a rural proletariat? 

Neither nep, nor the practices established during the civil war, sup¬ 

plied a definitive resolution to these questions. The death of Lenin 

in 1924 witnessed a fierce struggle between different individuals for 

control of the party. Within this power struggle, there emerged 

competing interpretations of the correct manner to construct social¬ 

ism. Bukharin, Trotsky, Preobrazhensky, Stalin and others engaged 

in a wide-ranging debate that was finally resolved in 1929 with 

Stalin’s victory in the factional struggles. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Stalin, Trotsky and Bukharin: 
debating a new orthodoxy 

Introduction 

The victory of Stalin in the factional struggles in the 1920s brought 

a resolution of the tensions extant in the Soviet conception of so¬ 

cialism between 1917 and 1924. This conception was to dominate 

the thinking and practice of the cpsu until the accession of Gorbachev 

in 1985. The central themes and features of the Stalinist model of 

socialism are often said to have been a reanimated version of the 

civil war policies, representing a radical “break” with the policies 

of nep, as coercion, terror and the overwhelming application of 

state power over society and the economic sector replaced the 

relative calm and pluralism of nep. Yet it becomes clearer that the 

successive phases of the post-revolutionary era represent syntheses 

of the clash of Bolshevik ideals with Russian realities. The Stalinist 

model was forged out of a similar process, emphasizing particular 

aspects of Bolshevik theory (distilled from the conflicts with 

Trotsky, Bukharin, Preobrazhensky et al.), and substantiating the 

meaning of many of their ideals in practice (for example, “plan¬ 

ning”). Before turning to explore the Stalinist model, the nature 

of the alternatives put forward by Bukharin and Trotsky need 

to be elaborated. 
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Bolshevism after Lenin: Unitarian or trinitarian? 

How distinct were the alternative views of the transition period 

developed by the leading Bolshevik figures after Lenin’s death? The 

highly politicized nature of the historical writings on this period - 

both East and West - has tended to obscure and obfuscate the 

central issues in the debates on economic policy, party democracy 

and relations between the peasants and the workers. The vogue to 

rehabilitate Bukharin after 1985, the contested place of Trotsky in 

Marxist discourse (both East and West), and the relative lack of 

attention paid to the ideas of Preobrazhensky, all reflect the way 

the history of this period has been subject to the shifting sands of 

highly politicized historiography. 

In the following analysis, the views of Trotsky, Bukharin, Preob¬ 

razhensky and Stalin are set out. It is crucial to bear two things 

in mind. First, the economic perspectives outlined below were de¬ 

veloped against a backdrop of intense political in-fighting. Secondly, 

the views of the major protagonists changed and developed during 

1924-9- Stalin is the figure who is most often quoted as having 

shifted his position, but he was by no means alone. From the de¬ 

bates and oscillations of the factionalism of the 1920s, it is possible 

to identify the essential features of the platforms of Bukharin, Trotsky 
and Stalin. 

Bukharinism and Soviet socialism 

Bukharin is viewed as the defender of nep, of gradualism, of 

the peasantry, of a “national” or “separate” road to socialism.1 His 

vision of the transition period is said to stand in stark contrast 

with that of Trotsky and the other “super-industrializers”, with their 

emphasis upon rapid industrialization, the workers and the inter¬ 

national revolution. Bukharin is said to be an advocate of the 

socialist market, of an all-embracing non-class populist vision of a 

worker-peasant socialism. Can this view be sustained? 

Only the broad contours of Bukharin’s thought can be outlined 

here. Extrapolating from his works written during the period 1921- 

9, Bukharin was consistent in subscribing to the general ideas of 

Bolshevism concerning the transition period.2 Hence, Bukharin was a 

consistent advocate of a centralized, unified economy. He believed 
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in the inherent superiority of planning. Industrialization was indis¬ 

pensable to the construction of socialism, and the growth of the 

capital goods sector was a prerequisite for the emergence of an 

industrial society. The dictatorship of the Bolshevik party had to be 

maintained. Disagreements and disputes emerged over how to reach 

this goal. In particular, differences emerged over the methods, limits 

and tempos of constructing socialism. In terms of specifics, Bukharin 

constructed an original and distinct synthesis of the tensions within 

Bolshevik discourse: the balance of plan/market, urban/rural, in¬ 

dustry/agriculture, worker/peasant, production/consumption, inter¬ 

national/national, democracy/bureaucracy in this transitional phase. 

The balance of market and plan stands at the centre of 

Bukharinism. In Bukharin’s thought, the market was to be a central 

feature of the construction of socialism. But it was part of the tran¬ 

sition to socialism, not an integral part of the transition phase (i.e. 

the lower phase of communism). Bukharin saw an expanding con¬ 

sumer market as the key to industrial growth.3 Within the nep frame¬ 

work of a mixed economy (state industrial sector and private 

agricultural and industrial sector), the emergence of a prosperous 

peasantry would stimulate demand for consumer goods. This would 

benefit the state industrial sector (because of its greater efficiency 

and competitiveness, economies of scale, etc.), which would gradu¬ 

ally displace the private part of the industrial sector, strengthening 

the socialist forces at the expense of the capitalist ones. In the 

agricultural sector, the poor and middle peasants would be encour¬ 

aged to create rural consumer co-operatives to purchase goods. 

This would give them a comparative advantage over the individual 

farms of the kulaks. In the long-term, these co-operative societies 

would prove to be more efficient, displacing individual private farm¬ 

ing and inculcating in the peasantry collectivist economic norms, as 

co-operation expanded into production as well as consumption 4 

Three points to note. First, as Lih, Cohen and others have noted, 

Bukharin outlined overcoming the market “through the market”.’ 

There was no sense of a future “assault” on market relations and 

the private sector through the rapid, forced expansion of the state 

sector. In other words, Bukharin was advocating an evolutionary, 

gradualist approach to the construction of socialism. This would be 

a prolonged process. Secondly, this economic competition between 

the private and state sectors, mediated through the market, was the 
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form in which the class struggle would now take place. Bukharin 

was advocating a peaceful construction of socialism. This stood in 

marked contrast to those who saw the construction of socialism 

as being accompanied by increased class conflict within the rural 

sector.6 Thirdly, Bukharin stressed the sphere of circulation over 

the sphere of production, overturning the traditional Bolshevik 

emphasis upon production as the key process in the construction 
of socialism.7 

The centrality of market relations inexorably shaped Bukharin’s 

views on planning. Bukharin believed in planning, but stressed 

that the plan had to be realistic, scientific, flexible and designed 

to maintain the proportionality and equilibrium in the economy. 

Planning would enable a more rational, controlled approach to 

economic management, and through a flexible framework, would 

interact with the spontaneous forces of the market. Although 

Bukharin became increasingly convinced of the benefits of a more 

comprehensive form of planning by the late 1920s, he was still 

critical of approaches to planning that were overly centralist or 

bureaucratic.8 For Bukharin, planning would grow and extend its 

scope of operation organically along with the growth of the social¬ 

ist sector and the displacement of the market. It should not be 

seen as a process that embraced the entire economic life of the 
state immediately. 

Bukharin’s approach to the question of the relationship between 

peasants and workers, town and country, also turned many Bol¬ 

shevik assumptions on their head. Bukharin viewed the peasantry 

more as allies than enemies, professed faith in their revolutionary 

potential, and sought to build socialism through civil peace be¬ 

tween peasants and workers, not conflict.9 The essence of his 

position was the maintenance of the smychka. Without this support 

from the peasantry, socialism could not be constructed in Russia. 

Bukharin acknowledged that the peasantry had two “souls”: a 

labouring soul, and a proprietorial soul. The task of the party was 

to create the economic and cultural conditions in which the former 

would gradually displace the latter.10 The key peasant group for 

Bukharin were the middle peasants. If they could be won over to 

collectivist ideals, then the agricultural sector would evolve in a 

socialist direction. If not, then the likely outcome would be capital¬ 

ism. This accounts for Bukharin’s support for co-operation rather 
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than collectivization in the medium term, as co-operation would 

demonstrate the superiority of collectivism over individualism, 

without undermining the peasants proprietorial instincts. Collective 

farming - large scale, mechanized and efficient — would eventually 

displace individual farming, but only by proving to be more pro¬ 

ductive and prosperous. Bukharin supported moves to limit the 

kulaks, but these were to be economic and non-coercive. Although 

Bukharin remained within the general framework of Bolshevism - 

priority of the proletariat - his view of the peasantry was far more 

positive, optimistic. Soviet society, in Bukharin’s eyes, was a more 

inclusive, complex and differentiated organism than traditional 

Bolshevik class categories usually set out, and was to be based on 

civic peace and consensus rather than strife and conflict.11 

Bukharin also shifted the basis of Bolshevik thought on the in¬ 

ternational arena. Bukharin (along with Stalin) is credited with shift¬ 

ing Bolshevism from an internationalist perspective to a nationalist 

one, with the development of the idea of “socialism in one coun¬ 

try”. Stalin first adopted the slogan in December 1924, but it was 

Bukharin who elaborated its theoretical significance. This concept 

has been subject to a certain degree of misrepresentation, much of 

it deriving from the polemical disputes between “Left” and “Right” 

in the 1920s. It is necessary to correct many of these one-sided and 

distorted views. First, Bukharin never disavowed the long-term 

possibility of a proletarian revolution in western Europe. However, 

he did argue that with the failure of insurrection in Germany, and 

the apparent stabilization of the western economy, a rethink about 

the approach to the construction of socialism in peasant, isolated 

Russia was necessary. In the light of this new situation, Bukharin 

reconceptualized the internationalist outlook of the party. He ar¬ 

gued that it was possible to build socialism in Russia, or more 

specifically, it was possible for Russia to modernize and industrial¬ 

ize on her own. Through the economic processes described above, 

Russia would grow into socialism through the smycbka.12 

Bukharin responded to the charge that he was promoting a 

nationalist form of socialism in a number of ways. First, he argued 

that the ultimate victory of socialism in Russia could not be guaran¬ 

teed without revolutions elsewhere. Secondly, the nature of social¬ 

ism in Russia would reflect the backward peasant socio-economic 

structure. On a global basis socialism would display a high degree 
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of heterogeneity, because of the differences in cultural levels, 

ethnic composition, levels of economic development, social struc¬ 

ture, etc. It was possible to construct socialism in Russia, but it 

would not conform precisely and immediately to the vision espoused 

by Marx and Engels.13 Thirdly, Bukharin theorized the smychka 

on a global scale. As the peasants could legitimately be viewed 

as revolutionary allies within Russia, then might they not prove to 

be international revolutionary allies? Bukharin began to preach 

the potency of the peasantry as a force for revolution in the non¬ 

capitalist colonies, and by extension of the possibility of a peasant- 

based, non-capitalist path to socialism. Bukharin maintained a 

revolutionary, internationalist stance, but shifted the focus from 

Europe to Asia, from proletariat to peasantry.14 

Bukharin’s position within Bolshevism’s ideological matrix is an 

interesting one. While subscribing faithfully to the broad features 

of the transition period, Bukharin provided an original resolution of 

many of the unresolved tensions in Bolshevik thought on the shape 

of the entire transition period. His inclusive socio-class analysis, 

the emphasis on balanced growth, and realistic flexible planning, 

the growth of socialism through the market, and the possibility of 

building socialism in one country, distinguish Bukharin from his 

contemporaries. Yet, it would be wrong to overestimate the distinc¬ 

tiveness of Bukharin’s platform. He remained an advocate of a 

centralized, large-scale, concentrated, planned industrial economy. 

Bukharin cannot be held up as the defender of market relations 

under socialism, or of a form of market socialism. He abhorred the 

anarchy and spontaneity of market forces. But he also opposed 

the overbureaucratization and overcentralization of the economy. 

He wished to establish the political hegemony of the proletariat, and 

continued to advocate unequal franchise arrangements that favoured 

the worker over the peasant. Yet this was not a platform of socialist 

political pluralism: Bukharin fully supported the one-party mon¬ 

opoly. The role of the state should be that of educator. Politics should 

be carried out on the basis of consensus, of revolutionary legality, 

of persuasion. The key for Bukharin was to draw the masses more 

fully into the work of local Soviets, to create space for voluntary or¬ 

ganizations and associations as a way of combating bureaucratism 

without undermining the role of the party.15 As with Lenin, Bukharin 

sought to steer a course between pluralist (socialist) democracy 
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and a bureaucratized state standing above the masses, unaccount¬ 
able and undemocratic. 

Trotsky and Preobrazhensky 

The views of Trotsky are no less controversial and disputed than 

those of Bukharin. Trotsky is often characterized as a “super- 

industrializer”: as a consistent proponent of rapid industrialization, 

central planning, class war in the countryside and international re¬ 

volution. In other words Trotsky is often portrayed as the inheritor 

of the “socialist offensive”, “heroic” tradition of “war communism”. 

Yet a close reading of Trotsky’s views reveals a far greater degree 

of correspondence between the views of Trotsky and Bukharin 

than the labels “Leftist” and “Rightist” would indicate.16 

On markets and planning, Trotsky followed a similar approach 

to Bukharin. Trotsky remained committed to the market during 

the transition to socialism. The framework of nep - market, material 

incentives and the smychka with the peasantry - was to be main¬ 

tained. Although Trotsky emphasized the importance of strengthen¬ 

ing and building up the socialist industrial sector and of moving 

towards a planned economy, this was to be accomplished via the 
market.1 Trotsky argued that: 

We must adapt the Soviet state to the needs and strength of 

the peasantry, while preserving its character as a workers 

state; we must adapt Soviet industry to the peasant market.18 

In similar vein to Bukharin, Trotsky saw planning developing in 

tandem with the market: that is, it would have to be a rational, 

realistic, flexible approach. By restricting the operation of the plan 

to the socialist industrial sector, this would enable the practice of 

planning to be perfected and to be adapted to the peasant market 

economy. Although Trotsky continued to assert the necessity and 

priority of industrialization, in 1923-4 this was to be achieved through 

the market. Trotsky and Bukharin only really began to differ after 

1926-7, when Trotsky became increasingly critical of the gradualist, 

pro-peasant orientation.19 Industrialization, pro-workerism and cen¬ 

tral planning were an increasing necessity as the international situ¬ 

ation worsened and the peasants began to withdraw from the market. 
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It is here that the differential emphasis of the two theorists becomes 

evident. Trotsky was far less tolerant of the market, far less content 

with the growth of capitalism in the countryside, and placed a 

greater emphasis upon the need to industrialize as quickly as was 

economically possible. Trotsky wished to industrialize within the 

framework of nep, but this was to be accomplished through the 

exploitation of the agricultural sector. Priority was to be accorded 
to the industrial sector.20 

The differences between Trotsky and Bukharin became more 

evident in their respective attitudes towards the international arena. 

In the course of the factional struggles in the 1920s, Trotsky was 

labelled as the advocate of “permanent revolution” in opposition to 

the views of Stalin and Bukharin who espoused the idea of “social¬ 

ism in one country” (of which more below). Trotsky’s doctrine had 

two separate but related components. First, that in Russia the anti- 

feudal revolution would grow into the proletarian revolution (which 

had essentially been Lenin’s position in 1917). Secondly, that the 

revolutionary impulse would shift out from Russia to the rest of 

the world, and the victory of socialism in Russia required the victory 

of the international revolution.21 Trotsky opposed the implications of 

“socialism in one country” on a number of grounds. First, he denied 

that the Soviet economy could develop using its own resources. 

Economic autarky was an error, for Russia required imports from 

the West to make good shortfalls in consumer goods, and to provide 

capital goods for industrialization. On its own, the Russian economy 

could not withstand the economic pressures and greater efficiency 

of the western economies. Secondly, the technical and cultural 

backwardness of Russia meant that autarky would doom Russia to 

permanent underdevelopment. Thirdly, “socialism in one country” 

rendered foreign policy defensive - preventing capitalist intervention 

to allow Russia to develop on her own basis — rather than foment¬ 

ing and promoting revolution in the West. In this way it would 

contribute to the long-term defeat of the international revolution.22 

Trotsky never denied that it was possible to set in motion the pro¬ 

cess of socialist construction in Russia. Neither did he believe that 

the international revolution was imminent. Trotsky, like Bukharin 

agreed that world revolution remained an essential objective. The 

differences with Stalin will be highlighted below; however, there 

appears to be agreement on underlying principles, but differences 
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of emphasis: Trotsky’s essentially internationalist emphasis versus 

Stalin and Bukharin’s essentially nationalist emphasis. 

Clearly, Trotsky shared many basic assumptions with Bukharin, 

although his vision of the future was more industrialist, modernist, 

centralizing and technocratic, and this influenced the manner in 

which he conceptualized the transitional phase. The differences 

were ones of emphasis, nuance, tempo, degree. In fact there ap¬ 

pear to be greater differences between Trotsky and Preobrazhensky, 

erstwhile “Leftist” allies, than between Trotsky and Bukharin. In 

particular, Preobrazhensky stressed the need to prioritize the 

growth of state industry.23 In this way the forces of socialism were 

consolidated, the basis for a collectivized, mechanized agriculture 

was lain, and the organizational advantages of planning (the central 

factor in socialist economic superiority) could be exploited. For 

Preobrazhensky, the development of state industry required the 

privileging of heavy industry over light industry. The resources would 

be provided through “primitive socialist accumulation”: acquisition 

of the resources for industrialization from the peasant sector and 

from integration into the global socialist economy. In other words, 

owing to the need to exploit the peasantry and to benefit from the 

advances in the world economy, Preobrazhensky was deeply con¬ 

vinced of the need for support from the western proletariat: he was 

opposed to the idea of “socialism in one country”. The construction 

of socialism would not be possible without assistance from out¬ 

side.24 In sum, Preobrazhensky’s emphasis on the need for compre¬ 

hensive planning to be developed immediately, the priority of heavy 

industry and the absolute imperative of international revolution 

places him at the other end of the spectrum from Bukharin, with 

Trotsky occupying something of a middling position. 

Within this debate there was a high degree of consensus on the 

central aspects of economic policy and the construction of social¬ 

ism. The application of labels (“super-industrializer” and “perman¬ 

ent revolutionary”, or “communist populist”) was a consequence of 

the factional struggles within the party. They obscure the shared set 

of assumptions held by the main protagonists. Yet the differences - 

over priorities, emphases, assessments of danger - were real ones 

also. The defeat of Trotsky and Bukharin in the factional struggles 

between 1927 and 1929 opened the way for the application of the 

platform espoused by Stalin.24 
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The emergence of a Stalinist model 

Stalin’s contribution to the forging of a distinctive model of Soviet 

socialism in practice is uncontested. Stalin’s policies infused Bol¬ 

shevik concepts - planning, centralization, industrialization - with 

a specific content. On this basis Stalin occupies a key role in estab¬ 

lishing an orthodox interpretation of Soviet socialism. His contri¬ 

bution to the theoretical development of Soviet socialism is more 

contentious. Scholars have tended to question the originality, depth 

and meaning of Stalin’s infrequent incursions into the field of theory. 

Can this view be sustained? 

“Like a cat avoiding hot porridge Stalin, Trotsky and 

“socialism in one country” 

Stalin’s contributions to the theoretical debates in the 1920s are in¬ 

extricably linked with the factional struggles. Only with this context 

in mind is it possible to understand the emergence of Stalin’s idea 

of “socialism in one country”.26 Only within this context is it possible 

to understand how a minor technical difference over the meaning 

of terms such as “building” or “completion” or “victory”, became the 

basis for a major doctrinal dispute between Stalin and Trotsky. 

Although Stalin is credited with the first use of the phrase in 

December 1924 (in an article entitled “October revolution and the 

tactics of Russian communists”)27 the notion that it would be pos¬ 

sible to construct socialism in Russia was implicit in Bukharin’s 

idea of “growing into socialism”. The phrase emerged somewhat 

haphazardly. In April 1924, in a series of lectures at Sverdlov Univer¬ 

sity entitled “Foundations of Leninism”, Stalin outlined that, 

. . . does it mean that with the forces of only one country it 

can finally consolidate socialism and fully guarantee that 

country against intervention, and, consequently also against 

restoration? No it does not. For this the victory of the re¬ 

volution in at least several countries is needed. Therefore the 

development and support of revolution in other countries 

is an essential task of the victorious revolution.28 

I his was a restatement of orthodoxy concerning the relationship 

of the construction of socialism and its dependence upon help 
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from the European proletariat. However, Stalin also asserted that a 

socialist revolution could be successful within one country. This 

was the onset of Stalin’s concerted attack on the idea of permanent 

revolution, arguing that it was anti-Leninist and attempting to dis¬ 

associate Trotsky from Lenin and set himself up as Lenin’s rightful 

heir. It is in this context - the struggle to discredit Trotsky - that 
“socialism in one country” emerged. 

In December 1924, Stalin began to revise the ideas of “Founda¬ 

tions of Leninism”, shifting the emphasis towards the possibility of 

constructing “socialism in one country”. Quoting Lenin from 1915 

(“the victory of socialism is possible first in several or even in one 

capitalist country, taken singly”),29 Stalin outlined that the basis 

existed within Russia for the construction of socialism, rather than 

the Russian proletariat having to depend upon developments else¬ 

where. The idea remained undeveloped for several months, as Stalin 

continued to assert the necessity of the world revolution. With the 

publication of two works - The results of the work of the Fourteenth 

Party Conference (May 1925) and On the problems of Leninism 

(January 1926) - Stalin began to elaborate his ideas more fully, as 

he became aware of the political potential and the popularity of 

the slogan. The essence of Stalin’s views were that there were two 

sets of contradictions in the contemporary world that had to be 

overcome. The first was between the proletariat and the peasantry 

within Russia. The second was between the ussr and the capitalist 

countries.30 

Stalin’s argument was that socialism can and must be completed 

in Russia, but that the final victory of socialism in Russia could not 

be guaranteed. Socialism could be built in Russia because she had 

sufficient resources, expertise and revolutionary ardour to com¬ 

plete the task. Socialism had to be built because with the stabilization 

of the capitalist countries of the West, the alternative was either to 

press forward with socialist construction or to degenerate. Final 

victory could not be guaranteed, though, because of the continual 

possibility of capitalist intervention. International revolution was still 

a necessity. The essential distinction drawn by Stalin related to the 

reasons for the inability to ensure the complete victory of socialism. 

Stalin asserted that both Trotsky and Zinoviev supported the process 

of constructing socialism in Russia, but believed that economic and 

technical backwardness would prevent the completion of this task. 
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In other words, the Russian workers could not finish what they 

had started. By way of contrast, Stalin asserted that the inability to 

complete the victory of socialism was solely due to the hostile 

international environment.31 

The conceptual differences between the protagonists were 

minimal. What distinguished them was faith. Faith in the ability of 

the Russian people to construct socialism, 

Without such a possibility, the building of socialism is build¬ 

ing without prospects, building without being sure that 

socialism will be built. It is no use building socialism with¬ 

out being sure that we can build it, without being sure that 

the technical backwardness of our country is not an in¬ 

superable obstacle to the building of a complete socialist 

society. To deny such a possibility is to display lack of faith 

in the cause of building socialism, to abandon Leninism.32 

Trotsky’s views appeared to be defeatist and negative, Stalin’s 

optimistic and positive. Stalin was appealing to a pride in the 

achievements of the revolution, asserting that Russia was no longer 

dependent upon the West. Indeed Russia would now take the lead 

in the revolutionary movement worldwide. Russia was now the 

centre of the world socialist revolution. The weakest link in the 

imperialist chain had become the fulcrum of the revolution. 

How significant was this concept? In terms of inner-party devel¬ 

opments, it pushed Stalin into the forefront of the ideological 

struggle. Stalin, in Deutscher’s words, “became an ideologue in his 

own right ,33 It was also a central part in Stalin’s attempts to dis¬ 

credit Trotsky: he was labelled a defeatist, a pessimist, an adven¬ 

turist, a Menshevik and an anti-Leninist. This was because Stalin 

argued that the doctrine of “permanent revolution” required risky 

adventures abroad, while demonstrating little faith in Russian 

workers. Similarly, “permanent revolution” was a deviation from 

Leninism, and could best be described as a form of Menshevism. 

The message contained within “socialism in one country” was par¬ 

ticularly potent for the party: it promised stability, continuity and 

also progress towards socialism. Its significance went far beyond 
the original intent to discredit Trotsky.34 
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This concept synthesized Marxist and Leninist orthodoxy with 
nationalist ideals, linking Russian specifics with Marxian universals. 
The emphasis on the self-sufficiency and self-reliance of Russia 
promoted the idea that Russia was now the centre of world revolu¬ 
tion, and would be the centre of the new future post-capitalist 
civilization. This appears to be Russian exceptionalism with a Marx¬ 
ist face.3^ Yet Stalin went to great lengths to assert the Leninist 
credentials of “socialism in one country”: it was the continuation of 
the process of constructing socialism initiated under nep by Lenin. 
Yet, as Carr has maintained, it also meant the end of nep.36 The 
move away from a professed dependency on the West to industri¬ 
alize was now combined with a faith in Russia’s internal capacity to 
industrialize. In this way, the dependence on the peasantry (a cen¬ 
tral pillar of nep) was also overcome. “Socialism in one country” 
expresses a new resolution of the tensions within Soviet socialism, 
incorporating the orthodox faith in industrialization and a privi¬ 
leged place for the proletariat, alongside a new emphasis upon 
nationalistic-patriotic motifs. 

Soviet socialism and Stalin: theorizing self-sufficiency 

On one level, Stalin appears to subscribe to orthodox Bolshevik 
thinking on the nature of the transition phase. He was committed 
to creating a society that was industrialized, collectivized, centrally 
planned and technologically advanced. Industrialization would 
create the material and technical basis for the abundance of com¬ 
munism, and would turn peasants into proletarians. The creation of 
a numerically and politically dominant proletariat would solve the 
problem of the party ruling in a peasant country. He was opposed 
to the market and private ownership. He openly advocated policies 
that fomented class war in the countryside. He supported the con¬ 
tinuation of the communist party’s monopoly of power, and the 
ban on factions within the party. Yet a closer look at Stalin’s writ¬ 
ings and speeches during the period 1925-9 show that Stalin shifted 
the thinking of the party in subtle yet profound ways. In particular, 
the elaboration of the doctrine of “socialism in one country”, while 
linked to the factional struggles, also had significant theoretical 
consequences. The notions of autarky and self-sufficiency inherent 
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in this doctrine caused a reassessment of the Bolshevik commit¬ 

ment to the development of the productive forces in the ussr, and 

shaped the priorities of industrial development, which in turn shaped 

the nature of the economic basis of Soviet socialism. 

The turn “inwards” inherent in “socialism in one country” had a 

number of significant repercussions. All the extant issues to be 

resolved in the transition to socialism and communism - technical 

backwardness, industrialization, collectivization of agriculture, 

elimination of the market - now had to be accomplished internally. 

This imposed a new set of priorities and policies in order to achieve 

self-sufficiency. This shifted the nature of the transition itself. The 

construction of a socialist society now had to be achieved via the 

route of national self-sufficiency. Self-sufficiency entailed a particular 

form of modernization, a particular form of industrialization. As we 

have seen before, whereas ends can justify means, the means shape 

the ends. Stalin’s programme, by fusing Marxism and nationalism, 

imparted a particular content to the key processes of the transition 

period: technical advance, modernization, raising productivity. 

Stalin invoked that, “It is not just any kind of increase in the pro¬ 

ductivity of labour of the people that we need.”37 These processes 

were not to be driven purely by the need to construct the basis of 

socialism: the imperative to defend the country also now came into 

the equation. The emphasis upon self-sufficiency shaped the nature 
of the transition in a number of ways. 

In economic terms, Stalin opted to prioritize industrial develop¬ 

ment, and in particular large-scale capital goods industries. In 1928, 
Stalin said, 

Our theses proceed from the premise that a fast rate of 

development of industry in general, and of the production 

of the means of production in particular, is the underlying 

principle of, and the key to, the industrialization of the 

country, the underlying principle of and key to, the trans¬ 

formation of our entire national economy along the lines 
of socialist development.38 

Stalin advocated shifting priority not just away from the agricultural 

sector, but also away from the production of the means of con¬ 

sumption. If the ussr was to industrialize on its own basis, the 
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priority was to manufacture the key producer goods to create the 

basis for the further industrialization of the country, for the defence 

of the country and, significantly, for the collectivization of agricul¬ 

ture. Stalin realized the Bolshevik preference for heavy industiy. 

Collectivization of agriculture was crucial to the industrialization 

process. Industrialization required reliable, increased supplies of 

grain. The scattered and small-scale nature of the pattern of land- 

holding in Russia was deemed to be incapable of delivering an 

increase in the volume of grain. A collectivized, large-scale mechan¬ 

ized agricultural sector was the Bolsheviks’ preferred solution. A 

socialist society required peasants with a collectivist outlook and 

collectivist values. The long-term political viability of the Soviet 

state required the transformation of the peasants into proletarians. 

Yet industrialization was integral to collectivization. Without agri¬ 

cultural machinery, the collective farms would not be viable. This 

symbiosis between collectivization and industrialization ensured a 

priority for the production of the means of production. This priority 

was reinforced by the requirements of defence, 

This applies not only to the building of socialism. It applies 

also to the independence of our country in the circum¬ 

stances of the capitalist encirclement. The independence of 

our country cannot be upheld unless we have an adequate 

industrial basis for defence. And such an industrial basis 

cannot be created if our industry is not more highly de¬ 

veloped technically.39 

The perception that the international atmosphere was one of hos¬ 

tile capitalist encirclement - fuelled by the 1927 war scare - also 

imparted notions of haste or speed into the Stalinist programme.40 

A crash programme of modernization and industrialization entailed 

prioritizing key sectors of the economy - fuel, metallurgy, machine- 

tools, chemicals - rather than advancing a balanced approach to 

industrial development. 
In socio-cultural terms, the drive for self-sufficiency reanimated 

Bolshevik notions of class war and class conflict, superceding the 

nep emphasis upon social peace and class consensus. Eschewing 

the Bukharinite approach, which advocated the elimination of capit¬ 

alism via the market, Stalin sought to resume the “offensive” against 
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capitalist elements. Throughout 1929, Stalin set out his views on the 

necessity of mobilizing the proletarian elements for a struggle against 

capitalist elements (i.e. the kulaks), 

The policy should be to arouse the working class and 

the exploited masses of the countryside, to increase their 

fighting capacity and develop their mobilised preparedness 

for the fight against the capitalist elements in town and 

country, for the fight against the resisting class enemies.41 

Indeed, Stalin asserted that the class struggle would intensify with 

the onset of the construction of “socialism in one country”, 

The dying classes are resisting, not because they have 

become stronger than we are, but because socialism is 

growing faster than they are, and they are becoming weaker 

than we are. And precisely because they are becoming 

weaker, they feel that their last days are approaching and 

are compelled to resist with all the forces and all the means 
in their power.42 

The intensification of the class struggle has been greatly vilified by 

opponents of Stalin, owing to its later use in the justification of the 

terror of the 1930s. Yet at the end of the 1920s it was really a 

restatement of the Trotskyist/Leftist position. The assertion by Trotsky 

that state power is at its peak just before it disappears reflects the 

position inherent within the doctrine of permanent revolution: the 

problem for the proletariat within Russia would be to consolidate 

power, not the seizure of power itself. The preponderance of the 

peasantry would make necessary a further form of conflict. The 

capitalist elements in the country — kulaks, bourgeois specialists, 

entrepreneurs - would have to be defeated as part of the process of 

constructing socialism. Industrialization required class war. 

Stalin’s assertion of the need for self-sufficiency also shifted the 

Soviet approach to international revolution. This was not aban¬ 

doned. Stalin revised the definition of internationalism, prioritizing 
the national interests of the ussr, 

A revolutionary is one who is ready to protect, to defend 

the ussr without reservation, without qualification, openly 
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and honestly . . . for the ussr is the first proletarian revolu¬ 

tionary state in the world, a state which is building social¬ 

ism. An internationalist is one who is ready to defend 

the ussr . . . unconditionally; for the ussr is the base of the 

world revolutionary movement, and this revolutionary 

movement cannot be defended and promoted unless the 

ussr is defended. For whoever thinks of defending the world 

revolutionary movement apart from, or against, the ussr, 

goes against the revolution and must inevitably slide into 

the camp of the enemies of the revolution.43 

The cause of world socialism was best served by constructing 

socialism in the ussr, by defending the revolutionary gains of 

1917. There was now a complete coincidence of the interests of the 

international working class and those of the Soviet state. Now, 

though, the former were subordinated to the promotion of the latter, 

rather than vice versa. The fusion of nationalism and Marxism 

was complete. 

Finally, in political terms, the drive for self-sufficiency 

strengthened the tendencies towards political and ideological 

monism, discipline and party unity. The intensification of the class 

struggle highlighted the political dangers thrown up by the twin 

processes of modernization and industrialization. Stalin highlighted 

three issues. First, the combination of capitalist encirclement and 

economic and technical backwardness constantly generated “devia¬ 

tions” within the party of different political hues, 

And since our proletariat does not live in a vacuum, but in 

the midst of the most actual and real life with all its variety 

of forms, the bourgeois elements arising on the basis of 

small production “encircle” the proletariat on every side 

with petit-bourgeois elemental forces, by means of which 

they permeate and corrupt the proletariat. . . thereby intro¬ 

ducing into the ranks of the proletariat and of its Party a 

certain amount of vacillation, a certain amount of waver¬ 

ing . . . There you have the root and basis of all sorts of 

vacillations and deviations from the Leninist line in the 

ranks of our party.44 
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Stalin emphasized that while the dangers of the “Right” and “Left” 

were different (the former underestimated the strength of capital¬ 

ism, the latter overestimated it), the outcome of either in power 

would be the same: the restoration of capitalism. Stalin argued that 

in a situation of isolation, there could only be one correct line. A 

deviation from that line would give rise to factionalism, weaken the 

party and undermine the dictatorship of the proletariat. Unity and 

monolithism were imperative. 

Secondly, Stalin warned against the dangers of bureaucratic 

inertia and routine among officials. Stalin’s prescription for this 

particular ailment was a revival of the Leninist ideal of popular par¬ 

ticipation in the workings of the state, albeit channelled, mobilized 

and controlled by the party. Stalin asserted the importance of “self- 

criticism” and criticism from below. In the conditions of isolation, 

the safeguards of the revolutionary purity of the dictatorship lay in 

preserving the revolutionary consciousness of its personnel. This 

could only be achieved from within the party itself, given that it rep¬ 

resented the most advanced, conscious element of the proletariat, 

Since our country is a country with a dictatorship of the 

proletariat, and since the dictatorship is directed by one 

party, the Communist Party, which does not, and cannot, 

share power with other parties, is it not clear that, if we 

want to make headway, we ourselves must disclose and 

correct our errors - is it not clear that there is no-one else 

to disclose and correct them for us? Is it not clear, com¬ 

rades, that self-criticism must be one of the most important 

motive forces of our development.45 

Self-criticism was to be allied with criticism from below. Criticism of 

the party leaders by the masses was designed to prevent them from 

becoming detached from the masses, from developing an interest 

of their own outside those of the Soviet state. It was also designed 

to upgrade the political consciousness of the workers themselves, 

rendering them more aware of problems, more willing to criticize, 

more engaged in the operation of the system. Stalin set clear limits 

to criticism though. It was not to be confused with “promotion” 

from below, of which Stalin had more to say elsewhere. As Stalin 
argued, 
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It is not a question of bringing new leaders to the fore, 

although this deserves the party’s most serious attention. It 

is a question of preserving the leaders who have already 

come to the fore and possess the greatest prestige by 

organising permanent and indissoluble contact between 

them and the masses.46 

The second limit was the type of criticism. Only criticism that 

aimed at, 

improving the organs of Soviet rule, of improving our in¬ 

dustry, of improving our party and trade-union work. We 

need criticism in order to strengthen the Soviet regime.4' 

An interesting omission from the criteria to be applied to criticism 

was proximity to truth. What was important was the class content 

of the criticism and the class origins of the critics. The following 

quote is archetypal Bolshevism with its class-tinted spectacles dis¬ 

placing norms of truth and falsehood, 

How can you expect an ordinary worker or an ordinary 

peasant, with his own painful experience of shortcomings 

in our work and in our planning, to frame his criticism 

according to all the rules of the art? If you demand that 

criticism should be 100% correct, you will be killing all 

possibility of criticism from below, all possibility of self- 

criticism. That is why I think that even if criticism is only 

even 5 or 10% true, such criticism should be welcomed, 

should be listened to attentively, and the sound core in 

it taken into account. Otherwise, I repeat, you would be 

gagging all those hundreds and thousands of people who 

are devoted to the cause of the Soviets, who are not yet 

skilled enough in the art of criticism, but through whose 

lips truth speaks itself.48 (my emphasis) 

The implications from this are clear. Criticism from below that the 

leadership deemed acceptable would be unleashed in order to 

“correct” shortcomings, irrespective of its accuracy or correctness. 

The full disturbing ramifications of this policy were not felt until the 
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1930s. Arguably, this was a policy with a clear Leninist pedigree: 

establishing a symbiosis between rule by the vanguard and parti¬ 

cipation by the people as set out in State and revolution. Although 

this was a much more restrictive and limited notion of participation 

than that originally envisaged by Lenin, this does accord with a 

political framework that seeks to combine a one-party monopoly 

of power with popular participation. The criticism campaign 

highlights that the relationship between Bolshevism and “truth” 

was always a problematical one. The class-based view of the world, 

which conditioned Bolshevik attitudes across a whole range of 

issues, was woven deep into the fabric of Bolshevism. 

Lastly, the party once more stressed the essential requirement of 

creating Red Specialists: to combat bourgeois specialists as part 

of the intensification of the class struggle meant finding replace¬ 

ments who were both Red and Expert. The pursuit of self-sufficiency 

imparted a new urgency to the creation of politically reliable, pol¬ 

itically conscious, technical cadres. The combination of these varied 

political measures was to focus attention upon personnel within 

the system: factions and deviations within the leadership, bureau¬ 

cratic inertia, errors and shortcomings in the work of officials, and 

the class/national background of key personnel. The roots of the 

terror and the purges of the following decade go far back into 
Bolshevism. 

But the central defining feature of the Stalinist synthesis was the 

co-existence in Bolshevik discourse of nationalist and Marxist themes. 

The implications of this fusion have been underestimated and 

untheorized in the main. The legitimation of Stalin’s project fused 

modernization to create the material basis for the abundance of 

communism, with modernization to solve the age-old question 

of Russian backwardness. The clearest expression of this came in 

Stalin’s speech of 4 February 1931, delivered at the First All-Union 

Conference of Managers of Socialist Industry. It is worth quoting 
at length, 

It is sometimes asked whether it is not possible to slow 

down the tempo a bit ... No comrades, it is not possible! 

To slacken the tempo would mean falling behind. And 

those who fall behind get beaten. But we do not want to 

be beaten. One feature of the history of old Russia was the 
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continual beatings she suffered for falling behind, for her 

backwardness. She was beaten by the Mongol khans. She 

was beaten by the Turkish beys. She was beaten by the 

Swedish feudal lords. She was beaten by the Polish and 

Lithuanian gentry. She was beaten by the British and French 

capitalists. She was beaten by the Japanese barons. All beat 

her - due to her backwardness: military backwardness, 

cultural backwardness, political backwardness, industrial 

backwardness, agricultural backwardness . . . But now that 

we have overthrown capitalism, and power is in the hands 

of the working class, we have a fatherland and we will 

defend its independence. Do you want our socialist father- 

land to be beaten and to lose its independence? If you do 

not want this you must put an end to its backwardness in 

the shortest possible time and develop genuine Bolshevik 

tempo in building up its socialist economic system. There 

is no other way . . . We are fifty or a hundred years behind 

the advanced countries. We must make good this distance 

in ten years. Either we do it, or they crush us . . . There are 

no fortresses which Bolsheviks cannot capture.49 

Reflecting upon this co-existence of nationalism and Marxism in the 

Stalinist synthesis of Soviet socialism, it is interesting to note that 

the pursuit of self-sufficiency inaugurated a change in the philo¬ 

sophical basis of Bolshevism. The stress laid on vulnerability, isola¬ 

tion and the overcoming of backwardness inserted an alternative 

priority into the transition period. The immediate task was to achieve 

self-sufficiency, and to achieve it quickly. This was the essential 

precondition to the building of socialism. Yet the latter aim was 

constantly invoked, and remained the ostensible destination point 

of the transition. “Self-sufficiency” did not displace the “construc¬ 

tion of socialism” in the Bolshevik understanding of the transition 

phase, but came to co-exist with it. This co-existence of objectives 

created a number of new tensions and contradictions as the de¬ 

mands for rapid national modernization came into conflict with, 

and in extreme cases subverted, the ideals and principles of the 

dominant understanding of socialism. This policy of overcoming 

backwardness became in Lewin’s words the “official ethos” of the 

Stalinist programme for the transformation of Russia T" 
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This focus on immediate tasks, and the selection of policies 

appropriate to this end, profoundly shifted the way in which the 

communist party sought to legitimize itself. The legitimacy of 

the party was based upon establishing the scientific correctness of 

Marxism’s vision of the future. Having seized power proclaiming 

the advent of a new chapter in world history, their claims to be the 

legitimate rulers rested on a practical demonstration of the validity 

of this doctrine. This mode of legitimization remained. However, 

the insertion of the task of achieving self-sufficiency - outstripping 

the capitalist countries, solving the problem of Russian backward¬ 

ness - added new ways in which the party would seek to legitimate 

itself. The party could now portray itself as a nationalist, patriotic 

organization, upholding the independence of Russia. More sig¬ 

nificantly, the Marxist stance that socialism was superior to, and the 

historical successor of, capitalism, was reduced to the level of a 

competition or race - primarily but not exclusively of an economic 

nature - between the two systems. On this basis the system could 

be legitimized relative to the performance of capitalism, rather than 

with reference to their underlying ideological framework (or as 

well as with reference to Marxism-Leninism). This co-existence 

of tasks - self-sufficiency and construction of socialism - funda¬ 

mentally shaped the form and content of Soviet socialism as it 
developed from the late 1920s onwards. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Stalinist socialism: creating a 
country of metal, 1929-39 

The great change: a country of metal, tractors 

and automobiles 

In November 1929, on the eve of the massive transformation of the 

socio-economic landscape of the ussr, Stalin wrote that 

We are advancing full steam ahead along the path of in¬ 

dustrialisation - to socialism, leaving behind the age-old 

“Russian” backwardness. We are becoming a country of 

metal, a country of automobiles, a country of tractors. And 

when we have put the USSR on an automobile, and the 

muzhik on a tractor, let the worthy capitalists, who boast 

so much of their “civilisation”, try to overtake us. We shall 

yet see which countries may then be classified as back¬ 

ward and which as advanced.1 

Industrialization and collectivization changed the ussr irrevocably. 

This chapter takes the narrative up until 1939, with the convocation 

of the 18th Congress of the party, and relates the processes by 

which the Soviet state would proclaim in 1936 that the first socialist 

society had been built. The war and the latter years of Stalinism are 

discussed in the next chapter. The following analysis highlights 

how the implementation of the Stalinist programme gave substance 
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and content to many of the core concepts of Soviet socialism, and 

profoundly shaped the nature of the Soviet system in the process. 

Content and context 

The particular features of the Stalinist economic model emerged 

out of a complex and shifting socio-political atmosphere. The 

factional struggles within the party saw Stalin adopt a stance that 

combined rapid industrialization, collectivization and class war. The 

precise reasons for Stalin’s shift away from the gradualist programme 

espoused by his erstwhile ally Bukharin are the subject of no little 

dispute. Scholars remain divided as to the relative importance of 

the political struggle for supremacy, as opposed to the changing 

internal and international situation after 1927.2 This stance partly 

arose out of and partly fostered an atmosphere that was hostile to 

moderation, implacably anti-capitalist and was mediated through 

a language and imagery highly reminiscent of the civil war: mili¬ 

taristic, ruthless, uncompromising. Social historians have recently 

demonstrated the coincidence of central policies and initiatives on 

the one hand, and the aspirations of the masses, in particular the 

urban factory workers, on the other.1 This generated an atmosphere 

of revolutionary Leftism, utopian prognoses, ideological ambitious¬ 

ness and militant radicalism: “there are no fortresses the Bolsheviks 

cannot conquer”." Money would soon wither away, and the market 

would be completely abolished. Industrialization became an ideo- 

logical offensive against capitalism." The deteriorating international 

environment added to this atmosphere an emphasis upon vulnerabil¬ 

ity and hostile capitalist encirclement. The sense of isolation imparted 

a need for haste. “Bolshevik tempos” became a defining slogan. In 

this atmosphere, it became impolitic to counsel moderation, gradual¬ 

ism, evolution, reformism. Approaches to industrialization that pro¬ 

moted progress as rapidly and effectively as possible were favoured. 

The conjunction of these two distinct themes accounts for oscil¬ 

lations and shifts in the industrialization process. Between 1928 and 

1941, it is often argued that the system moved from “radicalism” to 

“conservatism”. It is more accurate to suggest that the emphasis on 

seeking the most effective means to overcome backwardness sup¬ 

planted the revolutionary Leftist aspects of the programme. A key 

year in this respect was 1931, as the leadership openly proclaimed 
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a move away from ideological ambitiousness. The chronology of 

industrialization reflects the fluctuating perspectives of the leader¬ 

ship, and their struggle to maintain a vestige of control over a 

process that became, in Lewin’s words “a massive improvisation”, 

resting upon a “quicksand society”.6 There were three 5 Year Plans 

(5YP) between 1929 and 1941: 

1) 1st 5YP 1928-32 (although it was completed in 4 years): 

this plan was an agglomeration of ambitious proposals to 

increase the heavy industrial sector. In essence it comprised 

building as many factories and projects as big and as quickly 

as possible. 
2) the year 1932-3 was something of a crisis year in which 

shortages and problems mushroomed. During this period, 

the leadership asserted that the priority was the “mastery of 

technology”. As a result the targets for the 2nd 5YP were re¬ 

vised downwards as the leadership adopted a more realistic 

approach during 1933-7. 
3) the 3rd 5YP (1938-41, interrupted by the German invasion), 

revived a more ambitious heavy industrial bias, although the 

approach of war caused a drastic reorientation towards higher 

investment in military spending.' 

A centrally planned economy? 

The whole concept of planning was supposed to embody the 

conscious and rational control of economic processes, to provide 

a long-term, precise scientific framework for economic decision¬ 

making, in which all the irrationality, spontaneity and waste of the 

market would be overcome. The reality of Soviet planning was far 

removed from this ideal. Scholars have identified that the economy 

was not “planned” in the meaning outlined above, but was rather 

administered on an ad hoc basis, using commands and instructions 

sent down from the centre, having the status of a law. This admin¬ 

istrative system produced its own distinct brand of irrationality. 

Additionally, market forces still remained in a few areas. 
The specific form of planning that emerged in the 1930s arose 

out of a bureaucratic struggle between the two main agencies 

engaged in planning: gosplan and Vesenkha. In an atmosphere 
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encouraging ambitiousness and maximalism, the more moderate 

perspectives of gosplan (the geneticist school) were displaced in 

favour of the optimum outlook of Vesenkha (the teleological school). 

Right from its very inception, the Soviet planning process was shaped 

by the need for speed, and for massive progress in a few key 

areas. This politicized context brushed aside questions of balance, 

equilibrium, rational calculations and precise information flows9 
How did it evolve in practice? 

The party cc and the Council of People’s Commissars set down 

the general policy guidelines and identified the priority targets to 

be achieved. The co-ordinating role was played by gosplan, which 

attempted to reconcile the general policy guidelines with the in¬ 

formation it received from agencies at lower levels of the hierarchy. 

gosplan would draw up a balance sheet in quantitative terms: a 

general 5YP and a more specific annual plan. The Commissariats 

for each branch of industry then drew up a plan for each enter¬ 

prise, broken down into annual and monthly targets. The central 

feature of the plan was that the target was expressed in physical 

terms: gross output was the overriding indicator. The factory direc¬ 

tor received a quota to be fulfilled. This was an obligatory direc¬ 

tive. Within the political atmosphere of intensified class war and 

suspicion of moderation, fulfilling the quota became an incantation 
for factory managers.10 

The hierarchy of priorities for the “plan” was clear. Heavy indus¬ 

try (metallurgy, capital goods, energy supplies) had primacy. The 

most rapid development possible of the productive forces possessed 

a number of powerful arguments in its favour. First, it would rid 

Russia of her lingering backwardness, and drag her towards the 

modernist utopia embodied in American industrial efficiency. Sec¬ 

ondly, it would create a large urban proletariat, breaking the pol¬ 

itical power of the peasantry and legitmizing the political rule of 

the communist party. Thirdly, it would lay the basis for the creation 

of the future material abundance of communism. Rapid industrial 

and technological advance was required to bring the future society 

within sight. Lastly, it laid the basis for national defence. The ability 

to defend socialism in one country was increasingly urgent, as the 

international situation deteriorated during the 1930s.11 

As Lewin has so vividly described, “in this planned economy, 

the very idea of planning was sacrificed ’.1” The process became an 
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all-out effort to meet a series of short-term targets. Any means were 

warranted. As Davies has shown, the system also failed to eradicate 

market forces from the system: in the kolkhozy, in limited retail 

choice for consumers and in a market of sorts for labour, which 

was not centrally allocated (except in the forced labour sector).13 

By the mid to late 1930s the system was an overwhelmingly ad¬ 

ministrative one, with quasi-market elements. Accompanying the 

growth of planlessness, the economy became highly centralized, as 

decision-making was concentrated at the centre, and state power 

and control grew exponentially after 1929. 

The organization of the economy 

The story of the organizational evolution of the Soviet economy 

during the 1930s is impenetrably complex.14 The key question 

centred around the relationship between centralization and de¬ 

centralization, and how, if at all, it would be possible to combine 

decentralized control of factories with centralized planning. As the 

process of rapid industrialization got underway, so industry became 

heavily centralized, the economic bureaucracy multiplied and the 

administrative tentacles of the state spread throughout the system. 

One of the enduring paradoxes of this period was the contrast 

between the legal structure of authority, and the practice of the 

system. The organizational changes introduced after 1928 destroyed 

the nep structure: the administration of factories on a regional basis 

through the umbrella trust system. Management was now to be 

organized along entire industrial branches, irrespective of their geo¬ 

graphical location. Factories engaged in the production of similar 

products were grouped together under the authority of an agency 

known as an industrial production association. Many of the powers 

of the trusts and the old glavki were embodied in the associations, 

giving them a central role in the administration of the system. In 

many respects, this move was a rationalization of what had been a 

very confused bureaucratic tangle in the 1920s. However, in formal 

legal terms authority was vested in the individual factory. Under the 

khozraschet system (profit and loss accounting), the factory had 

financial autonomy.15 
In practice, as the industrial sector grew, more and more auth¬ 

ority accrued to both “associations”, and the Commissariats with 
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responsibility for each branch. The associations interfered increas¬ 

ingly in the day-to-day running of the factories. The number of 

Commissariats grew. The party also involved itself in the running of 

factories. The officials of the nkvd also became integrated into the 

running of the state industrial sector, alongside the huge economic 

empire of the forced labour camps. These multiple proliferations - 

bureaucracies, agencies, interventions - were a function of the 

command-administer/Bolshevik tempo synthesis. Targets had to be 

met at any cost. Officials responsible for meeting targets intervened 

to ensure they were met. The secret police interfered to ensure that 

correct procedures were adhered to. This all added up to an “ever¬ 

growing concentration of state power”.16 A centralized, planned 

economy based around large-scale, heavy industry had become a 

bureaucratic, overcentralized, coercive administrative system, albeit 

with quasi-market elements. This in turn profoundly affected the 
relationship between management and labour.17 

Management, labour and specialists 

By the end of the 1930s, the extension of state power not only 

eradicated the last vestiges of workers’ control from the factories, 

but also fully subordinated the trade unions to the party and to the 

factory director. The changes in the nature of the labour process 

during 1928-41 evolved fitfully across this period.18 The initial surge 

of popular enthusiasm among many of the urban population for 

the tasks of industrialization was gradually tempered by the experi¬ 

ences of the workers themselves. The established workers in the 

factories resented both the accumulation of power by managers, 

and the massive influx of workers from the countryside, with all the 

attendant social problems this created.n These tensions within 

the factory were overlain by a profound shift in the nature of the 

labour process. The combination of the impact of collectivization 

(increasing the scarcity of food supplies), falling urban living stand¬ 

ards, the rapid pace of industrialization (which abolished unemploy¬ 

ment) created a situation of high labour turnover. Workers migrated 

constantly in search of better conditions, better jobs. The pressure 

on managers to increase production meant increased pressure on 

the workers to fulfil their output.-0 Increased labour productivity 

was seen as the key to the success of the industrialization drive. 
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In response to this, the state developed a plethora of initiatives 

to maintain the required tempo. A strict regime of labour discipline 

was inaugurated founded on the 1929 and 1932 Soviet labour laws. 

Truancy and absenteeism (defined as absent from work for one full 

day without just cause) were to be punished by dismissal, loss of 

ration card and removal from housing. This legislation was only 

partially effective. Managers and workers often colluded to subvert 

this legislation, as managers needed both to keep skilled workers, 

and to hoard labour, in order to fulfil the plan targets sent down 

from above.21 In 1938 and 1940, the regime introduced further, 

more coercive legislation, including a new definition of absentee¬ 

ism (20 minutes late for work), as well as lengthening both the 

working day and the working week.22 Alongside the “free” labour 

sector, the nkvd oversaw the growth of a vast economic empire of 

labour camps, whose primary aim was to earn foreign currency and 

undertake labour-intensive construction projects: canals, dams and 

so on. Labour was mobilized on a vast scale for the achievement of 

an autarkic industrial economy. 

There was carrot as well as stick. Mobilization and coercion was 

combined with enthusiasm and incentives. A number of initiatives 

were developed - material and non-material - to intensify the labour 

process. Pay scales were to reflect the premium upon skilled work. 

Stratification returned to the working class. Privileges and perks 

(paid and unpaid) were developed for industrial managers.23 Material 

incentives were combined with non-material initiatives. Campaigns - 

shock brigades, socialist emulation, Stakhanovism - which mobilized 

the enthusiasm of sections of the working class, were combined 

with a series of awards and honours to reward hard-working, dedi¬ 

cated workers. During the course of the 1930s labour productivity 

rose substantially, and the Stakhanovite movement - based upon 

the raising of the amount of work each worker was expected to do 

in a given period of time - made a substantial contribution to this.24 

The position of the worker in the Stalinist industrial system seemed 

to represent the final defeat for the workerist, emancipatory im¬ 

pulse within Bolshevism. The total subordination of the trade union 

to the needs of the state encapsulates the relationship between 

state and society under Stalinism. Workers, according to Filtzer, 

were forced to pursue their grievances individually. The basis for 

collective action from below had been eroded.2^ 
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The authority of the factory managers was increased sub¬ 

stantially. Yet the position and actions of this social group was 

profoundly affected by the ambiguities and paradoxes of Stalinist 

industrialization. In particular, the acute personal and political pres¬ 

sure to fulfil quotas forced the managers to adopt “flexible” ap¬ 

proaches to managerial practice. In other words, they adopted many 

practices that subverted the policies of the centre. For instance, 

in order to retain labour to meet targets, managers would often 

collude with workers to evade the harsh labour decrees. Informa¬ 

tion was falsified. Capacity was underestimated. At other times 

the managers would step up the pressure on the workers, ignore 

safety regulations, increase overtime and so on. The whole stratum 

of management was caught between the political pressures of the 

process of taut planning and frantic industrialization on the one 

hand, and the attempt to impose a regime of economic rationality 
and technological efficiency within the factory.26 

The attitude of the regime towards the technical specialists in 

industry is also illustrative of the shifting and complex relationship 

between pursuing an efficient, rational balanced industrialization 

process, and the pursuit of a politically directed campaign to indus¬ 

trialize as quickly as possible, to achieve self-sufficiency via the 

creation of a stratum of politically reliable technical experts.27 In the 

period between 1928 and 1931, the regime developed a twin-track 

policy. First, bourgeois experts came under suspicion of “sabotage” 

and “wrecking” after the the Shakhty Trial of 1928. This generated 

an urgent need to develop technical specialists drawn from pro¬ 

letarian, not bourgeois backgrounds. Priority in recruiting special¬ 

ists to higher education at engineering colleges was accorded to 

applicants who were either workers or communists. During the 

period 1928-33, thousands of communists and workers entered full¬ 

time study. At the same time, the shortage of reliable administrators 

and technical specialists required the direct promotion of workers 
into these positions.28 

June 1931 and Stalin’s “Six conditions” speech marked a shift in 

the attitudes of the regime."J The policy of promotions from below 

was halted, and the old experts were rehabilitated under pressure 

from the industrial managers. In order to achieve the goals set 

out in the 1st 5YP it became necessary to improve the living and 

working conditions of specialists by providing them with increased 
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material incentives, and to increase their authority in the workplace. 

These moves were partly a recognition that the radicalism of 1928- 

31 was inimical to the wider economic goals, but also partly a 

function of the assurance that a new cohort of communist technical 

specialists were waiting in the wings. In this sense, the technical 

specialists played a key role in the economic achievements of the 

1930s, helping to legitimize the Stalinist system, and also providing 

levels of technical knowledge essential to industrialization.30 The pro¬ 

motion and privileging of the technical specialists, at the expense of 

the position, status and rights of the workers, affirms the hegemony 

of the technocratic strand of Soviet socialism. Yet, the constant 

emphasis upon tempos, taut planning and the like also brought the 

state into conflict with technical specialists and managers who were 

trying to adopt a more rational, balanced approach to planning. The 

party and the nkvd constantly intervened in industry to assert the 

primacy of the political agencies, and of politically-directed priorities. 

In sum, the Stalinist economic programme created an industrial 

system that was orthodoxically Bolshevik in content (centralized, 

planned, large-scale, heavy industry, technocratic), yet its particular 

content was defined primarily by the drive for self-sufficiency and 

autarky. The core features of the Stalinist model were: 

• an economy resting on administrative approaches; 

• a centrally organized, state directed economy; 

• a preference for large-scale projects; 

• prioritization of heavy industry; 

• removal of the last residues of workers’ control and imposi¬ 

tion of one-man management; 

• orientation towards quantity over quality; 

• emphasis upon haste; 
• strict labour discipline and subordination of the trade unions 

to the state; 
• central allocation of all materials and capital goods; 

• state control of retail trade (either directly or through con¬ 

sumer co-operatives); 
• centrally fixed prices for all consumer goods, and for produce 

acquired from the rural sector; 
• quasi-market elements remained, in the collective farm sec¬ 

tor (see below) and in the labour sphere.31 
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The collectivization of Soviet agriculture 

The Russian peasant, working his small strip of land with a wooden 

plough, was the archetypal symbol of Russian backwardness. The 

kulak, or rich peasant, became the archetypal symbol of the sur¬ 

vival of capitalism in the countryside. The collectivization offensive, 

launched suddenly and without warning in November 1929, sought 

to destroy both with one blow.32 Within seven years, the agricultural 

map of the ussr had changed beyond recognition. The campaign 

restructured the patterns of land tenure in the countryside, creating 

collective farms (kolkhozy) and state farms (sovkbozy). Agriculture 

was mechanized. The countryside was penetrated by urban forces: 

party members, workers, students flooded the countryside. The party 

established a comprehensive degree of control over the rural sector. 

Viewing the map alone distorts the picture though. The use of war 

imagery and language - offensive, campaign, storming fortresses - 

accurately depicts the collectivization process. The state declared 

war on the peasantry. There were many, many casualties. Numer¬ 

ous peasants, labelled as kulaks were “eliminated”: killed, exiled, 

deported. Millions starved, livestock was decimated and cannibal¬ 

ism was rife. The brutality of the process, the dehumanization it 

entailed and the suffering it engendered is given a deeply eloquent 

testimony by the Ukrainian peasantry welcoming the Nazi invaders 
of 1941 as “liberators”.33 

The collectivization drive embodied all the motifs and essential 

features of the Stalinist programme: class war, haste, arbitrariness, 

coercion, gigantomania, ideological ambitiousness, centralization, and 

technology as the touchstone of modernity, progress and socialism. 
Stalin asserted that, 

la] radical change has taken place in the development of 

our agriculture from small, backward, individual farming to 

large-scale, advanced collective agriculture, to cultivation 

of the land in common, to machine and tractor stations, to 

artels and collective farms based on modern techniques, 

and finally, to giant state farms, equipped with hundreds of 

tractors and harvester combines. The achievements of the 

party consists in the fact that we have succeeded in turning 

the bulk of the peasantry . . . away from the old capitalist 
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path of development... to the new socialist path of devel¬ 

opment, which squeezes out the rich, the capitalists, and 

arms the poor and middle peasants with modern equip¬ 

ment, with modern implements, with tractors and agricul¬ 

tural machinery, thus enabling them to climb out of poverty 

and of bondage to the kulaks.34 

Similar trends to those in the industrial sector can be detected, 

namely that while the creation of a collective farm sector was com¬ 

mensurate with orthodox Bolshevik theory, the outcome of this 

process was determined more by the imperatives of tempo, ambi¬ 

tiousness and class war than by the application of rationality, 

efficiency and realism. This is best illustrated by the fact that when 

the collectivization drive was launched, no-one knew what “col¬ 

lectivization” meant in practice. 

Collectivization had always been the party’s long-term objective. 

Large-scale, mechanized farms, organized on collectivist lines would 

promote a more efficient agricultural sector, increasing labour pro¬ 

ductivity and releasing labour for the industrialization drive. Output 

would also be increased — via extensive growth - as mechanization 

would allow the ploughing of “neglected and virgin land”.35 In 

social terms, collectivization and mechanization would shape the 

consciousness of the peasant, creating a socialist peasantry and 

destroying capitalist values and peasant individualistic norms once 

and for all.36 Crucially, collectivization was to be achieved through 

the Leninist “voluntary” principle. Forcible collectivization was not 

seen as desirable or practical. At the end of the 1920s, however, 

collectivization was also designed with less lofty, more pragmatic, 

political interests in mind. An attack on the class representatives of 

capitalism - the kulaks - was necessary to discredit the Right quasi- 

NEPist agenda. Industrial growth required a cheap, reliable supply 

of grain, both for export and for urban and military requirements. 

Collectivization - by reducing the number of collection points, and 

facilitating the acquisition of grain at a price and in quantities 

decreed by the state - thus embodied the fulfilment of long-term 

Bolshevik ideals through a process driven by a combination of Stalin’s 

personal political agenda, the enthusiasm of urban activists and the 

choice of means that were the quickest and most effective. Once 

more the means shaped and ultimately subverted the broader ideals. 
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The campaign was launched in an atmosphere of revolutionary 
maximalism, encouraging haste, extremism and class prejudice. A 
flavour of the ideological ambitiousness imbuing Bolshevik think¬ 
ing in this period can be gleaned from Stalin’s view that, 

All the arguments of “science” against the possibility and 
expedience of creating large grain factories each have col¬ 
lapsed and crumbled into dust. Practice has refuted the 
objections of “science”, and has once again shown that 
“science” has a lot to learn from practice.37 

Moreover, collectivization grew out of a conceptual and policy 
vacuum. What was a collective farm? What sort of land tenure should 
be implemented? How much should be collectivized? Which peas¬ 
ants would join the collective farms? None of these issues was 
discussed. Implementation was left to “local discretion” in the ab¬ 
sence of clear central guidelines. The resolution of 5 January 1930 
(issued in the name of the cc, but not discussed at a plenum) 
expressed the importance and the possibility of immediate, rapid 
collectivization irrespective of developments in both the country¬ 
side and the industrial sector.38 In other words, it was to be 
conducted without a sufficient supply of machinery available, 
and irrespective of the progress made by voluntary collectivization. 
Implementation followed general prescriptions: purge the country¬ 
side of kulaks, create large-scale farms, accomplish it as quickly as 
possible to minimize disruption to the 1930 spring sowing. In purely 
quantitative terms, by 1936 90 per cent of households had been 
collectivized. The questions of productivity, output and the contribu¬ 
tion of collectivization are more contested. Grain deliveries clearly 
increased, but the sources of this are unclear.39 

The process itself proceeded haphazardly, brutally and rapidly 
after 1929. In the initial months of 1930, the emphasis was upon de¬ 
kulakization. Class war was declared upon a section of rural society, 

For the purpose of squeezing out the kulaks as a class we 
must break down the resistance of this class in open battle 
and deprive it of the productive sources of its existence 
and development (the free use of land, means of produc¬ 
tion, the renting of land, the right to hire labour etc.).40 
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Amid this chaos and coercion, local officials attempted to create 

gigantic kolkhozy, encompassing several villages, and socializing 

all the livestock. The peasants resisted wholesale collectivization and, 

in March 1930, Stalin called a halt because the chaos threatened to 

prevent the spring sowing. In an article, “Dizzy with success”, Stalin 

laid the blame on local overzealousness, and called for the restoration 

of the voluntary principle.41 The offensive was resumed again in the 

autumn of 1930 and proceeded apace for the next six years. The cost 

was enormous: unquantifiable human suffering, a massive famine in 

1932-3 and destruction of vast quantities of livestock. Gradually over 

this period, the collective farm sector evolved a number of features 

that were eventually codified in the 1935 Model Kolkhoz Statute. 

The Bolshevik preference for large farms, and for state farms 

over collective farms was modified in practice. From 1930 onwards, 

farms corresponded approximately to existing villages. Numerically 

kolkhozy predominated. Sovkhozy were organized as large-scale, 

single product structures, which paid their employees a guaranteed 

minimum wage.42 The majority of kolkhozy were based around the 

artel’form. They were defined as “voluntary co-operatives”, whose 

members managed the farm on a day-to-day basis. The land, horses 

and basic implements (e.g. ploughs) were held in common, while 

the livestock were still the property of individual households. After 

the kolkhoz had met the compulsory delivery quota imposed by the 

centre, whatever cash or produce remained was divided up between 

the kolkhozniki on the basis of a unit of value called the labour day 

(trudoden’). Labour days were calculated on the basis of the nature 

of the task: highly skilled tasks being rewarded more lucratively.43 

Another major concession saw the consolidation of personal live¬ 

stock and a household plot within the collective farm. Kolkhoz 

markets sprang up as legitimate arenas for the sale of this personal 

produce. Inevitably, kolkhozniki spent more and more time on 

their personal plots. In practice, the kolkhozy fell short of Stalin’s 

ideal of a fully socialized agricultural sector. The basic requirement 

for increased output required concessions to personal incentives. 

Lack of incentive to work hard was institutionalized within the 

kolkhozy. Additionally, the agricultural sector struggled to overcome 

the mistakes and excesses of collectivization, and the personal plot 

was an important tool in meeting shortfalls. The kolkhozy rep¬ 

resented in Davies’s words a “compromise”.44 
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All these features were established in the 1935 Model Kolkhoz 

statute Y The kolkhozy were also part of the establishment of party 

control in the countryside. Kolkhozy chairmen were party (usually 

urban) appointees. Each farm had a Machine Tractor Station (mts) 

which provided both machinery and political oversight (through a 

political department, subsequently abolished in 1934). Each pol¬ 

itical department was run by the deputy director of the mts and 

contained a representative of the ogpu (secret police), who tended 

to do the bidding of the centre. In practice, the autonomy of the 

kolkhoz was highly limited by the interventions of the local party 

committee and the rural Soviet. The extensive networks of central 

control were designed to ensure compliance with and delivery of 

state quotas. This political control was reinforced by a variety of legal 

sanctions: execution for the theft of socialist property; criminalization 

of unauthorized food consumption; imprisonment for trading prior 

to targets being fulfilled; institution of a passport system to prevent 
peasant exodus from the kolkhoz46 

The collectivization process embodied the same type of shifts as 

in the industrial sector. The agenda of revolutionary Leftism was 

gradually, but not wholly, supplanted by the narrower objectives of 

proceeding with collectivization as quickly as possible. The achieve¬ 

ment of 90 per cent collectivization by 1936 enabled Stalin to assert 

that as the kolkhoz was a form of socialist economic organization, a 

socialist economy had been built. Yet the distinction between form 

and content must once more be drawn. The ostensible long-term 

aim of the Bolsheviks had been attained. Yet the content corres¬ 

ponded much more closely to the specific agenda from which 

collectivization arose. The countryside had been purged of capital¬ 

ist elements, and the farms contained no basis for capitalist-style 

exploitation. The voluntary principle was transgressed: peasants 

were cajoled and coerced into the farms. Mechanization proceeded 

haphazardly; few peasants knew how to work the machinery, 

repairs often could not be carried out, and spares were in short 

supply. Transport and storage problems also contributed to en¬ 

demic inefficiencies. The reality of the Soviet countryside bore little 

resemblance to the vision of large, mechanized, technologically 

efficient farms that were genuinely transforming the consciousness 

of the peasantry in a socialist direction. This fusion of orthodox 
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Bolshevik forms with a Stalinist autarkic content is highlighted by 

the compromises and tensions running through the agricultural 

sector. First, socialization was restricted by the need to retain 

market relations and personal farming because of the appallingly 

low productivity within the farms. Secondly, the war waged on 

the peasantry required the vast extension of state power in the 

countryside, and the retention of the representatives of the state, 

as the expected transformation of peasant consciousness failed to 

materialize, for obvious reasons. 

Society and culture of Stalinism: 

socialism, nationalism, inequality 

In 1936 Stalin proclaimed that, 

the complete victory of the socialist system in all spheres 

of the national economy is now a fact. . . the exploitation 

of man by man has been abolished, eliminated, while the 

socialist ownership of the implements and means of pro¬ 

duction has been established as the unshakeable founda¬ 

tion of our Soviet society.47 

A “socialist” economic system had been constructed. But what type 

of social relations had grown up on this economic foundation? 

The society that emerged in the 1930s was ridden with apparent 

paradoxes. Born in an atmosphere of radicalism, maximalism 

and proletarian class purity, it evolved into a highly conservative, 

traditionalist social structure. Proclaiming an era of the abolition of 

exploiting classes and the institution of friendly class relations be¬ 

tween workers and peasants, the state also asserted the intensification 

of the class struggle as communism drew nearer. Trumpeting the 

victory of collectivism, the state highlighted great individual feats 

as evidence of the superiority of socialism over capitalism. An ex¬ 

ploration of these paradoxes illustrates how the competing themes 

of the Stalinist programme - the construction of socialism and the 

achievement of self-sufficiency - combined to produce a perplex¬ 

ing amalgam of social features. 
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The social structure of Stalinist socialism: class struggle 

and inequality 

The attitude of the cpsu towards social classes was conditioned 

by two themes. First, the thesis of the intensification of the class 

struggle as socialism approaches was constantly emphasized by 

Stalin. Continued class struggle and vigilance against internal en¬ 

emies was said to be especially crucial now that the economic basis 

of exploitation had been removed. The defeated class enemies 

remained within the system, and remained as enemies because 

their consciousness would continue to be essentially bourgeois, ir¬ 

respective of their new social position. The current danger was the 

difficulty in identifying the enemies in the new conditions: 

Thrown out of their groove, and scattered over the whole 

face of the USSR, these “have-beens” have crept into our 

plants and factories, into our government offices and trading 

organizations . . . and principally, into the collective farms 

and state farms. They have crept into these places and 

concealed their identity, donning the mask of “workers” 

and “peasants”, and some of them have even managed to 
make their way into the party.48 

These forces were said to represent a twofold danger: as agents 

working for the restoration of capitalism, they would undermine the 

Soviet system domestically, and by extension aid the global forces 

of imperialism. The security and independence of the Soviet state 

depended upon the identification and destruction of class enemies. 

The road to classlessness lay through intense class struggle. 

Secondly, the party proclaimed that the system was now marked 

by a fundamental degree of social harmony and peace between 

classes. The abolition of private property and of exploiting classes, 

the creation of a socialist foundation to the economy meant 

that Soviet society was now composed of two friendly classes: the 

workers and the peasantry. They now had a fundamental identity 

of interests as both were deemed to be labouring classes. The con¬ 

tinuing distinctions between them related to their differing relation¬ 

ship to public property: industrial workers and state farmers were 

classified as members of the working class because they worked 
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with state property. Collective farmers were members of the peas¬ 

antry as they worked with group property. More interestingly, the 

intelligentsia were now classified as a stratum of mental workers, 

who were serving the interests of Soviet society. They were now 

deemed to be an equal member of Soviet society, for two reasons. 

First, they were drawn overwhelmingly from the workers and peas¬ 

antry. Secondly, its work was now to promote the interests of the 

working people, as the exploiting classes had been removed. The 

sum total of these changes in the class structure was that social 

differences, class antagonisms, contradictions were declining, and 

the basis for social harmony and homogeneity had been created. '9 

This proclamation of a new class structure in 1936 formalized a 

shift in the class identity of the Soviet state. The immediate post¬ 

revolutionary state had prioritized the interests of the proletariat. 

This had expressed itself in an unequal franchise and in discrimin¬ 

atory policies with regards to various social goods (for example, 

education). This approach was reinforced by the cultural revolution 

of 1928-31, which accentuated proletarian values and the creation 

of a technical intelligentsia drawn from a proletarian social back¬ 

ground. The 1st 5YP was launched in an atmosphere of revolution¬ 

ary class purity, emphasizing the motifs of the civil war/0 However, 

in the aftermath of 1931, as the state focused on the tasks of pro¬ 

moting the successful, most effective policies to consolidate the 

processes of industrialization and modernization, social and cul¬ 

tural policies were shaped to these ends.51 This radically modified 

the class-based approach to a variety of issues, including egali¬ 

tarianism, the zhenskii vopros and educational policy. 

The shift from a class motivated policy after 1931 was formalized 

in 1936 by the extension of the franchise to all citizens, irrespective 

of class. The critical issue was that of material rewards in industry. 

In June 1931, Stalin asserted that, 

. . . we must abolish wage equalisation and discard the old 

wage scales ... we must draw up wage scales that will 

take into account the difference between skilled labour 

and unskilled labour, between heavy work and light 

work . . . Marx and Lenin said that the difference between 

skilled labour and unskilled labour would exist even under 

socialism, even after classes had been abolished; that only 
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under Communism would this difference disappear and 

that, therefore, even under socialism “wages” must be paid 

according to work performed and not according to needs.52 

This is often cited as evidence of a major shift away from egali¬ 

tarianism in the discourse of Soviet socialism, of the ultimate betray¬ 

al of Marxism-Leninism by Stalin. Yet the Marxist credentials of this 

viewpoint are impeccable. Both Engels and Marx asserted that pay¬ 

ment in the lower phase would be according to work done, a point 

reinforced by Lenin. Indeed the practice of Bolshevism had reflected 

this, with differential wage levels, rations and privileges embedded 

within the structure of material rewards which emerged after 1917. 

Although Bolshevism did contain many who argued for a policy of 

strict egalitarianism, they were unable to influence either the theory 

or practice of Soviet socialism in a sustained way after 1917. The 

much-quoted example of Stalin’s abolition of the partmax (the ceil¬ 

ing on incomes earned by party-state officials) in the mid-1950s is 

also viewed as further evidence of the regime’s drift away from its 

egalitarian commitments.53 Yet, from the civil war onwards, this prin¬ 

ciple had been honoured more in the breach than the observance. 

Where Stalin appears to have shifted Soviet policy on egali¬ 

tarianism was in the level of differentials between the elite and 

the masses, and on the nature of privilege. The favoured social 

groups were managers, military figures, party-state officials and key 

cultural figures. Managers salaries increased enormously relative to 

workers, primarily through bonuses. Political officers wages were 

no longer published, being augmented by “packets” or unauthorized 

payments. This monetary privilege was supplemented by unequal 

access to scarce food supplies during the 1930s: state stores selling 

food at prices far beyond the reach of the average wage earners 

continued to flourish.54 The creation of this edifice of privilege 

was occurring at the same time as a decline in living standards for 

the majority of Soviet citizens. Barber has shown that at no point 

during the 1930s did living standards reach the levels of the late 
nep period.15 

The promotion of inegalitarianism highlights two consistent 

themes in Bolshevik discourse. First, material inequality would 

remain throughout the transition period. Secondly, although the 

Bolsheviks were committed to minimizing the differentials where 
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possible, the overriding priority was to promote the wider goals of 

the state: the construction of a modern industrial, technologically 

advanced planned economy. Theoretically, Stalin reaffirmed Bol¬ 

shevik orthodoxy in his report to the 17th Party Congress, outlining 

how equality under socialism meant equal emancipation from ex¬ 

ploitation, equal duty to work, and equality of remuneration on the 

basis of work done. Equality in Marxism did not mean that “all 

should wear the same clothes and eat the same dishes in the same 

quantities”.56 Where Stalin departed from this tradition concerns the 

extent of inequality. This again can be explained by the emphasis 

upon achieving self-sufficiency in the Stalinist programme. To 

achieve industrialization at the necessary tempo, a structure of 

material incentives was required that rewarded the key groups in 

this process. Once more a Bolshevik principle was given a specific 

Stalinist content. 
With regard to social equality, there was a further drift away 

from the radical egalitarian class-based approach of the period 

1928-31. The policy of class discrimination was ended in June 1931. 

Stalin’s speech to business executives called for the rehabilitation of 

the old bourgeois engineers in order to stabilize the situation in the 

factories.57 Gradually, the other groups who had suffered under the 

cultural revolution were restored, regaining their positions and au¬ 

thority. The promotion of thousands and thousands of workers and 

working-class communists created a huge cohort of beneficiaries 

from the cultural revolution. Having achieved its primaiy aims, the 

policy switched away from class privilege towards a policy of con¬ 

solidation of the system. This is best illustrated with reference to 

educational admissions policy. The proletarian bias was eschewed 

in favour of a selection policy that increasingly favoured ability, and 

ability to pay. The 1936 Constitution proclaimed that all citizens 

had the right to free entry to the local university. Where supply 

outstripped places, those with the best marks were favoured, in¬ 

creasingly favouring the children of white collar workers. In 1940 

Stalin extended the inegalitarian thrust by charging fees for pupils 

in the last three years of school, and for students in universities and 

technical colleges.58 The identity of the state had now shifted, away 

from a proletarian bias, and moving towards a more technocratic, 

elitist rationale, rewarding the key functional and occupational groups 

necessary for the administration and development of the country. 
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The turn away from class radicalism in education was mirrored 

in the attitudes towards female emancipation. Once more the 

radical, emancipatory agenda was supplanted by notions of eman¬ 

cipation through industrialization: a derivative idea whereby the 

construction of socialism would automatically liberate women. It 

was proclaimed that in the 1930s the “woman question” had been 

resolved/9 The Stalinist era asserted that no special strategy for 

female emancipation, directed at particular issues was required. No 

discussion of abortion, motherhood, sexuality, child care, domestic 

labour took place. The work of the zhenotdel was halted in 1930.60 

In its stead, the state saw women as a resource, as a vital instru¬ 

ment for the realization of economic goals. Drawing women into 

the industrial workforce, as equals with their male counterparts, 

would demonstrate that the issue of gender equality had been solved. 

Between 1928 and 1940, women workers rose from 3 million to 

13 million.91 Once again the productivist, technocratic strand 

within Bolshevism (accentuated by the industrialization programme) 

triumphed over the strand that sought to prioritize the specific 

issues concerning women. The demographic needs of the state 

caused a further retreat from the radical social legislation of the 

post-revolutionary era. Restrictions on divorce and abortion were 

combined with measures to bolster the family and promote mother¬ 

hood.62 Soviet women were a collective resource for the attainment 
of state goals. 

This outlook - that social groups were a resource to be mobil¬ 

ized by the state - is also excellently illustrated by the Soviet state’s 

policy towards science in the 1930s.63 Scientific work, and the 

scientific community were completely subordinated to the diktat of 

the party. Science was directed in a narrow, utilitarian way towards 

the economic and military requirements of “building socialism”. 

Scientists were subject to an extensive system of political, ideolo¬ 

gical, financial and professional controls. Campaigns were initiated 

to discredit particular forms of science (especially “foreign” science), 

and also to isolate the Soviet scientific community from the West. 

Science became subject to the same “quotas” and “plans” as the rest 

of the economy. Purges and arrests of the scientific community 

punctuated the 1930s. Party figures were appointed to control 

scientific institutions. The outcome of this was the establishment 

of a single party line in every branch of science. Science had become 
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profoundly politicized. Orthodoxy reigned. As Krementsev notes, 

“by the end of the 1930s, a huge centralized, hierarchical, isolated, 

planned and politicised state science system had emerged in Russia”.65 

The normative basis of Soviet socialism: nationalism, tradition, 

socialist realism and heroic individualism 

The shift from the policies of class war after 1931 brought a major 

turnabout in the normative basis of Stalinist socialism. The industri¬ 

alization drive to construct socialism and achieve self-sufficiency, 

and the promotion of workers and peasants into the administrative 

elite and the intelligentsia, was reflected in the values and motifs 

of Stalinist cultural policy. The growth of Russian national and 

patriotic themes, the turn away from radical experimentation in edu¬ 

cation, law and social policy and the promotion of cultural forms in 

the service of socialist construction; Stalinist culture embodied the 

ambiguities and paradoxes of Soviet society in the 1930s.66 

The incorporation of nationalism into the culture and worldview 

of Soviet socialism originated in the doctrine of “socialism in one 

country”. In the revolutionary universe, the international socialist 

movement now orbited the Soviet Union. The tension between 

domestic considerations “build socialism!” and international con¬ 

siderations “overthrow western capitalism!” had shadowed Bol¬ 

shevik thinking from Day One of the regime. Indeed, the collective 

failures of the Left in Europe by 1923 had left the party with little 

choice but to consolidate the revolution at home while awaiting 

the (inevitable) maturation of revolutionary conditions in the capi¬ 

talist countries.67 Stalin’s elaboration of “socialism in one country” 

consolidated the primacy of the Soviet Union in the international 

revolutionary movement.68 All measures necessary to defend the 

revolution and to promote the interests of the building of socialism 

in the ussr were now justified, even if this meant making a rap¬ 

prochement with the West. From the early 1930s onwards, 

The search for alliances with the western powers, member¬ 

ship of the League of Nations and callous manipulation 

of the Comintern indicated that Stalin gave priority to the 

maintenance of the Soviet state above that of promoting 

international revolution.'17 
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Although Stalin continually asserted the Soviet commitment to 

international revolution, the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact of August 

1939 confirmed, if it needed confirming, that the interests of the 

Soviet state were now all that counted. 

Out of the aspiration for self-sufficiency came the task of over¬ 

coming Russian backwardness, of making Russia great. This theme 

of national accomplishment increasingly displaced the socialist ele¬ 

ments of Soviet socialist culture. History textbooks were rewritten 

reappraising Tsarist autocrats (Peter the Great, Ivan the Terrible) as 

progressive modernizers, irrespective of any questions of brutality 

or exploitation. Nationalism imparted notions of continuity and an 

alternative source of legitimation for the Soviet state.70 Alongside a 

revival of Russian nationalism, cultural forms became increasingly 

dominated by traditionalist notions: popular culture reflected ele¬ 

ments of peasant folklorism, elite culture elements of traditional 

Russian “high” culture. 1 Conservative social policies predominated. 

In education, formal teaching methods, uniforms, compulsory pig¬ 

tails and the restoration of the authority of the teacher displaced the 

radical prognoses of the cultural revolution.72 Abortion and divorce 

were made much more difficult to obtain. Male homosexuality was 

recriminalized. Campaigns were launched to restore parental au¬ 

thority, revive ceremonial aspects to weddings and uphold strong 

family units as the cornerstone of socialist society.73 These notions 

of tradition and conservatism grew up to promote social discipline, 

to sustain the new hierarchical social structure, to stabilize the sys¬ 
tem after the shock of the 1st 5YP. 

Nationalism and tradition co-existed with more orthodox ideo¬ 

logical forms. The state promoted socialist realism: cultural forms 

expressed in an idiom that was realistic, while incorporating what 

Stites calls “adventure and moral guidance”74 and designed to pro¬ 

mote the construction of socialism. Literature combined a number 

of themes designed to bolster the project of socialist construction, 

Socialist realist culture as a whole was a tortuous comprom¬ 

ise between the art of old masters, folk culture, ideology 

and some elements of popular commercial art.75 

Despite its evident eclecticism, socialist realism also espoused 

orthodox ideological motifs, particularly within the educational 
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sphere. Compulsory tuition in the field of scientific communism 

permeated schools, colleges and universities. 

The relationship between collectivism and individualism in the 

discourse of Stalinist socialism is an interesting one. On the one 

hand, the collectivist ideal was embodied in Stalin’s idea of vintiki or 

cogs. Individuals were seen as components of one massive machine, 

all working harmoniously and in co-operation to build communism, 

submerging their individual identity in the collective. On the other 

hand, the Stalinist system consciously highlighted individuals and 

personal achievement as evidence of the superiority of socialism. 

Individuals were publicly lauded, and granted lucrative economic 

rewards for their outstanding contributions to Soviet life. Alexei 

Stakhanov’s monumental productive efforts, the aviatory exploits of 

Chkalov, Beliakov and others were highlighted by the state, as the 

values they embodied were central to the functioning of the Stalinist 

system.76 Individual heroism and sacrifice in the service of state goals, 

the struggle to master the natural environment, personal success 

in competition with individuals from capitalist countries fused the 

aims of socialist construction, national prestige and ideological com¬ 

petition with the West. The state promoted a particular concept of 

the individual - heroic, energetic, self-sacrificing - which promoted 

the wider socio-economic goals of the state, and created a status 

and incentive structure commensurate with this. Stalinist socialism 

sought to promote collective goals through mobilizing individuals 

to emulate Soviet “hero-figures” via a combination of material self- 

interest, personal prestige and ideologico-moral exhortation. This 

stands in stark contrast to the Marxian idea of the realization of the 

individual through self-transcendence. 

Complexity, plurality and eclecticism summarize the culture of 

Soviet socialism in the 1930s. The co-existence of different themes 

- nationalism, tradition, socialist realism, heroic individualism - 

produced a constantly shifting cultural mosaic, as the regime sought 

to highlight different aspects at various times. 

The politics of Stalinism: party, state and society 

in the era of terror 

Stalinism has become synonymous with terror, purges, the Cult of 

Personality, Show Trials, the Gulag and the growth of a monstrous 
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police-state. Any analysis of developments in the 1930s must seek 

to explain the excesses, brutality, horror and irrationality of this 

period. Yet, it is also important to locate these “extraordinary” devel¬ 

opments within the context of the “ordinary” politics of Stalinism: 

bureaucratization, disputes between centre and periphery, growth 

of administrative controls and expansion of the role of the party, 

drafting of a new Constitution, elections to the Supreme Soviet./S In 

these two areas the Stalinist programme confronted the underlying 

tensions in Bolshevism between a centralized apparatus of state 

control and the growth of popular control, between technocratic 

expertise and popular participation. 

The “ordinary” politics of the Stalin era 

Political developments in this period were conditioned by two 

issues. First, the enormous economic and social transformations 

inherent in the processes of industrialization and collectivization 

substantially altered the pattern of relationships between party, state 

and society. The enormous upheavals - population migration, rapid 

urbanization, deportations - created a society in flux. Controlling 

this process was essential if the state was to guide and direct the 

socio-economic transformation of the ussr.79 Secondly, Stalin’s views 

on the nature of the state under socialism. In 1930 Stalin argued 

that the power of the state would intensify with the approach 
of socialism. 

We are in favour of the withering away of the state, and 

at the same time we stand for the strengthening of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat, which represents the most 

powerful and mighty of all forms of the state which have 

existed up to the present day. The highest possible devel¬ 

opment of the power of the state, with the object of pre¬ 

paring the conditions of the withering away of the state.80 

State and society 

One of the interesting features that arise out of an analysis of the 

ordinary politics of Stalinism, is the identification of contradictory 

currents in the ebb and flow of the Stalinist transformation. What 
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is not in the least surprising is the growth of centralization, 

bureaucratization, intellectual orthodoxy and a central role for the 

nkvd in the running of the system. What is more noteworthy is 

the persistence of the impulse for (albeit mobilized and closely 

directed) popular participation in state administration and a 

modification to the electoral arrangements of the state. 

A huge party-state apparatus, organized hierarchically, which 

sought to bind the system together and to transmit decisions from 

the centre to the periphery grew up. The Soviets (particularly the 

rural Soviets), the mts on kolkhozy, trade unions in the factories, 

the Komsomol and the judiciary were all mobilized in the attempt 

to regulate the new society. These organs ceased to function as 

democratic institutions of the state and became agencies of state 

mobilization. The Supreme Soviet did not meet between 1929 and 

1935. The All-Union Trade Union Congress did not meet between 

1932 and 1949. Of key import was the People’s Commissariat of 

Internal Affairs (nkvd) which was created in 1934.81 Incorporating 

the ogpu, the nkvd operated as a central instrument of state control 

as the state increasingly resorted to coercion in its dealings with 

society. The pivotal role of the nkvd reflects the state’s desire to 

root out opposition and its reliance on coercion as a method of rule 

after 1929- 
In particular, it is important to highlight that the nkvd took 

on many of the functions of the successor to rabkrin (tskk-rki), 

which was the Leninist organ designed to institutionalize popular 

control.82 In the late 1920s and early 1930s (certainly until 1933), 

Stalin used the organs of popular control and oversight as part 

of his campaign to attack specialists and to “unmask” saboteurs, 

enemy agents and “wreckers” within the economy. On the surface 

this appeared to be close to the Leninist vision: popular participa¬ 

tion in mass campaigns to oversee the work of the elites. The 

purpose of these campaigns was closely linked to the immediate 

political agenda of Stalin, however, rather than the wider agenda of 

embedding popular control within the operation of the political 

system. This is easily illustrated, for when the Stalinist agenda 

changed, so too did the role of popular control. As Adams has 

related, Stalin instituted a much narrower role for tskk-rki. At the 

17th Congress in January 1934, Stalin outlined that what the state 

required was, “not supervision, but [simply] checking the fulfilment 
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of the centre’s decisions”.83 Once more a Leninist ideal was given 

a specifically Stalinist content, as the organs of popular control 

became a further extension of the arm of the state. The gradual 

eclipse of popular control by the nkvd demonsrates the increasing 

centrality of coercion in the day-to-day running of the system. 

The central role of the nkvd highlights two important features 

about state power under Stalin. First, state control penetrated every 

institution, agency and department, virtually politicizing every 

aspect of Soviet social life in the 1930s. Kolkhozy, factories and 

even party organizations were subject to the scrutiny of the nkvd. 

Secondly, the nkvd became a means of embedding Stalin’s personal 

dictatorship over the party. Through the nkvd (and through his 

personal secretariat and the office of the chief procurator) Stalin 

attempted not only to watch over society, but also the party itself. 

The vanguard role of the party became subject to the whim of 

its General Secretary.'^ The central role of the nkvd in the legal 

system reinforced the idea of the law as an arm of the party-state 
dictatorship.85 

The final arena which illustrates the growth of state power lies in 

the further restrictions of the autonomy of social institutions. In the 

field of Higher Education, the state emasculated the autonomy of 

the universities and managed to impose a form of intellectual uni¬ 

formity and orthodoxy that laid the foundation for the growth of 

an exclusive, monolithic official ideology of Marxism-Leninism. 

Interestingly, this process arose directly out of the radicalism of the 

cultural revolution. Established figures in various fields were sub¬ 

ject to scathing, public criticism by students or subordinates, either 

because it was of a non-Marxist nature, or because it failed to 

promote the immediate objectives of the state. Yet up until 1931, as 

Barber has shown, the regime merely narrowed the parameters of 

debate by defining what it was not permissible to discuss.86 The 

turning-point was Stalin’s intervention in a letter to the historical 

journal Pi oletavskciyci revolyutsiya, which laid down a strict party 

line in an esoteric debate.s The imposition of intellectual ortho¬ 

doxy proceeded apace over the next three years. The militant rapf 

was replaced by the Soviet Writers Union. The Institute of Red 

Professors was disbanded.This conversion of previously auton¬ 

omous organizations into official arms of the state illustrates the 
increased reach of the state in this period. 
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Yet the impulse for popular control and popular participation 

did not die out completely. Stalin’s advocacy of “criticism from 

below” during the Great Leap Forward, the nationwide discussion 

of the draft Constitution in 1935, the widespread populist campaign 

to denounce factory managers and bureaucrats, and the campaign 

to elect the 1937 Supreme Soviet all testify to a persistent trend 

towards drawing the populace into selective areas of state adminis¬ 

tration.89 One of the paradoxes of this time was that these “popu¬ 

list” measures coincided with the wave of purges and arrests that 

swept the country after 1936. Clearly, this is far from the traditional 

Bolshevik conception of decentralized, popular accountable self¬ 

administration. The state sought to mobilize the people with the 

explicit purpose of rationalizing the efficiency of state administra¬ 

tion and bolstering the legitimacy of the regime. The examples of 

the draft discussion of the Constitution and the 1937 election cam¬ 

paign outlined by Getty demonstrate how the state actively sought 

the participation and input of the population. In part, it appears to 

have been a propaganda/mobilization strategy. Additionally it 

was a measure with which the centre could criticize local officials, 

attempting to make the periphery more responsive to its diktats. 

Interestingly, Getty argues that the centre initially intended having 

contested, multi-candidate elections to the Supreme Soviet. Stalin, 

according to this view, retreated from this as local activists warned 

of the depth of opposition in the countryside, and the uncovering 

of enemies in the purges highlighted the existence of “enemies” 

within the system. In their stead, single candidate elections were 

instituted.90 
Relations between state and society were officially described in 

the 1936 Stalin Constitution.91 The description bore little resem¬ 

blance to the reality of Soviet life. Yet the document, and the process 

of its drafting, are illustrative of the state’s own perception of the 

changes within Soviet society, and of the image it wished to project 

to the West. Briefly, two issues stand out. First, the Constitution 

enshrined the changes commensurate with the claim that socialism 

had now been built. With the end of class-conflict, there would now 

be a direct, secret, universal franchise. Due process of law would 

replace class-based legality. Civil rights were proclaimed for all. 

Secondly, a vast range of civil rights and democratic freedoms were 

proclaimed: freedoms of speech, press, assembly, demonstrations, 
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conscience; the rights to education, old age pensions, civil equality 

for women and national minorities, to work, to leisure. Stalin was to 

proclaim that, “the Constitution of the ussr is the only thoroughly 
democratic Constitution in the world”.92 

Yet, article 125 was prefaced with, “In conformity with the inter¬ 

ests of the working people, and for the purpose of strengthening 

the socialist system . . .”. The exercise of these rights and freedoms 

was contingent upon their reinforcing the policies of the state. Art¬ 

icle 126 specifically outlined that the cpsu as the vanguard of the 

Soviet people, “is the leading core of all organisations of the work¬ 

ing people, both governmental and non-governmental”.93 Together, 

these two articles enshrined the political monopoly of the cpsu, set¬ 

ting it above the law, and placed strict, if vague, limits on the rights 

of individuals. In practical terms the Constitution was meaningless. 

The tensions between elite and popular control, centralization and 

decentralization were firmly resolved in favour of the state. Little 

remained of Lenin s attempt to synthesize the different elements. 

The dictatorship of the proletariat had become a dictatorship of 
Stalin and the cpsu. 

The Communist Party under Stalin 

The evolution in the nature and role of the Communist Party after 

1929 saw a continuation of the post-1917 developments. In theory, 

the party through its vanguard role was to play the role of “leader, 

guide and teacher”. The party members present in all state insti¬ 

tutions and social organizations were to provide ideological and 

political guidance, working to educate and enlighten and propagate 

the party line. The full-time party officials within the apparatus 

were organized hierarchically, transmitting orders from the centre, 

and verifying that the state institutions were implementing the policy 

correctly. In practice, the chaos and bureaucratization after 1929 

meant that the party was to play an increasingly central role in the 

day-to-day operation of the system, binding it together in an at¬ 

tempt to ensure that the state remained able to control social and 

economic processes. Instead of operating via democratic centralism, 

the internal workings of the party continued to be marked by 

bureaucratism and appointmentism. Indeed, the nature and role of 
the cpsu under Stalin continued the trend whereby the vanguard 
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detachment of revolutionaries evolved into an organization staffed 

by administrators and officials. 
The exigencies of the revolution from above undermined the 

vanguard role both organizationally and ideologically. The organ¬ 

izational issue arose out of the exceptional demands placed on the 

party by the unleashing of collectivization and industrialization. 

The regional party committees began to accrue unto themselves 

more and more specialized functions, overseeing particular tasks 

(production, distribution, harvesting, labour issues and so on).94 What 

was significant about this situation was that the centre held the 

regional party committee responsible for overseeing developments 

in the locality. In the atmosphere of maximalism and class war of 

1928-31, the regional committees began to intervene in the day-to- 

day operation of factories, collective farms, Soviets, trade unions and 

so on, to ensure that targets were met and directives carried out. 

This garnering of control and responsibility, the detailed administra¬ 

tive interference, meant the regional committees became increasingly 

powerful, specialized executives in the localities. Inevitably, they 

neglected their formal functions of education, enlightenment, 

ideological leadership, agitation and propaganda. In this context 

the exercise of the vanguard role was virtually impossible.94 The 

distinction between the party and the state became increasingly 

blurred, as a unified party-state apparatus was forged across the 

country. However, it must be noted that party control in the coun¬ 

tryside was extremely weak in the early stages of collectivization. 

The exercise of ideological and political leadership by the cpsu 

was severely undermined by the mass wave of recruitment into the 

party. The composition of the party was fundamentally altered as 

membership mushroomed from approximately 1.25 million mem¬ 

bers in 1928, to 3-5 million members in 1933 96 This created its own 

problems. In particular there was concern about the levels of pol¬ 

itical consciousness of the new party members. Getty has detailed 

how the massive influx of new members affected the party: 

Many of the 1.8 million new members had no idea of the 

party’s history or programme and were regarded as politic¬ 

ally illiterate. Events would show that some party members 

did not even know the names of the leaders of the party or 

government, much less the details of the political platform. 
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Two policy initiatives were designed to address these problems. The 

first was a chistka or purge of party membership in 1933, which 

aimed to prevent new admissions and reduce the existing numbers, 

so making the local organizations more effective and responsive. 

This was followed up by two further initiatives in 1935 and 1936 

(of which more below).98 Secondly, the party undertook a mass 

campaign to educate its members, to make them more politically 

literate. These interrelated issues - organizational and ideological - 

concerning the party evinced a series of responses at the 17th 

Congress in January-February 1934. In his report, Stalin outlined 
the causes of the problems bedevilling its operation, 

unhealthy moods penetrate into the party from outside 

[because of] the survivals of capitalism in people’s minds, 

including the minds of certain members of our party.99 

This was only to be expected in an era of rapid social and econ¬ 

omic change. What was of more concern to Stalin was the inability 

or unwillingness of the party to respond to these “moods”, 

Add to this the not very high theoretical level of the major¬ 

ity of members of our party, the inadequate ideological 

work of the party organs, and the fact that our party 

workers are overburdened with purely practical work, 

which deprives them of the opportunity of augmenting 
their theoretical knowledge.100 

In terms of the organizational problems of the party, Stalin focused 

on the personnel. The correct general line had been implemented. 

The “objective conditions” in the ussr had been established for the 

victory of socialism. Stalin drew the following conclusion: 

It means that from now on nine-tenths of the responsibility 

for the failures and defects in our work rests, not on objec¬ 

tive conditions, but on ourselves and ourselves alone 

Bureaucracy and red-tape in the administrative apparatus; 

idle chatter about “leadership in general” instead of real 

and concrete leadership; the functional structure of our 

organizations and lack of individual responsibility; lack of 

personal responsibility in work and wage equalisation; the 
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absence of a systematic check upon the fulfilment of deci¬ 

sions; fear of self-criticism - these are the sources of our 

difficulties.101 

Stalin outlined a number of proposals to remedy both the ideo¬ 

logical and organizational problems. The central aim was to “raise 

organisational leadership to the level of political leadership”.102 In 

specific terms, the measures recommended included: theoretical 

and propaganda work; extensive criticism and self-criticism; purg¬ 

ing the ranks of the party; tightening of discipline within the party; 

mobilization of the masses.103 
Stalin’s approach rested upon choosing the right people. In other 

words the attempt to restore the vanguard role of the party was 

dependent upon the central leadership being able to change the 

consciousness, outlook, values and working practices of the party 

members in the localities. There were no measures addressing 

directly the party’s drift into an interventionist administrative organ. 

At the root of this lay the conflict between the leadership’s need to 

sustain control and discipline, to maintain the responsiveness of the 

periphery to the centre, to ensure decisions were implemented, 

and the ideological imperative of developing the vanguard role of 

the party. The underlying tension within the Stalinist programme - 

between establishing effective measures of control and development, 

and establishing structures commensurate with the underlying ideals 

of Soviet socialism - was replicated once more. 
The internal workings of the party itself were severely affected 

by the transformation in its composition and role. It remained a 

divided party. Although the “open” factionalism of the 1920s dis¬ 

appeared, the elite still remained divided. Disputes over the pace 

and direction of economic development, the nature of planning, 

collectivization, attitudes towards former oppositionists continued, 

albeit in a more clandestine fashion. Divisions between centre and 

periphery persisted, as the party sought to have its decisions imple¬ 

mented, and to extend its control over the countryside.104 The picture 

of a monolithic, centralized, disciplined vanguard of revolution¬ 

aries, obediently executing the will of Stalin is at variance with the 

chaotic, divided, loosely organized, bureaucratic, administrative 

structure that was the reality of the party in the 1930s. This context is 

crucial in understanding the purges, terror and Cult of Personality.10^ 
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The “extraordinary” politics of Stalinism 

The extraordinary, brutal, terrible history of the years 1936-8 has 

been well documented. Three issues need to be highlighted, which 

reflect upon the nature of party-state-society relations after 1929.106 

The first element is the emergence of Stalin, exercising enormous 

personal influence over the operation of the system. The creation 

of a Cult of Personality after December 1929 saw Stalin dominate 

the 1930s - both physically and politically. Poetry, art, sculpture 

were devoted to the semi-deification of Stalin. Literature paid hom¬ 

age to Stalin’s genius. Political declarations were accompanied by 

extensive flattery and praise of the “Leader”. Interpretations of this 

phenomenon vary from the personal (Stalin’s vanity, megalomania 

and boundless ambition), to the political (Stalin’s attempts to con¬ 

vert the contingent loyalty of party-state officials into unquestion¬ 

ing obedience), to the systemic (the extent of the divisions within 

the leadership, and the chaos in the system had to be concealed 

and glossed over. The Cult of Personality was designed to deflect 

attention away from this).107 What is less contested is the growing 

personalization of power, and the legitimization of this phenom¬ 

enon through its Russian national heritage. Stalin consciously placed 

himself in the tradition of ruthless, modernizing Russian autocrats: 
Peter I, Ivan IV. 

Alongside the personalization of power, politics became increas¬ 

ingly dictatorial. While the party increased its day-to-day role in the 

running of the system, Stalin developed his own mechanisms and 

agencies to circumvent the obstructive party machineiy. Through 

his own personal secretariat, through the nkvd, and through the 

appointment of key supporters of Stalin to central roles (Ezhov, 

Poskrebyshev, Vyshinsky) Stalin sought to exert his will, impose dis¬ 

cipline, verify the work of the party-state apparatus and uncover 

enemies, spies, wreckers and saboteurs. Politics and policy-making 

were now subject to the personal interventions of Stalin.108 

Personalization and dictatorship were accompanied by the insti¬ 

tutionalization of coercion and terror into the system. This process 

came in two waves. The drive to industrialize and collectivize was 

couched in militaristic language which fomented the idea of “en¬ 

emies” within Soviet society. The early 1930s saw terror unleashed 

on the peasantry, the search for “wreckers” among the specialists 
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and technical intelligentsia, and the commencement of the cleans¬ 

ing of the ranks of the party. The collectivization process was 

accompanied by untold brutality in the state’s dealings with the 

kulaks. The process of “de-kulakization” amounted to the isolation, 

deportation, exile and murder of peasants who were labelled kulaks, 

although the definition of kulak was somewhat arbitrary. Within 

the party, there were two attempts - in 1929 and 1933 - to cleanse 

the party of persons it felt to be “unsuitable”.109 
This institutionalization of coercion in the operation of the 

system does not adequately characterize the “extraordinary” nature 

of Stalinist politics in the 1930s. While purges of party membership 

continued throughout the 1930s, events took on a qualitatively dif¬ 

ferent form between 1936 and 1938. At the end of 1934, the assas¬ 

sination of the first secretary of Leningrad (Sergei Kirov) witnessed 

the onset of a whirlwind of terror.110 In the early stages of 1935, 

many were arrested in connection with Kirov’s murder. After a brief 

hiatus, the period 1936-8 saw mass purges, arrests, and executions 

of people from every section of society, alongside public Show 

Trials of prominent Old Bolsheviks. Millions were swept into the 

labour camps in a period of unprecedented brutality, uncertainty, 

irrationality and arbitrariness. 
While it is extremely difficult to explain much of this, the broad 

contours of the nature of the terror can be delineated. Virtually 

every section of Soviet society was affected, to a greater or lesser 

extent. Disproportionately affected by this terror were the military 

leaders, heads of the national republics, party intellectuals and other 

key figures within the elite. But it was not just members of the elite 

who were affected. Many ordinary individuals were caught up in 

this catalogue of terror. It hardly needs saying that the effects of 

these events were devastating, as families and lives were destroyed 

in a maelstrom of fear. Those arrested were either transferred into 

the labour camp system, which grew exponentially throughout this 

harrowing decade, or were summarily executed. 
The two most significant institutional developments that accom¬ 

panied the terror were the central role occupied by the nkvd, and 

the development of the Gulag system.111 Labour camps had been a 

feature of the Soviet system since 1918. The origins and develop¬ 

ment of this system can be seen as being partially derived from the 

Bolshevik view of the transitional society. Labour was seen as an 
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obligation. All had the duty to provide a socially useful contribu¬ 

tion, even those who were incarcerated.112 Additionally, forced 

labour was also seen as a “corrective”, which would help people to 

amend their behaviour, to learn the “benefits” of a life subordinated 

to the common good, as opposed to one lived for the gratification of 

the self, in opposition to the state. Yet, as Bacon has demonstrated, 

there are limits to the extent to which the Gulag in the 1930s was a 

phenomenon derived directly from Bolshevik ideology. 

It would appear that the growth and development of the Gulag 

is another example of a process that was Bolshevik in form, Stalinist 

in content. For while the labour camps as institutions had existed 

from the early days of the Bolshevik state, their rapid expansion 

was clearly linked to the industrialization drive, and the need to 

mobilize huge amounts of labour quickly and efficiently for the 

achievement of state goals.111 In other words, it became an instru¬ 

mental institution, designed to achieve the immediate goal of rapid 

industrialization and self-sufficiency. As Bacon has noted, 

. . economic tasks dictated, of course, the location of the 

camps. In the midst of an industrialization campaign 

organised by central planners ... it is only a small step to 

conclude that the economic tasks assigned to the NKVD 

influenced the number of inmates in the camps to a greater 

extent than the size of the camp population influenced the 
setting of plan targets.114 

While the Gulag was a core part of the industrialization strategy, it 

assisted in consolidating the powers of the nkvd. Its economic 

empire of labour camps accorded it a central place in the day-to-day 

operation of the system. This also imparted a self-sustaining logic 

to the process of mass arrests. If the nkvd were to meet its plan 

targets set for the work of its camps, then this required a constant 

replenishing of the labour camp population, owing to the high 

mortality rates."" However, it is also clear that there is no simple 

relationship between the economic needs of the state and the growth 

of the labour camps. The sheer numbers of those executed demon¬ 

strates that increasing the forced labour population was not always 

uppermost in the minds of those in charge.116 While the precise 

scope, extent and nature of the Gulag experience in the 1930s can 
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be explained by the dynamics of Soviet socio-economic inter¬ 

actions, the underlying mindset of Bolshevism - that labour was a 

resource to be mobilized by the state in the construction of social¬ 

ism - underpinned these developments in a profound way. 

Seeking a cause for these events is intensely problematic. Not 

only is it a subject riven with profound interpretative disputes, but 

at times it almost seems impossible to find any rational explanation. 

One thing is clear. Monocausal explanations - the evils of Stalin’s 

personality, the inherent logic of Marxism, the plebaein nature of 

Russian culture - are terribly inadequate. Yet, beyond this recogni¬ 

tion of complexity, there is little agreement. A vast array of factors 

have to be integrated into any coherent attempts to analyze this 

phenomenon: 

• the international context of preparations for war with 

Germany;117 

• the personal political agenda of Stalin;11'7 

• the target-fulfilment mentality, which reached down into the 

work of the nkvd; 

• the demographic needs of the Gulag to supply forced labour 

for the state; 
• the conflicts between centre and periphery within the 

bureaucracy;119 
• conflicts and competition between the institutions at the 

centre, as each jostled for supremacy; 
• the long-standing Bolshevik practice of identifying “enemies” 

to be rooted out; 
• the exploitation of the atmosphere of denunciation for the 

pursuit of personal material interests (acquire a job, or 

get the living accomodation of the denounced) or petty 

vendettas;12" 
• a response to the leadership’s promptings to criticize short¬ 

comings and inadequacies in the operation of the system; 

• the persistence of a civil-war mentality and its application to 

problem-solving of a non-military nature; 

• the constructivist, instrumentalist ethos of Marxism Soviet style 

which sought to hasten the advent of a society of perfect 

harmony and unity by identifying and removing dissenters/ 
121 enemies. 
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The extent of deaths and arrests is equally fiercely contested.122 It 

is impossible to characterize the politics of Stalinism without 

integrating the entire panoply of features - personalization of 

power, dictatorship over the party, institutionalization of terror and 

police rule, labour camps, elections, constitutional campaigns — into 
any analysis. 

Theoretical renewal under Stalin 

By 1938-9 the impulse for change and transformation was peter¬ 

ing out. With the official proclamation that socialism had been 

constructed in 1936, a theoretical response was required from the 

leadership about the transition from socialism to communism.123 

This ideological imperative for change ran counter to the political 

imperative of the Stalinist state which was system-maintaining. 

The desire for stability originated in the impulse for self-sufficiency: 

the increasingly hostile international arena, and the conflicts and 

sacrifices generated by industrialization and collectivization required 

measures to consolidate the position of the party and state elites. It 

was the latter imperative that gained the ascendancy, curbing sub¬ 

stantive ideological and theoretical renewal for 20 years. This found 
expression in three ways. 

First, in the revised History of the cpsu [B] (which set forth a 

highly distorted version of party history designed to accentuate 

Stalin s role in the making of the revolution and the construction of 

socialism), Stalin contributed a theoretical chapter “Dialectical and 

historical materialism” T' The most significant part of this chapter 

was that Stalin stripped the dialectic of its transformatory implica¬ 

tions. The orthodox Engelian interpretation of Marxist philosophy 

(entitled dialectical materialism) was contained in Anti-Duhring 

(emphasizing once more the central role of this text in establishing 

a Marxist orthodoxy among Russian Marxists). In this text, Engels 

outlined that there were three laws of the dialectic, which were 

universally applicable in all societies: the transformation of quantity 

into quality, the law of the unity of opposites, and the negation of 

the negation.125 Within Stalin’s chapter, the last law disappeared, 

to be replaced by two general laws about the properties of matter 
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and nature.126 Why did the negation of the negation disappear? 
The revolutionary potential within it was at odds with the desire 
for consolidation. If this principle was applied to Soviet society, 
then socialism, as the negation of capitalism would in turn be 
negated through the development of communism. Revolution, 
radical change and sharp breaks in social development were all 
precluded.127 

This theme of consolidation and continuity was extended at the 
18th Congress in March 1939- The materials collected and pub¬ 
lished from the Congress later that year were entitled, The land of 
socialism today and tomorrow,128 emphasizing the extended life 
expected for the lower phase. Stalin’s report reiterated this basic 
message. Although he talked of the need to outstrip the capitalist 
countries economically in order to lay the foundations for the 
future abundance of communism, it was stressed that this required 
further sacrifices, and “time, and no little time at that”.127 In the 
economic and social spheres, the tasks were now deemed to be 
ones of “further consolidation”, “to continue to improve”, “to 
strengthen”.130 In the last section of his speech, Stalin turned to 
questions of theory. Having constructed socialism, orthodoxy 
dictated that the state should begin to wither away, to be replaced 
by the self-administration of the people. Stalin rejected this view. 
Instead Stalin argued that the orthodox view of the state “cannot be 
extended to the partial and specific case of the victory of socialism 
in one country”.131 Hostile capitalist encirclement required a strong, 
coercive state with the ability to defend the ussr from attack. Inter¬ 
nally, the function of the state was no longer the suppression of 
hostile classes, since they did not exist. The coercive, negative as¬ 
pects of the state were now confined to “protecting socialist prop¬ 
erty from thieves and pilferers”.132 Stalin now advanced the more 
positive attributes - defined as “peaceful economic organisation 
and cultural education”.133 The state was to remain, even under 
communism, until the final defeat of international capitalism. The 
perspectives of the Stalinist leadership - consolidation and the pro¬ 
jection of the socialist phase into the future - seemed to be confirmed 
by the failure of the programme commission created at the 18th Con¬ 
gress to draw up a new party programme to replace the obsolete 

134 1919 party programme. 
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Soviet socialism under Stalin 1929-41 

In 1936, Stalin proclaimed that a socialist society had been built in 

the ussr. Was this socialist system a recognizably Bolshevik one? 

Scholars have tended to identify the Stalinist version of socialism 

with the “war communist” era, seeing in it a revival of the statist, 

centralizing, coercive, class war approach, contrasting markedly with 

the gradualist, conciliatory, market-oriented nep period.135 However, 

this view rests upon an artificially dichotomized interpretation of 

the two eras. A close examination of the system that emerged in the 

1930s reveals a far more complex filiation between it and the theory 

and practice of Soviet socialism. Although Stalin did not provide a 

great deal of theoretical innovation after 1929, the Stalinist pro¬ 

gramme further refined and modified the dominant understanding 

of socialism in Bolshevik discourse, and added some completely 

new elements. Four trends appear to have been at work here. First, 

in certain areas the Stalinist programme continued and extended 

the Leninist synthesis. Secondly, Stalin’s revolution from above con¬ 

clusively resolved some of the enduring questions: the meaning of 

planning, the scope of state control and so on. Thirdly, the Stalinist 

synthesis appropriated many Bolshevik notions, but imbued them 

with a new content, overturning existing ideas and fundamentally 

altering their meaning. Finally, Stalin attempted to synthesize Soviet 

socialism with Russian nationalism, and the drive for self-sufficiency 

and autarky altered the nature of Soviet socialism in a profound way.136 

The economics of Soviet Stalinist “socialism ’’ 

Stalin extended the underlying Bolshevik ideas about the proper 

shape ol the economy under socialism. Stalin’s programme 

reaffirmed the conception of socialism resting upon the values of 

rationalism, technocracy and productivism.13 This manifested itself 

in the continual emphasis that the regime placed on “technology, 

expeitise and the indispensability of technical and managerial 

skills”,138 and upon the central place of growth in the productive 
forces in this programme. As Walicki has noted, 

Stalin’s emphasis upon the productive forces was ... an 

indication that productive capacity or technological mod¬ 

ernization should be given absolute priority and was more 
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important for the development of socialism than interhuman 

relations.139 

The extreme statized nature of the economy after 1929 was highly 

reminiscent of the “war communist” period, and also of Lenin’s 

notion that “the whole of society will have become a single fac¬ 

tory”. There was a vast accumulation of state power accompanying 

collectivization and industrialization. The powers vested in the cen¬ 

tral ministries and the factory managers amounted to the final sub¬ 

ordination of the workers and their organizations - both salaried 

and forced labour - to the state. In specific terms, the leadership 

oversaw the construction of a large-scale heavy industrial sector as 

the basis for the growth of an industrial, modern technological 

society, and promoted state ownership and central planning in the 

years after 1928. 
Despite this reiteration of the core values of Soviet socialism, 

Stalin infused them with a new content and meaning, which pro¬ 

duced a markedly different outcome. The root causes of this were 

twofold. First, the policies of collectivization and industrialization 

were forged in an atmosphere of radicalism, militancy, utopianism 

and class war. In addition, they were linked inextricably to Stalin’s 

personal and political struggles within the party. Economic rational¬ 

ity was sacrificed to the class/political impulse generated by the 

cultural revolution and the need to industrialize quickly. This is 

best illustrated with reference to collectivization. The long-term 

Bolshevik vision of an efficient, modern, technologically advanced, 

socialized agricultural economy of large-scale highly productive 

farms was not realized. The collective farm sector was shaped by 

the class imperative of de-kulakization, and by the need for a reli¬ 

able supply of grain for industry and export. 
Secondly, the imperatives implied in “socialism in one country” 

- self-sufficiency, overcoming backwardness, defensive military 

capability - shaped the economic processes in many ways. Most 

notably, economic tasks were designed for the speediest, most 

effective achievement of these goals. The outcome was a complex, 

contradictory set of structures and practices in which the long-term 

Bolshevik ideals were sacrificed to these more specific aims. For 

example, central planning was supposed to represent the triumph of 

rationality and the application of human reason over the spontaneity, 
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irrationality, injustice and waste of the capitalist market. The nature 

of Soviet planning was far removed from this: irrational, contra¬ 

dictory, imprecise, inefficient. The economic sector was socialist in 
form, Stalinist in content. 

Society and culture of Soviet Stalinist “socialism’’ 

Similar processes were at work in the fields of culture and social 

policy. The radical agenda that had persisted after 1917 - to liberate 

and emancipate, to realize justice and egalitarianism — was finally 

crushed after 1931 by the conservative social policies pursued by 

the state. The socio-cultural sphere was still viewed instrumentally. 

After 1931 though, the purpose was not just the construction of 

socialism, but also the consolidation of the power of the state and 

the independence of the ussr. Policies that promoted inegalitarian¬ 

ism, conservative policies towards women, hierarchy and privilege 

replaced the radicalism of the early years. Nationalism and national 

defence now took priority over proletarian internationalism. The 

early policy of class discrimination in favour of the proletariat was 

dropped with the drafting of the new Constitution. Intellectual life 
and cultural life was dominated by the state. 

The politics of Soviet Stalinist “socialism” 

How do the features of Stalinist politics fit into the Soviet socialist 

framework? The conjunction of terror, purges, personalized power 

and the embedding of the rule of the nkvd within the system, with 

the humdrum politics of the day-to-day administration of the sys¬ 

tem, makes simple categorization impossible. The strand within 

Bolshevism that emphasized popular participation, democracy and 

local autonomy (and even its expression under Lenin in the forms 

of transmission belts) was further eroded in the 1930s by the state’s 

continued emasculation of the rights and functions of social groups 

and public organizations. The dictatorship of the proletariat was 

now a number of dictatorships: of Stalin, of the party, of the state. 

Lenin’s injunction for “less politics” had been realized. However, 

this was not the depoliticized, technocratic, expertise-based scientific 

management of society envisaged by Lenin, but the subordination 
of all to achieve the goals of the regime. 
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By 1939, the Stalinist synthesis of Soviet socialism was complete. 

The official state ideology proclaimed that socialism had triumphed 

in the ussr. From now on the task was to begin the transition to the 

higher phase of communism. The central question in the period 

after 1939 was the extent to which the theory and practice of Soviet 

socialism under Stalin would provide the foundation for this transi¬ 

tion, or whether there would be further adaptations. The death of 

Stalin in 1953 posed this question to Stalin’s successors. 

Appendix: Stalinist “socialism” and the Soviet mode 
of production 

If the question of how “Bolshevik” Stalinist socialism was is a 

complex one, then this is as nothing compared with the wider issue 

of whether it was “socialist” at all. For the purposes of this work, 

which traces the shifts in the Bolshevik understanding of the lower 

phase of communism, the issue is an interesting although slightly 

tangential one. While there is a degree of filiation between “Stalin¬ 

ism” and this understanding of the lower phase, whether this de¬ 

serves the epithet of socialism is another matter. A whole spectrum 

of opinions exist, reflecting both the conceptual imprecision of 

the term socialism itself, and the ideological positions adopted by 

various theorists.140 Malia has put forward an interesting argument. 

He maintains that by 1936, Stalin had successfully accomplished 

the instrumental programme of socialism: that is the negation of the 

central features of the capitalist mode of production. However, 

the outcome was not as expected for two reasons. First, the process 

had been an immense improvization. Secondly, the instrumental 

programme of socialism lacked socialism’s moral programme - 

abundance, freedom, equality, absence of exploitation - and so it 

was merely the facade or structure of socialism that had emerged 

by 1936. Malia goes on to argue that the achievement of the moral 

programme was a chimera, as the measures taken to achieve the 

instrumental programme - which involved the overwhelming ap¬ 

plication of state power - were intrinsically inimical to the moral 

values of freedom and equality.1" 
Whether one subscribes to the view that the Stalinist system was 

a variant of state capitalism, state socialism, bureaucratic collectivism 
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or an historically unique mode of production, the relationship 

between Stalinism, Bolshevism, Leninism, Marxism and socialism 
remains as contentious as ever. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Khrushchev and Soviet socialism: 
burying Stalin, reviving Lenin? 

How times have changed in the span of one five-year plan: 

in 1952 someone said that Stalin was an idiot and he was 

shot the very same day; recently someone announced that 

Khrushchev was an idiot and he got 8 years for divulging a 

state secret! (1957)1 

Stalin’s death evoked contradictory emotions among the Soviet 

people. Millions mourned. Many rejoiced. Most were merely fearful 

about the future. Undoubtedly, most people’s lives were profoundly 

affected by this event. But the scale and nature of the “change” 

wrought by Stalin’s death is more contested. In the area covered by 

this work - the nature of Soviet socialism - the question concerns 

the extent to which the regime after 1953 adapted the theory and 

practice of Soviet socialism. Viewing Khrushchev with the benefit of 

hindsight, and by comparison with his predecessor and successor, 

the period between 1956 and 1964 appears to be one of change, 

renewal, reform, of a more humane and liberal approach after the 

brutal horrors of Stalinism. Yet, there are significant continuities 

between the two eras as well. This chapter explores the relation¬ 

ship between the Khrushchevite view of socialism and the Stalinist 

view of socialism on the one hand, and the broader Soviet view of 

socialism on the other. 
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Contextualizing the Khrushchev era: the theory and 
practice of mature Stalinism 1939-53 

The years from 1939 to 1953 saw few major changes to either the 

theory or practice of Soviet socialism. In part, this was a function 

of circumstance. From June 1941, the ussr was engulfed in the 

brutal carnage of the Second World War. The bloody, dehumaniz¬ 

ing occupation by the Nazi army inflicted further traumas on the 

long-suffering Soviet citizens. Through a mixture of fierce heroism, 

self-sacrifice, patriotism, hard work, luck and the failings of their 

opponents the Soviets prevailed. The practice of the Soviet system 

was modified substantially in certain areas as the state sought to 

mobilize all constituencies in support of the war effort. This was 

particularly the case with regard to relations between the state and 

rural society. The peasants were able to benefit financially (albeit 

fairly modestly) from increased procurement prices (although there 

was little or no chance to spend their income on anything). Perhaps 

of greater significance was the rapprochement between church and 

state. Seeking to bind Soviet society behind the conflict, Stalin used 

as many forms of ideological cement as possible. The rapproche¬ 

ment with the religious authorities was born out of an attempt to 

synthesize state patriotism, Russian nationalism and the underlying 

religious sentiments of the people, particularly the rural population. 

Although the system was modified in certain respects, there were 

also tendencies that reinforced the structure and operation of the 

system. The rigours of running a wartime economy increased the 

centralized nature of economic decision-making, and maintained 

the heavy industry/defence priority in production. Although Stalin 

eventually devolved significant decision-making authority to other 

senior figures in the system, he remained the dominant figure, 
embodied as Generalissimo. 

The Great Patriotic War (as it was to become known in official 

Soviet sources) had a profound impact upon the psychology of the 

Soviet people. The successful struggle against the Nazi invasion left 

the Soviet people emotionally, morally and materially devastated. A 

determination never to allow such an experience to be repeated 

underpinned Soviet foreign policy in the post-war era. In ideo- 

logical terms, Stalin in particular and the party in general benefited 

from this struggle, as the state gained another source of legitimacy. 
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Building upon the nationalist sentiments and motifs propagated in 

the 1930s, the state portrayed the war as a national rather than a 

class conflict. Stalin stood four square in the tradition of great Rus¬ 

sian leaders who had resisted foreign invasion. The war (tempor¬ 

arily) overturned the priority of class and national values in Soviet 
ideological discourse. 

At the end of the war, the system was engaged in a massive 

reconstruction programme, seeking to make good the massive de¬ 

struction of the agricultural, industrial, transport and housing infra¬ 

structure. Across this 14 year period, the system retained its essential 

features - central planning, bias towards heavy industry, collectiv¬ 

ized agriculture, one-party rule, personal dictatorship, institution¬ 

alized terror, hierarchical social structure, conservative social and 

cultural policy — and indeed returned to many pre-war practices 

with regard to the church and the rural sector. The Stalinist model 

of socialism retained its statized, centralized essence.2 

In international affairs there were two immensely significant 

developments. The advent of the cold war added a militaristic 

element to the competition between capitalism and socialism and 

prompted extensive increases in arms spending, culminating in the 

acquisition of nuclear capability by August 1949. The emergence of 

a bloc of socialist states in eastern Europe and China by 1949 had 

enormous implications for the Soviet understanding of socialism. 

While on one level it appeared to validate that the future belonged 

to “socialism”, it was also to affect the subsequent evolution of the 

Soviet Union - ideologically, politically, economically and cultur¬ 

ally - in profound and rather unexpected ways. As the first socialist 

state, it was necessary for the cpsu to demonstrate that it was at all 

times the state that was most advanced on the road to communism. 

This predominant position was complicated by subsequent events 

in which pluralism within the socialist camp - particularly between 

China and the ussr - became competitive rather than collaborative. 

Within the oscillating military context of the cold war, the Soviet 

state was engaged in two main rivalries after 1949: economic com¬ 

petition with the West, ideological competition with the East. 

Ideological developments in the latter years of the Stalin era 

were few and far between. Stalin intervened sporadically in a re¬ 

stricted number of fields, most notably agronomics and linguistics.3 

The central ideological issue was the timetable of the transition to 
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communism. The declaration that socialism had been built in 1936 

raised a key question: when, and how, would the transition to 

communism begin? While a convincing case can be made that the 

involvement in world war and cold war “interrupted” the trans¬ 

formation of Soviet socialism into communism, this is only part of 

the story. As Evans has related, Stalin was keen to prevent discussions 

on this topic.' Stalin was motivated by a desire to play down the 

implications for change implicit in the notion of undertaking 

the transition to communism. The main document from this period 

is the pamphlet “The economic problems of socialism” (1952).5 In¬ 

stead of focusing upon transformation and transition, Stalin focused 

upon consolidation and stability. The ussr had entered a period of 

preparation for the transition to communism, not the transition it¬ 

self. This entailed a commitment to the existing structures, practices 

and priorities for the foreseeable future. For instance, Stalin argued 

that collective farm property was distinct from, and inferior (in 

ideological terms) to state property. Transition to communism could 

not start until this differentiation in property relations had been 

overcome.6 The implications of profound systemic change inherent 

in commencing the final transition underpinned Stalin’s unwilling¬ 
ness to engage in public discussion. 

The interesting point here is that Stalin recognized that the ques¬ 

tion itself had to be addressed, and not just in a formal, rhetorical, 

perfunctory manner. The legitimacy of the regime continued to rest 

on being able to demonstrate progress towards communism. Stalin 

was aware of the need to validate current policies in the light of 

their relationship to the future society, hence his regular references 

to post-socialist developments. The traditional party document that 

set out the goals for the future was the party programme. The 1919 

programme outlined the task of constructing socialism, which had 

been built, according to official pronouncements, by 1936. In order 

to substantiate Stalin s ideas about consolidation and preparation 

for the transition, a new party programme was required. The 18th 

Party Congress created a commission to prepare a new document, 

but nothing was ever published. The 19th Party Congress in 1952 

also created another commission, but Stalin died before it could 

report.6 Recent Soviet sources have shown that between 1938 and 

1952, a number of drafts were circulated among the party elite.9 

This confirms the view that the party leadership were preoccupied 
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with the question of determining the future stages of development 
of the Soviet state. 

This had important consequences for the post-Stalin leadership. 

If the transition to communism was to be undertaken, this raised 

the prospect of profound changes. The central features of the higher 

phase of communism - material abundance, decentralized public 

self-management, withering away of money, growing equality, aboli¬ 

tion of the distinctions between mental and manual labour, and 

between town and country - would transform Soviet social, econ¬ 

omic and political structures. Yet, if commencing the transition to 

communism was to be postponed, the alternative - consolidating 

socialism - also heralded change of sorts. The imperative to catch 

up with and surpass the capitalist countries economically, demon¬ 

strating the superiority of socialism, remained. Yet could this be 

achieved on the basis of the Stalinist model of socialism? Within the 

new international socialist bloc, the ussr had to demonstrate its 

leadership in practice: as the first socialist state it had to maintain its 

leading role, exemplifying to the states of eastern Europe, China 

and elsewhere their future. The process of consolidating socialism 

thus also held out the prospects of change: reforming the dysfunc¬ 

tional elements of the Stalinist model, replacing the personal dic¬ 

tatorship and so on. Ideologically, there was a strong imperative for 

change within the practice of Soviet socialism. 

There were also strong pressures inhibiting change, particularly 

among members of the elite who wished to consolidate the 

prevailing patterns of domination and subordination - politically, 

economically, materially - within the state. The key questions 

were about the scope and precise content of this change. Which 

elements of the Stalinist model should be retained? Which should 

be removed? Which should be reformed? Would Khrushchev revert 

back to an earlier Leninist conception of socialism? The question 

was complicated by the commitment of all the leaders to the core 

values of Soviet socialism - the leading role of the cpsu; central 

control and direction of all aspects of social activity; state owner¬ 

ship of the means of production; central planning; proletarian 

internationalism.10 

But how would the post-Stalin leadership interpret the meaning 

of these values/features? It is at this point that the personal values, 

political priorities and vision of the post-Stalin leadership enter the 
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equation. The policies of the new leadership were shaped not merely 

by the ideological imperatives of Soviet Marxism-Leninism, but also 

by the political context of Stalin’s death. The cpsu had no mechan¬ 

ism for succession. Both the previous leaders had died in office. 

Who should succeed Stalin? Should it be another single leader, or a 

collective leadership? How should a leader (leadership) be chosen? 

In the context of the succession struggle, it was necessary for the 

leaders to differentiate themselves. By adopting particular policy 

stances - the priority of economic development, attitudes towards 

the West, social and cultural policies, pattern of political rule - they 

sought to distinguish themselves from their rivals. In this sense the 

particular shape of socialism after 1953 was forged in the crucible 

of the succession struggle. The combination of Khrushchev’s 

vision, his personal policy priorities and the core features of Soviet 

socialism produced a distinctive synthesis, which rejected certain 

elements of the Stalinist model, revived aspects of the Leninist ap¬ 

proach, while reinforcing the dominant values of Soviet socialism: 
statist, centralizing, technocratic, constructivist. 

The politics of Khrushchevism 

The politics of Stalin’s death 

The political legacy bequeathed by Stalin posed many difficulties 

for his successors. Stalin’s personal dictatorship had marginalized 

and downgraded the party in the post-war period. No party con¬ 

gresses met between 1939 and 1952. The Central Committee was 

rarely convened. Regional and republican organs of the party exer¬ 

cised little authority. Stalin ruled through his personal secretariat 

and the Council of Ministers: the central organs of the state had a 

far higher status than those of the party. The pivotal role of the 

nkvd and its head (Lavrentii Beria) contributed to the further 
peripheralization of the cpsu.11 

Of more immediate concern to the central political figures in the 

post-Stalin Praesidium (the new name for the Politburo) - Malenkov, 

Beria, Molotov, Kaganovich, Khrushchev - was the situation arising 

out of Stalin s death. They quickly divided up the key posts among 

themselves, reflecting a consensus that there should not be a single 

predominant figure like Stalin rather than a positive belief in the 
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merits of collective leadership per se. Malenkov (nominally the most 

senior figure) assumed the positions of Chairman of the Council 

of Ministers and First Secretary of the cpsu. Under pressure he relin¬ 

quished the latter post, confirming the subordinate position of the 

cpsu in the minds of the new leaders. Khrushchev assumed this 

post. Molotov assumed responsibility for foreign affairs, Kaganovich 

for heavy industry. Beria remained as head of the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs (including the nkvd).12 

Relations between the leaders were marked by suspicion, wari¬ 

ness and caution. Mutual suspicion of each other’s intentions com¬ 

bined with apprehension as to how the population would react 

to the death of the dictator. Malenkov, Molotov, Kaganovich and 

Khrushchev were united in a negative sense by their suspicion of 

Beria. As head of the nkvd, he appeared to be the most powerful 

figure, and had the potential to reimpose a regime of terror. Tenta¬ 

tive moves were made to introduce reforms to improve the living 

standards of the people (including price cuts), and to reduce the 

arbitrary, repressive nature of the regime.13 This tendency coin¬ 

cided with a growing awareness of the problems in the system of 

labour-camps. Riots and strikes were increasing, and the possibility 

of the breakdown of the entire system must have informed the 

thinking of the new leaders.14 

The coincidence of these factors forced the hands of the leaders. 

At the July 1953 cc plenum, they moved against Beria. Having 

arrested him (he was later executed, in typically Stalinist fashion), 

they issued a statement setting out a catalogue of the problems 

in the system. They noted the backwardness and inefficiency of 

the agricultural and industrial sectors that were linked with the 

marginalization of the party. The domination of the party by the 

mvd (Ministry of Internal Affairs) was instrumental in causing these 

distortions. Beria, as head of the mvd was thus held accountable.1^ 

As Service and others have noted, the outcome of this plenum was 

ambiguous. A programme of generalized political and economic 

changes had been legitimized. The precise shape of these changes 

was to lead to a series of policy disputes among the leaders between 

1953 and 1957.16 The further the programme of changes progressed, 

the more the question of Stalin’s role in creating and sustaining this 

system loomed ever larger. Three political developments evolved 

out of these initial moves in the first months of the post-Stalinist era. 
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First, institutionalized mass terror was ended. Beria’s subordin¬ 

ates were also arrested. The nkvd was renamed the Committee of 

State Security (kgb), subordinated to the cc and was to be headed 

by a party appointee. The kgb lost the powers to try, sentence and 

execute. Their tasks were to investigate and arrest. The Ministry 

of Justice took over the running of the labour camps, and the 

other economic tasks previously associated with the mvd: canals, 

power-stations and so on. Gradually, during the course of 1954 and 

1955, many camps were closed and amnesties granted to political 

prisoners who began to return to society. This created further prob¬ 

lems, as the returnees and their relatives began to ask questions 
about the causes of their internment.17 

Secondly, these developments inexorably restored the party to a 

central position in the system, and began to reinvigorate its internal 

functioning. The cc became increasingly important as a forum for 

decision-making and discussion of policy.18 Thirdly, Khrushchev 

increased his own authority and position within the system. Malenkov 

was forced to resign from his position as pm in 1955, as Khrushchev 

prevailed in the struggle over the direction of policy, mobilizing 

expert opinion and coalitions of political allies behind his programme 

of agrarian reform.10 Khrushchev also reinforced his own position 

within the party, purging 45 out of 84 secretaries, and replacing them 

with his own appointees, through the machinery of the secretariat.20 

Khrushchev used the very tools Stalin had adopted in the 1920s in 

his struggles with Trotsky, Bukharin et al. to consolidate his position. 

The decisive event in consolidating Khrushchev’s position was 

the Secret Speech condemning Stalin’s crimes at the 20th Party 

Congress in February 1956.21 Throughout 1955 there was a growing 

consensus that a searching examination of Stalin’s reign had to be 

undertaken as the return of prisoners gathered pace. This impulse 

was accelerated by the publication of the Pospelov Report in 1955, 

which detailed the extent of the crimes and the repressions of the 

Stalin era.“ The tricky issue was to decide how much to reveal 

without undermining the legitimacy of the system, or implicating 

members of the party elite or the party-state officials. The speech 

was delivered to a closed session of the Congress, and lasted for 

the best part of four hours. The Congress was stunned by the rev¬ 

elations about Stalin. Yet Khrushchev’s position was strengthened 

because, even though it was a limited, compromised series of 
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revelations that focused attention upon the personality of Stalin, he 

acquired moral authority from having delivered this indictment. He 

was also able to hint at the complicity of his rivals for power.23 

These initial moves are illustrative of the ambiguous nature of 

politics under Khrushchev. These ambiguities existed on a number 

of levels. First, the regime had to address the dual imperative of 

consolidating the socialist basis of the system while embarking on 

the transition to communism. Secondly, the leadership were forced 

to confront the ambiguities and paradoxes of the Stalinist legacy. 

The dilemma running at the heart of the Secret Speech - conceal 

while revealing - was replicated in the process of transforming the 

Stalinist system while retaining its core features, reforming while 

conserving. Thirdly, Khrushchev himself was something of an 

ambiguous figure. He was a populist, yet increased the participation 

of experts and specialists in the policy-making process. He was an 

idealist, yet highlighted practical measures to improve the living 

standards of the population. He was a self-confessed Leninist, yet his 

thinking, mentality and approach to problem-solving were classic¬ 

ally Stalinist. Even his character - impulsive, energetic, enthusiastic 

- created abrupt changes of policy and approach. 

Khrushchev’s interpretation of the core features of the politics of 

Soviet socialism arose out of this framework. The underlying issue 

that faced Khrushchev was how to instil dynamism into a system 

in which mass terror had been abandoned, without undermining 

the role of the party, the authority of the state or the international 

position of the ussr. This task underpinned his changes to the role 

and functioning of the party, and the relationship between state 

and society after 1953- The broad thrust of Khrushchev’s political 

changes were to narrow the gap between rulers and ruled, draw 

the citizenry into the administration of the system while making the 

party-state apparatus more responsive to the policy agenda of 

the leadership.24 This tension between decentralization and partici¬ 

pation on the one hand, and elite direction and intervention on 

the other runs through Khrushchev’s changes. 

The cpsu: renewing the Leninist vanguard? 

Khrushchev’s innovations fell far short of addressing the party’s 

monopoly of power. Flowever, he did modify the way the party 
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operated, and how it interacted with the other agencies in the 

system. The changes in the internal functioning, composition, 

structure and role of the cpsu after 1953 were developed partly 

to address the shortcomings in its operation under Stalin, partly to 

further Khrushchev’s policy agenda, and partly to consolidate his 

own position. As many scholars have noted, the conflicts between 

Khrushchev and Malenkov were played out on one level as a conflict 

between the party apparatus (Khrushchev) and the state apparatus 

(Malenkov).2^ Khrushchev attempted to reinvigorate the internal life 

of the party, increasing the frequency of institutional meetings, grant¬ 

ing more authority to party members vis-a-vis the full-time party 

officials and transforming its overall role within the system. 

The recruitment practices of the Khrushchev era reflected his 

commitment to opening up the party to more popular involvement. 

Whereas Stalin had ended the policy of recruitment favouring 

workers and peasants, turning the cpsu into a party of the ruling 

cadres, Khrushchev began to reverse this. More workers and 

peasants were drawn into the ranks in the period 1954-61, as party 

membership shot up from 6.8 million in 1952 to 11.8 million in 

1965.26 While rejuvenating the composition of the party, Khrushchev 

also sought to change the quality of the personnel. More specialists 

and experts were drawn into policy-making at the centre. The new 

cadres were more technically minded, with more specialist know¬ 

ledge to enable them to oversee the processes of industrial and 

agricultural production more closely and knowledgably. The other 

quality that Khrushchev was searching for was loyalty: an appar¬ 

atus that would respond willingly to the initiatives of the centre. 

This led to two major overhauls of party secretaries: in 1953-6, and 

in 1960-1 when approximately 50 per cent were replaced.27 

Khrushchev also oversaw a revival of the working practices of 

the party. The central institutions of the party met with increased 

frequency, especially the cc. The Party Congress - nominally its sov¬ 

ereign body - met in 1956, 1959 (an extraordinary Congress) and 

once more in 1961. Republican Congresses also met more frequently. 

Frequency did not improve the functioning of the Congresses 

though. They were still marked by sterility of debate, ritualism and 

uniformity, a far cry from the early years of the revolution. The 

revival of the cc was especially interesting. Although the Praesidium 

retained its position as the central decision-making forum, the cc 
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entered the scene in two ways. First, it was expanded in size and 

became a means for the input of specialist advice, broadening the 

policy-making process. The increase in the size of the cc that this 

entailed — rising from 125 in 1952 to 175 full members in 1961 - 

rendered it more representative of a variety of opinions, although a 

little unwieldy as a forum for debate.28 Secondly, it became, in 

Schapiro’s words, an “appeal court” for conflicts in the Praesidium.29 

This was illustrated in June 1957 when Khrushchev, facing opposi¬ 

tion to his domestic economic policies and foreign policy initia¬ 

tives, was outvoted in the Praesidium (by the so-called Anti-Party 

group of Malenkov, Molotov, Kaganovich and Shepilov, and their 

associates Saburov and Pervukhin). Khrushchev argued that as he 

had been elected by the cc, it was they who should decide whether 

he should continue in his post. Having packed the cc - a la Stalin - 

with his supporters, Khrushchev prevailed.30 This was an important 

indicator that, although Soviet leaders might continue to exercise 

authority in a highly personalized fashion, it was still necessary, for 

political survival, to pay close attention to the opinions of their 

colleagues and subordinates. 

The revival and revitalization of the inner workings of the party 

were not restricted to the elite central organs. Khrushchev under¬ 

took measures to decentralize control, to take decision-making out 

of the hands of the full-time officials, and to allow the winds of 

quasi-democratization to blow through the party. It is important to 

locate these policies within the context of Khrushchev’s overall 

strategy. He was not a decentralizer and democratizer per se. He 

saw these initiatives as tools for the realization of his policies. In 

particular, he was aware of the difficulty of making the bureaucracy 

responsive to the policy initiatives of the centre. Overcoming their 

vested interest in the preservation of the status quo required a 

mobilization of the mass party membership, alongside measures to 

“shake-up” the full-time paid officials. 

In specific policy terms, separate departments within the appar¬ 

atus of the cpsu were created in all the republics, including a 

bureau for the rsfsr, the first time the Russians had had their own 

organization. The number of full-time paid officials was reduced, 

as Khrushchev sought to devolve more responsibility to volunteers 

or part-time staff, opening avenues for the party member to parti¬ 

cipate.31 At lower levels, Khrushchev attempted to breathe life into 
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the meetings and discussions that took place. Constant exhortations 
for a more open, democratic and critical approach were made. 
Greater leeway for lower-level bodies to act was granted. Yet, in 
line with Khrushchev’s general approach, criticism had to be con¬ 
structive and loyal: that is, it had to reinforce the values of the 
leadership and promote their policies. In combination with these 
decentralizing moves, there were also moves initiated by the centre 
to revitalize the party. In October 1961 a new set of party rules 
were adopted by the 22nd Congress.32 The most important change 
was article 25. In full it states that: 

During the elections of party organs, the principle of a 
systematic renewal of their membership and the succession 
of leadership is observed. At each successive election, the 
membership of the cc of the cpsu and the Praesidium is 
renewed by at least 'Ath. Members of the Praesidium are 
elected, as a rule, to no more than three successive terms. 
Some party leaders, by virtue of their acknowledged author¬ 
ity or high political, organizational or other qualities, can be 
elected to the leading organs for an extended term . . . The 
membership of cc of union republic cp’s, krai committees, 
and oblast committees is renewed by at least ’A at each 
successive election; membership of okrug, city and raion 
committees and of party committees of primary party organ¬ 
izations by V2. In the process members of these leading 
party organs can be elected for not more than three suc¬ 
cessive terms. Secretaries of primary party organizations can 
be elected at no more than two successive convocations.33 

This compulsory rotation and renewal of party offices was designed 
to increase turnover, and prevent unresponsive officials from ob¬ 
structing the reforms. 

Khrushchev also inaugurated significant reforms of the mechan¬ 
isms of popular control over the party-state machinery. The period 
between 1953 and 1962 saw a good deal of debate and discussion 
about the proper shape and functions of popular control over both 
party and state agencies.3' The eventual outcome was the formation 
of a new Party-State Control Committee (an echo of Lenin’s rabkrin) 

in December 1962, with extensive powers to check on the work of 
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party and state officials.35 It was composed of party members, and 

also “representatives of TU and Komsomol organizations, of the 

press, and comrades of authority from among workers, kolkhozniki 

and intellectuals”.36 These latter two initiatives illustrate how 

Khrushchev attempted to combine central-directed policies with 

lower-level autonomy to invigorate the work of the party. 

Khrushchev’s interpretation of the “leading role of the party” 

replicated the enduring tension between the party’s vanguard role 

— leader, guide, teacher - and its day-to-day role in the running of 

the system. The combined effect of Khrushchev’s political changes 

was to place the party at the heart of the Soviet system once more. 

But in doing this Khrushchev extended and deepened the party’s 

interventionist role. In other words the vanguard role was reinter¬ 

preted to reflect the party’s position as the instrument of policy¬ 

making, implementation and oversight. The root cause of this lay in 

Khrushchev’s prioritization of the practical tasks facing the cpsu of 

increasing production, both in terms of quality and quantity, and of 

promoting popular participation in the administration of the system 

at lower levels. This also affected the ideological arena. Khrushchev 

sought to increase the levels of ideological instruction within both 

the party and wider Soviet society, and to infuse the content with a 

much more practical, less abstract content. How did this evolve in 

practice? 

In political terms, the party was to direct the work of the mass of 

volunteers and part-time officials who were drawn into local ad¬ 

ministration, mobilizing them to undertake key tasks. In the morass 

of overlapping relationships between volunteers, departments of 

local Soviets, party members and party officials, it was clear that the 

party continued to dominate.3' The economic developments were 

more complex. In seeking to reduce the powers of the central 

ministries in Moscow, Khrushchev decentralized decision-making 

to lower levels in the hierarchy, while increasing the authority of 

the party to intervene in economic affairs. For instance, in the 

agricultural sphere after 1953 Khrushchev attempted to simplify 

the multiple lines of authority by increasing the input of the dis¬ 

trict party secretary, initially abolishing the political departments of 

the Machine Tractor Stations, and abolishing them altogether in 

1958. This was extended in 1962 when the party was bifurcated 

into agricultural and industrial sections, allowing for more detailed 
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functional specialization by party secretaries in a given locality. 

This amounted to the creation of two parallel structures within each 

party organization, whose function was to manage industrial and 

agricultural production.38 As the preamble to the decree of Novem¬ 
ber 1962 states: 

In our day the party is required not only to come up with the 

right slogan in time but also to give skilful daily concrete 

guidance to production, to the development of industry, 
agriculture and all branches of the economy.39 

In sum, the particular interpretation of the leading role of the party 

which evolved under Khrushchev represents an interesting attempt 

to balance elite-directed expertise with (mobilized) popular parti¬ 

cipation. The interesting innovation in this respect is that the higher 

communist consciousness of the members of the vanguard was 

interpreted as not just being equipped with the scientific Marxist- 

Leninist worldview, but with practical, detailed knowledge and 

skills to enable close guidance of social, economic and political 

processes. This was another manifestation of technocratic Soviet 
socialism in action. 

State and society under Khrushchev: a withering away 

of the state? 

The relations between state and society after 1953 were profoundly 

altered by the abandonment of mass terror, and the downgrading 

of the role of the kgb in the day-to-day operation of the system. 

This caused the leadership to explore ways in which to renegotiate 

this relationship, retaining the dominant position of the party-state 

organs, while promoting stability and security for the population, and 

dynamism and support for the policies of the leaders. The key issue 

was the attempt to transform the patterns of authority, control and 

participation without undermining state control of social processes. 

Coercion, legality and the rule of law 

The abandonment of mass terror should not disguise the continued 

use of coercion and selective terror by the state. Although many 
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camp inmates were released after 1953, elements of the Gulag sys¬ 

tem remained. The category of “political crimes” remained, although 

it was much more restrictive. The kgb continued its monitoring and 

surveillance of the population, seeking out discrepant voices. Dis¬ 

sent was still suppressed. The Soviet population were only exposed 

to those opinions or works considered to be commensurate with 

the ideals of the post-Stalin leadership. A concerted campaign of 

scientific atheism was accompanied by persecution of the church 

and religious believers. Medvedev & Medvedev have documented 

a variety of measures: closure of churches or conversion of the 

buildings for other purposes (garages in some cases); criminalization 

of religious activity in the 1961 Criminal Code and prohibition 

of religious instruction of minors by either parents or priests.40 

Perhaps the best example of the essentially coercive mindset per¬ 

vading the system came with the extension of the death penalty 

in 1961. In the 1958 Criminal Code, the death penalty was restricted 

to the offence of treason. It was soon extended to cover a variety 

of economic crimes: currency speculation, black-market opera¬ 

tions. Also in May 1961, the policy of internal exile was revived 

for “parasites” (an ill-defined term covering nefarious semi-legal 

activities).41 
The reduction in terror was combined with a growth in “legal¬ 

ity”. In the same way that the abandonment of mass terror did not 

eradicate the selective use of terror, so the restoration of legality 

did not equate to the rule of law. The new Criminal Code in 1958 

created “Socialist Legality”: the legal system was placed on a more 

regular, predictable, systematic footing ending the arbitrariness of 

the Stalinist era, while the party remained essentially above the law. 

The new code instituted a number of key reforms: 

• sentences could only be passed by the official court system; 

• confessions were no longer enough for a conviction; 

• penalties were reduced (maximum imprisonment from 25 

years to 15, minimum from 1 year to 3 months); 

• defendants were innocent until proven guilty; 

• the number of cases tried in secret was reduced; 

• age of criminal responsibility was raised from 14 to 16; 

• measures were taken to increase the professionalism of the 

legal practitioners.42 
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Although these changes were subject to constant revision and inter¬ 

ference by the political authorities, they did mark a substantial 

change for the better for the mass of the Soviet people. The 

ambiguous nature of the changes - neither full-blown terror, nor 

rule of law - reflect the complex forces shaping the relationship 
between state and society in the ussr after 1953. 

The growth of public self-government 

Perhaps the most innovative feature of the Khrushchevite approach 

to societal management was the stress laid upon popular parti¬ 

cipation in the administration of localities, neighbourhoods and 

workplaces. At the elite level, the work of the Supreme Soviet 

remained formalistic and ritualized in the main. More significant 

change occurred lower down the hierarchy. The objective was to 

channel the enthusiasm and energy of the population into the work 

of the existing state and public organizations - tus, local Soviets, 

Komsomol — and also to supplement their work by creating new 

social bodies and public organizations. A number of initiatives are 

worthy of mention. Comrades’ courts were created by local Soviets 

or trade unions in order to try minor infringements of the law. The 

12 members of each court would meet after work in enterprises 

and impose fines or sanctions on convicted transgressors.43 New 

departments comprised wholly of volunteers were assigned to local 

Soviets to undertake specific tasks: volunteer militias, cinemas, 

libraries, tree-planting, resolving housing problems, cultural pro¬ 

vision and so on. Many volunteers were assigned to existing depart¬ 

ments of Soviets and party committees. More encouragement was 

given to citizens to air their views, communicate with party officials 

and write to newspapers about problems and shortcomings. Many 

of these initiatives met with patchy success. The comrades’ courts 

often became vehicles for the settlement of petty vendettas. Other 

volunteer departments appeared to be unable to effect any significant 
change in the life of localities.44 

On one level, the purpose of this was clear: as a means of in¬ 

stilling dynamism into the system by tapping into the embers of the 

revolutionary enthusiasm and civic mindedness of the population. 

In drawing large numbers of people into the administrative functions 

of the state, it appeared to prefigure the eventual withering away 
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of the state and its replacement with the public self-government of 

the people. Viewed from another perspective, it was part of the 

development of a more complex form of social control. The regime 

maintained its essentially mobilizational approach, channelling 

popular activity into regime-sponsored goals (e.g. the Virgin Lands 

scheme) or into politically “safe” areas, where they did not affect 

the party’s exercise of power. Many volunteer activities were devel¬ 

oped to make good the deficiencies of local Soviets, and so helped 

to improve the standards of living of the population, ameliorating 

any discontent. Finally, popular enthusiasm was also mobilized as 

part of Khrushchev’s overall strategy to supervise and check on the 

work of the party-state bureaucracy, to make it more responsive to 

his initiatives. The ultimate end of all this popular participation and 

activity has been succinctly summarized by Walicki. He argues that 

the aim of this increased role for public organizations, 

was a vision with solid Marxist credentials, but [it was] a 

caricature. The aim was to create a voluntary conformist 

society free of conflicting interests . . . [He] wished to re¬ 

duce the role of violence, but only on the condition that 

state enforced conformity would be replaced by a deeply 

internalised conformism capable of mobilising the masses 

for the active, enthusiastic and voluntary pursuit of cen¬ 

trally prescribed goals.45 

Taken together, these initiatives encapsulate the ambiguous and 

complex nature of state-society relations under Khrushchev, in 

which there were measures of centralization and decentralization, 

populism and technocratic expertise, voluntary initiative and coer¬ 

cive pressure. There were echoes of the Leninist approach in much 

of Khrushchev’s programme: the party-state control committee, 

mobilization of public organizations for state goals, encouraging 

(limited) criticism from below, as well as the tendency to favour 

technocratic, specialist advice and knowledge. Yet there were many 

features common to the whole Soviet period as McAuley identifies: 

a stress on personnel as the key resource, an emphasis on 

the importance of party-mindedness, and the commitment 

to party values by those who were running education, cul¬ 

ture and the legal system.46 
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The politics of Khrushchevism produced a further synthesis of elite 
direction and popular mobilization. 

Socio-cultural developments: equality, atheism and 
peaceful co-existence 

The policy of de-Stalinization sought to remove the perceived 

excesses or distorted accretions of the Stalinist system. In socio¬ 

cultural terms, Stalinism had produced an hierarchical, elitist, 

inegalitarian social structure, with a cultural matrix dominated by 

conservatism, tradition, Socialist Realism and Russian nationalism. 

The impulse underlying these developments was to bolster the 

stability of the system, and to promote the immediate economic 

goals of the state. As the process of de-Stalinization unfolded, the 

need to impart dynamism and to mobilize the population necess¬ 

itated a rethink of the Stalinist approach. The question was the 

manner and extent to which Khrushchev would address the socio¬ 

cultural legacy he inherited. Would he reorient the system in the 

direction of egalitarianism and a radical, collectivist, internationalist 

agenda, reviving the emancipatory, radical wing of early Bolshevism? 

Or would he merely adapt and modify the “excesses”, while retaining 

the orthodox Bolshevik commitment to technocracy, modernization, 
inequality, privilege and productivism? 

Equality and Khrushchev: the promotion of less inequality 

Khrushchev’s approach to the questions of equality - both material 

and social — marks a distinct break with the Stalinist programme, 

without undermining or destroying the edifice of privilege that had 

evolved after 1917. Khrushchev’s policies contained a much stronger 

egalitarian thrust, although measures in other areas actually rein¬ 

forced tendencies towards privilege and inequality, once more high¬ 

lighting the ambiguous, paradoxical nature of the Khrushchev era. 

In terms of material equality, a number of measures were intro¬ 

duced to make the system fairer, to reduce marked inequalities and 

make the lives of the mass of the people less harsh and austere. 

Perhaps the issue of most pressing concern for the Soviet people 

was housing. The devastation inflicted by the Nazis, coupled with 
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rapid urbanization had placed an unbearable burden on the hous¬ 

ing stock. In 1955 Khrushchev undertook a massive programme 

of house-building, concentrated primarily in the state and co¬ 

operative sector in order to benefit those at the lower-end of the 

social scale. The total floor space rose from 25 million sq.m in 1955 

to 62.4 million sq.m, in 1965. Additionally, the regime reduced the 

levels of communal apartments, opening the way for newly-weds 

to move into their own apartments.47 In terms of material remu¬ 

neration, the thrust was to reduce differentials. The 1956 Wages 

Reform sought to simplify the payment of wages.48 A new bonus 

system was implemented, which reduced the high levels of bonuses 

that had been awarded to managers. Wage differentials were nar¬ 

rowed by reducing the use of piece-rates. A minimum wage was 

introduced. Probably the greatest beneficiaries of the policies to 

upgrade welfare provision were the pensioners. In 1956 a maximum 

pension was set (2,000 roubles per month at the All-Union level, 

compared with the average wage of 720 roubles).49 Some inroads 

into the privileges and prerogatives of the elites had been made. 

In spite of these measures to reduce differentials, the system 

remained an inegalitarian, privileged one. While Khrushchev at¬ 

tempted to improve the supply of food (and to a lesser extent 

consumer goods) to the population, and also abolished elements of 

privilege for party officials, the essential features of privilege were 

untouched. High salaries continued to be a secret. Restricted access 

to certain goods remained. Foreign currency shops were revived. 

Attempts to abolish the practice of “second jobs” were abandoned 

in the face of fierce opposition from vested interests.50 It is in the 

field of educational reform that the ambiguities of the Khrushchevite 

approach are most evident. The thrust of his reforms were twofold. 

First, to increase the representation of children from worker and 

peasant backgrounds in the upper levels of secondary school, 

and in Higher Education. Secondly, to tie education more closely to 

the productive demands of the economy. 
Khrushchev’s attempts to facilitate access took a number of forms, 

although many measures remained on paper. The fees imposed by 

Stalin for study in the upper years of secondaiy school (essential to 

progress to Higher Education) were abolished, along with fees 

for Higher Education study. These measures were extended when 

Khrushchev decided to adopt a more proactive strategy. Universities 
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and local he institutes were to set aside a quota of places for young 

persons engaged in production and encourage more part-time 

students. Khrushchev then abolished the upper forms of secondary 

school in order to push all 15-year-olds directly into production 

for two years. Those candidates wishing to go on to he had to 

undertake further study in their own time: by evening courses, 

correspondence courses and so on. Although some progress was 

made in reducing the privileged position of children from white- 

collar, professional backgrounds and in increasing representation 

from the manual strata, the achievements failed to meet Khrushchev’s 

expectations. Some had unintended negative consequences. Pre¬ 

ferential access to he for candidates with prior work experience 

adversely affected the ability of many women to go on to he. Many 

of the reforms were not implemented, or were opposed by various 
groups in society.51 

Between 1956 and 1961, the state engaged in a substantial ex¬ 

pansion of the boarding school sector.52 This initiative combined 

many of the themes underpinning social policy under Khrushchev. 

These schools were designed to combine the inculcation of com¬ 

munist moral norms with practical training for work in the economy. 

It was felt that the boarding school option achieved a number of 

objectives. A longer teaching day prolonged the exposure of the 

children to the educational process. Moreover, the boarding school 

released both parents into the workforce, to contribute to the pro¬ 

ductive aims of the state. It was also a measure with an egalitarian 

thrust: the children targetted were those, in Kaiser’s words, “de¬ 

prived of normal parental care. Priority of admission is given to 

children of widows, unmarried mothers, and invalid parents, and 

to others in need of care”.53 In tandem with these more egalitarian 

aspirations, the educational reforms also set up more specialist, 

elitist academies: sciences, languages, ballet, sport, arts and others 

to foster excellence and specialization from an early age (usually 

ten or eleven). Unsurprisingly, entrance to these schools was highly 

competitive, and the selection process was permeated with corrupt 

practices, favouring the children of the elite.54 Once more, social 

policy combined measures to reduce inequality with measures that 
increased privilege. 

The question of equality for women was, in official terms, 

“solved”. However, as Khrushchev attempted to increase the levels 
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of political participation in the system, this entailed exploring the 

issue of female political participation, and the circumstances 

hindering this. Buckley, Lapidus and others have documented how 

the Khrushchev leadership became concerned with the position of 

women in practice, although the aim was to mobilize them as a 

political group to promote de-Stalinization, rather than the promo¬ 

tion of emancipatory measures per seP The problem for the regime 

was that de-Stalinization imposed contradictory demands. Politically 

it meant mobilizing women, for political activity. Economically, it 

meant promoting more efficient productive working practices among 

women. Demographically, it required large families to increase the 

birth-rate. Abortion was relegalized to allow women to play a more 

central role in public life, yet it was not fully publicized because the 

regime realized the importance of maintaining the birth-rate.^’ 

The issue of women’s participation was promoted through the 

creation of separate organizations for women: the Women’s Coun¬ 

cils or Zhensovety? These organizations were created at the oblast, 

krai and raion levels, and were situated within different organs: 

factories, farms, offices, etc. They were designed as part of the 

process of drawing women into active political life, educating them 

and promoting female productive activity. However this activity 

was channelled into regime-defined areas. As with the growth of 

other public self-organizations, their autonomy was restricted by 

party “direction” and “guidance”. They had a number of different 

sections - production, culture, daily life - which promoted party 

policy in each of these areas. In other words they were a mo- 

bilizational resource for the party. Although, as Buckley argues, 

Khrushchev’s innovations were important in legitimizing the idea 

of separate women’s organizations under socialism (a move that 

had caused grave misgivings in the party after the revolution), the 

material position of women was substantially unaltered.58 In 

the words of Filtzer, 

the position of women in the home or in industry altered 

little over the course of the 1950’s and 1960’s. Indeed the 

problems of low pay, marginalisation into manual and low- 

skilled jobs, harsh working conditions and the unequal 

sexual division of labour within the home appear as press¬ 

ing today as they did 30 years ago.59 
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The normative basis of socialism under Khrushchev 

What sort of values would the post-Stalin regime espouse? The 

Stalin regime had focused on national ideals, rather than prolet¬ 

arian internationalism, on personal success and individual heroism 

rather than collectivism, and had reached an accommodation with 

the church after 1941, mitigating its scientific atheism. These values 

were propagated as the regime sought stability and consolidation 

after the traumas of collectivization and industrialization. Yet it also 

retained a strong emphasis on productivism and constructivism. 

Similarly, the Khrushchev regime sought to synthesize a set of 

values that fostered the immediate goals of the state - repudiation 

of the Stalinist legacy, the promotion of economic and political 

change and the maintenance of social control and the authority of 

the cpsu - while attempting to foster cultural and educational forms 

appropriate to a socialist state. These overlapping aims help to 

explain why the Khrushchevite approach appeared to combine more 

liberal”, innovative forms with at times coercive and restrictive 

policies, as the regime sought to balance the competing claims of 
change and stabilization. 

In the field of education, the changes to the curriculum were 

driven by, on the one hand, a desire to make the content more 

practical and vocational, creating a more qualified and skilled 

workforce and, on the other, by a desire to increase the ideological 

content, to upgrade the provision of political education at all levels 

of the system. The vocational content was part of a package of 

reforms that have become known as the “polytechnical era”. Rosen 

has identified the core elements, as the regime attempted to com¬ 

bine general secondary education with industrial training. There 

were three aspects: (a) teaching the relationship of various theoret¬ 

ical subjects to their practical application in industrial processes; 

(b) teaching the fundamentals of production; (c) teaching voca¬ 
tional skills.60 

Undergraduates were also expected to undertake a greater de¬ 

gree of practical training as part of their degree. Even the activities 

of the agitprop (Department of Agitation and Propaganda) workers, 

were directed at combining orthodox ideological indoctrination with 

more practical discussions. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the 

regime undertook a concerted attempt to step up its propaganda 

296 



SO CIO-CULTURAL DEVELOPMENTS 

activities, training an increased number of propagandists in its party 

schools and stepping up the ideological education of the populace. 

Evening universities of Marxism-Leninism were set up. In I960, 

“People’s Universities” were created, providing adult education pro¬ 

grammes. Alongside the more formal lectures dealing with Histmat 

and Diamat, or the history of the cpsu, there were more informal 

and practical discussions on labour, technology and so on.61 In 

other words, they attempted to combine ideological instruction and 

technical education, integrating and cementing Soviet society behind 

the goals of the party while promoting the economic moderniza¬ 

tion of the state. 
These measures were furthered by the attack on the church and 

established religion undertaken by Khrushchev, emphasizing the 

coercive and illiberal streak running through this era. A physical 

campaign to close churches, persecute the clergy and prevent 

religious education was inaugurated in 1959, and evolved into a 

propaganda movement for scientific atheism, stepping up atheistic 

education at all levels.62 This was not a purely destructive move¬ 

ment. A series of alternative secular rituals were created to replace 

the religious rites of birth, marriage and death. The symbols of 

space, technology and science were mobilized in an attempt to 

displace the hold of religious belief in the popular imagination, 

and to bolster the cpsu as the party of modernization, science and 

rationalism. Lenin and the October revolution were increasingly 

mythologized as the regime searched for a set of credible alterna¬ 

tive icons to those provided by the church. The purpose of these 

twin campaigns - atheism and secularization - has been expertly 

summarized by Stites: 

One reason for this dual campaign was the perceived and 

real revival of religious activity among believers . . . Another 

was the obvious decline of ideology and gradual erosion of 

the memory of the revolution. This, together with the loosen¬ 

ing of the repression apparatus of fear and terror led the 

regime to seek a new social cement. . . The anti-religious 

and ritual movements were, with the popularisation of space 

travel . . . part of a “remodernisation” movement launched 

by the regime to counter the effects of wartime religious 

emotionalism and the fantasy world Stalin had built.'13 
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The assault on religion also produced an attempt to promote a 

secular communist moral code that emphasized collectivism, self- 

sacrifice and devotion to the communist cause. Although the 

Khrushchev era did not wholly repudiate the Stalinist focus on 

individuals as bearers of regime values and role models (e.g. Gagarin 

and the other cosmonauts), it did evince a more collectivist ethos. 

The principles of the moral code were published in 1961 as part of 
the Third Party Programme. They were: 

• devotion to the communist cause; love of the socialist mother¬ 
land and of the other socialist countries; 

• conscientious labour for the good of society - he who does 
not work, neither shall he eat; 

• concern on the part of everyone for the preservation and 
growth of public wealth; 

• a high sense of public duty; intolerance of actions harmful to 
the public interest; 

• collectivism and comradely mutual assistance: one for all and 
all for one; 

• humane relations and mutual respect between individuals - 
man is to man a friend, comrade and brother; 

• honesty and truthfulness, moral purity, modesty and unpre¬ 
tentiousness in social and private life; 

• mutual respect in the family, and concern for the upbringing 
of children; 

• an uncompromising attitude to injustice, parasitism, dishon¬ 
esty, careerism and money-grubbing; 

• friendship and brotherhood among all peoples of the ussr; 

intolerance of national and racial hatred; 

• an uncompromising attitude to the enemies of communism, 
peace and the freedom of nations; 

• fraternal solidarity with the working people of all countries, 
and with all peoples.64 

The key component stressed by Soviet scholars was the first prin¬ 

ciple: devotion to the communist cause.65 This highlights the persist¬ 

ence of constructivism in Soviet discourse: the ability to consciously 

mould the outlook and actions of the Soviet people, and also how 

in all these fields (social policy, education, morality) the defining 

principle was the maintenance of the authority of the party. 
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The tension between repudiating Stalin’s legacy and promoting 

change emerged most clearly in the literary field. With the death of 

Stalin, the parameters of acceptable criticism expanded, as did the 

number of politically acceptable topics. There were no uniform 

patterns during this period. Literary “thaws” would be followed 

by “freezes”, followed by a further “thaw” and so on. The roots 

of these oscillations lie only partially in the ambiguities of de- 

Stalinization.66 The twists and turns of state policy also reflected the 

divisions within the Union of Soviet Writers (usw): some individuals 

wished to explore new ideas, forms and conventions; many re¬ 

mained conservative proponents of stultifying Stalinist socialist 

realism. The institutional relationship between the usw and the cc 

Secretariat, publishing houses and editors of journals and news¬ 

papers was a constantly changing one. The publication of various 

pieces was the outcome of a complex series of individual negotia¬ 

tions between these actors, within a broad intellectual atmosphere 

established by the party. Lastly, literary policy was at the whim of 

the impulsive Khrushchev. He is reported on one occasion to have 

shaken the First Secretary of the usw by the lapels after literary 

output went beyond the limits Khrushchev wished to set for it.6 

The trouble for the political leadership and for the heads of 

the politico-literary-ideological complex was attempting to keep 

anti-Stalinist literature within a framework that did not attack the 

basis of the system itself. Although the themes of socialist realism 

still dominated official culture, new works and writers began to 

challenge this orthodoxy. The flagship of the literary renaissance 

was Novyi Mir (a monthly journal) under the editorship of Alexan¬ 

der Tvardovsky. He published a number of works - including 

Solzhenitsyn’s explosive One day in the life of Ivan Denisovich — 

and although he was dismissed in 1954, he was reinstated in 1958. 

Ehrenburg published his short novel The Thaw, outlining the con¬ 

trasting fortunes of two writers: a defender of orthodoxy and a non¬ 

conformist. New poetry by Evtushenko and Vosnesensky explored 

the boundaries of the acceptable. Political satire - albeit directed at 

party-identified targets - mushroomed as the number of legitimate 

subjects for ridicule increased. One of the most interesting develop¬ 

ments was the rapid increase in popular works of science fiction. 

The technological advances of the 1950s, in particular the space race, 

were adopted by the regime to highlight the essential superiority of 
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socialism over capitalism, and to communicate once more the 

imminence of the communist era, a theme developed in the Third 
Party Programme.68 

The attempt to remould the consciousness and worldview of 

the Soviet population in the post-1953 era across these disparate 

fields - education, morality, culture - gave rise to a deeper dissatisfac¬ 

tion with the orthodox Stalinist interpretation of Soviet Marxism- 

Leninism. A wide-ranging intellectual renewal began in 1955-6. 

It was designed to purge Soviet history, philosophy and literary 

policy of its Stalinist dogmas and to breathe new life into the ideo¬ 

logical basis of party rule, legitimizing the reforms undertaken by 

Khrushchev at home, and consolidating the leading position of the 

ussr in the international socialist camp. The years between 1956 and 

1961 were highly fertile ones. A new philosophy textbook - Osnovy 

marksizma-leninizma (Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism) - was 
produced. A new History of the CPSUreplaced the infamous Stalinist 

Short Course”. A Declaration of the Eighty-One Communist and 

Workers Parties in I960 affirmed the leading position of the cpsu. In 

1961, the Third Party Programme was drawn up. The theoretical 
innovations are analyzed more fully below. 

The Soviet view of the world also shifted under Khrushchev. 

This was the cause of great ideological dispute both within the ussr 

itself (between Stalinist hardliners and de-Stalinizers) and within 

the socialist camp, principally between the ussr and the Chinese. 

Khrushchev s elaboration of the doctrines of peaceful co-existence, 

of a non-violent road to socialism and that war was no longer 

inevitable evoked a great deal of ideological dispute. Khrushchev’s 

opponents argued that he had moved away from the fundamentals 

of Marxism-Leninism in the international sphere, prioritizing the 

interests of humanity over those of the international proletariat and 

denying the universality of the proletarian revolution as the motor 
of history. 

Khrushchev’s ideas were elaborated in his main report to the 
20th Congress in February 1956, 

The Leninist principle of peaceful coexistence of states with 

different social systems has always been and remains the 

general line of our country’s foreign policy. . . When we 

say that the socialist system will win in the competition 
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between the two systems - the capitalist and the socialist - 

this by no means signifies that its victory will be achieved 

through armed interference by the socialist countries in 

the internal affairs of capitalist countries. Our certainty of the 

victory of communism is based on the fact that the socialist 

mode of production possesses decisive superiority over the 

capitalist mode of production.69 

Many of the themes put forward by Khrushchev revive the ideas of 

Bukharin from the 1920s. His argument for peaceful co-existence 

was based on the application of the class struggle to the realities of 

the nuclear era. A nuclear conflict would destroy the globe. The 

foreign policy of the ussr had to take account of this in framing 

its relations with the capitalist states. The class struggle between 

capitalism and socialism on a global scale had to embrace a variety 

of measures, but stop short of fomenting military conflicts. This 

revised the fundamental Leninist precept about the inevitability of 

war in the imperialist age. War had to be avoided. The distinctive 

feature of Khrushchev’s conception of co-existence was that the 

various forms of engagement would not necessarily be conflictual, 

although in practice active support was given to Third World 

struggles. Co-existence under Khrushchev would be peaceful and 

competitive rather than hostile, opening the way for elements of 

co-operation between the two systems.70 
Khrushchev placed economic competition between capitalism 

and socialism at the centre of Soviet foreign policy, reviving the 

views of many Soviet theorists from the 1920s. The balance of 

power in the world would be tilted inexorably in favour of social¬ 

ism through a demonstration of the economic superiority of the 

latter. The non-European states would be attracted to socialism 

through its higher growth rates, increased economic efficiency and 

greater material abundance. The ussr would also actively seek to 

influence this process, through programmes of foreign aid to newly 

industrializing, post-colonial countries. Over time, the globe would 

become increasingly socialist, until the eventual final victory of 

socialism.71 
In one sense this was an orthodox interpretation of Marxist- 

Leninist international relations. Socialism would eventually and in¬ 

evitably replace capitalism. Conversely, Khrushchev’s interpretation 
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of peaceful co-existence also brought in new ideas. The implication 

of projecting the class struggle as economic competition (in similar 

fashion to Bukharin advocating the class struggle under nep as a 

form of economic competition between capitalism and socialism in 

the Soviet countryside) was that the idea of revolution by force of 

arms, or exporting revolution through an armed struggle was aban¬ 

doned. The attraction of the Soviet mode of production, the variety 

of national cultures, economies and political systems meant that a 

diversity of forms of transition to socialism were now possible, 

including peaceful, non-violent, parliamentary transitions.72 

Interestingly, Khrushchev’s ideas also transformed Stalin’s essen¬ 

tially nationalistic approach. Stalin’s promotion of “Socialism in one 

country”, and his advocacy of Russian nationalism identified the 

interests of the international proletariat with the interests of the 

Soviet state, and prioritized the latter. Khrushchev revived the es¬ 

sence of the Stalinist approach, while removing the Russian nation¬ 

alist strand. The crucial factor in the concept of peaceful co-existence 

was to promote the performance of the domestic Soviet economy. 

All interests of the communist bloc had to be sacrificed for this 

objective. This established the ussr as the dominant part of the 

communist bloc, and prioritized its interests, maintaining the iden¬ 

tity of proletarian internationalism with Soviet national interests.73 

The evolving view of the world - part Leninist, part Stalinist, part 

Khrushchevite - stands as an ideal metaphor for the transitory and 

ambiguous nature of the Khrushchev era as a whole. Its approach 

to matters of social and cultural policy attempted to repudiate parts 

oi the Stalinist legacy, to revive elements of Leninism and so create 

a new synthesis of the two. Although Khrushchev’s achievements 

in this field were perhaps the most impressive of all the fields he 

was working in, much remained undone on his removal from power 
in 1964. 

The economics of Khrushchevism 

Economic transformation was central to Khrushchev’s programme. 

But the nature and direction of this transformation was problem¬ 

atic. Many factors had to be balanced. Alleviation of Stalinist auster¬ 

ity requiied measures to increase the supply of food and consumer 
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goods. The cold war required investment in defence and heavy 

industries, and in military technology. Economic competition with 

the West compelled the leadership to demonstrate the superiority 

of the Soviet economy. Announcing the imminent transition to 

communism could only be validated in practice through greater 

efficiency, technological advance and material abundance. The 

choice of economic policy was also determined by the politics of 

the leadership struggle. Each of the candidates adopted a set of 

policy priorities (agriculture, heavy industry, consumer goods), and 

entered coalitions to acquire power and outmanoeuvre opponents. 

Khrushchev’s general approach was to prioritize the agricultural 

sector, while providing a greater degree of balance between light 

and heavy industry, without abandoning the traditional commit¬ 

ment to the latter. What was unclear after 1953 was the extent to 

which the economic reforms would fundamentally transform the 

economic basis of Stalinist socialism, or would merely tinker with 

its internal functioning or shift its priorities without changing its 

essential features. 

Khrushchev and Soviet agriculture 

Khrushchev tied himself to the improvement of the Soviet agricul¬ 

tural sector in the leadership struggle after 1953- In opposition to 

Malenkov, who favoured increasing the supplies of consumer goods 

(fridges, televisions, cars, etc.), Khrushchev emphasized the im¬ 

portance of increasing food supplies to improve the day-to-day lives 

of the Soviet people. The problems he faced were enormous. Chronic 

underinvestment, the lack of a viable incentive structure, poor in¬ 

frastructure (transport, storage, etc.), technological backwardness and 

excessive bureaucratic control had produced an agricultural sector 

with endemic low productivity. Khrushchev’s reforms of Soviet 

agriculture were ambitious, grandiose plans that ultimately failed 

to meet the expectations he aroused. The details of the reforms 

and their successes and failures have been well documented else¬ 

where.74 Within the analytical framework of this work, Khrushchev’s 

changes retained the essential structure of Soviet agriculture created 

by Stalin, although significant changes were introduced in certain 

areas. 
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The structure of Soviet agriculture 

The basic organizational unit of Soviet agriculture remained the 

kolkhoz or collective farm. The rationalization and merger of the kol- 

khozy, which had begun in 1950, was accelerated under Khrushchev. 

Simultaneously, there were also moves to convert kolkhozy into 

sovkhozy or state farms (ideologically the latter structure was pre¬ 

ferred by the state, as state property was considered to be superior 

to group property). By 1958 there were 69 100 (larger) kolkhozy 

(compared with 125 000 in 1950).75 The wider organizational picture 

underwent significant change. Initially moves were made to shift 

the locus of decision-making further down the hierarchy and to 

increase the autonomy of the farms in their production decisions. A 

decree of March 1955 sought to enable the kolkhoz to have a greater 

say in its internal production affairs. The Agricultural Ministry in 

Moscow lost much of its power to oversee the sector as a whole.76 

The most important developments were the changes in the func¬ 

tions of the mts from 1953 until their abolition in 1958. They lost 

their political supervisory role, and became more closely linked to 

the productive process. More qualified agronomic personnel were 

assigned to the mts, and the mts director was supposed to work 

with the kolkhoz farm chairman in meeting the delivery obligations 

of kolkhoz. Having upgraded the authority of the party to supervise 

the work in the countiyside, it was decided in 1958 that there was 

no longer a role for the mts, which was subsequently abolished. 

The farm machinery was sold to the kolkhozy,77 The decentralizing 

thrust was not applied consistently. In 1962, recentralizing meas¬ 

ures - embodied in the creation of Territorial Production Agencies 

- were introduced. Further reorganizations (recentralizing ones) 

were planned just before Khrushchev was removed.78 In sum, the 

structure of the system remained centralized, subject to bureau¬ 

cratic and political interventions and incapable of generating 
genuine autonomy for the farms. 

The operation of Soviet agriculture: plant more, 

plough more, pay more 

The attempts to increase agricultural output followed a twin track 

approach. Measures were adopted to address the internal operation 

of the system: attempting to increase productivity through altering 
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the system of incentives, increasing the use of mechanization, agri¬ 

cultural techniques, fertilizer and so on. As with other aspects of 

Khrushchev’s rule, it was one step forwards, two steps backwards. 

In the immediate aftermath of Stalin’s death, procurement quotas 

were reduced, and the prices paid by the state increased. Taxes on 

farmers were reduced. Restrictions on private plots were lessened, 

so that by 1958 peasant private plots had no compulsory delivery 

obligations. The regime began to develop concerns about the growth 

of incomes from private plots, and so restrictions were reimposed. 

This stop-start, haphazard approach to the agricultural sector failed 

to generate a coherent system of incentives, as the reforms stopped 

well short of marketization and the introduction of profit and loss 

economic measures. Other reforms - in particular the abolition of 

the mts that impoverished many farms and left them unable to employ 

or repair their farm machinery - undercut the thrust of these changes. 

The state also undertook a series of campaigns to increase out¬ 

put through extensive ploughing, planting, and rearing of livestock. 

The most famous of these campaigns was the Virgin Lands scheme.79 

This was a mass mobilization campaign to plough up a huge area 

of se European Russia (North Kazakhstan and western Siberia) which 

began in 1954. The new quantity of land cultivated equated, ac¬ 

cording to Nove, to an area the size of Canada^0 Initially the results 

were encouraging. The results could not be sustained, however. 

Soil erosion, inattention to local conditions, climatic unsuitability, 

and waning popular enthusiasm all contributed to a declining yield. 

In the short-term it was successful. In the long-term it was irrel¬ 

evant, as it failed to address the structural operational causes of 

Soviet agricultural failure. Another campaign - to extend the plant¬ 

ing of maize - was less successful, for similar reasons.1"1 Other cam¬ 

paigns to increase the use of fertilizer and the levels of mechanization 

also met with patchy success. 
Khrushchev set out ambitious targets for agriculture. The 7 Year 

Plan for agriculture, adopted in 1958, should have increased output 

by 70 per cent by 1965. In 1963, the harvest was so bad that grain 

had to be imported from the West. Although the 1964 harvest was 

much better, the damage to Khrushchev’s personal and political 

authority had been done. These failures were a substantial part of 

Khrushchev’s removal from office in October 1964. The reasons for 

the failures are many-sided, and too complex to do justice to here.1,2 
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What is noteworthy is that while these measures did bring some 

improvements in agricultural output, in the peasants standard of 

living, and in raising the political profile of Soviet agriculture, they 

merely extended the Stalinist, extensive approach to economic 

development. Rather than moving towards a more efficient, bal¬ 

anced, high productivity rural economy, these campaigns replicated 

the inefficiencies endemic within the system. Efforts to increase the 

technological efficiency of the sector were submerged within 

Khrushchev’s campaigning, mobilizing, populist, interventionist, 
hectoring, Stalinist style. 

Khrushchev and Soviet industry 

In spite of the raised profile of the Soviet agricultural sector, indus¬ 

trial development remained the lodestar of the Soviet economy. 

Expansion of the industrial economy was central to the process of 

de-Stalinization, and to the domestic and international standing 

of the ussr. The immediate years after 1953 were a period of rapid 

economic growth. Many of the indices of the 5th 5YP (1950-55) 

were exceeded, fuelling the optimism and utopianism that was 

embodied in the Third Party Programme and the proclamation that 

the transition to communism could begin. However, there was a 

significant economic slowdown after I960, which contributed in 

no small measure to his downfall. Industrial developments under 

Khrushchev followed a familiar pattern, mixing an essentially Stalinist 

approach with a partial return to a neo-Leninist type strategy, ac¬ 

complished via a series of organizational changes. 

Economic strategy between 1953 and 1957 was shaped by an 

interaction of political and economic issues. A new (6th) 5YP was 

required. The plan was discussed extensively during 1955 and was 

adopted at the 20th Party Congress in February 1956. It set out a 

traditionally Stalinist set of priorities. Emphasis was laid on growth 

rates, heavy industry (especially metallurgy and energy) and on the 
creation of large-scale projects: 

The primary tasks . . . are to be the continued develop¬ 

ment of heavy and light metallurgy, of the oil, coal and 

chemical industries, accelerated rates of construction of 

power-generating stations, and ensuring the rapid growth 
of machine-building.83 

306 



THE ECONOMICS OF KHRUSHCHEVISM 

At the same time, the shift towards a more consumer-oriented set of 

priorities was highlighted. The means for the achievement of higher 

growth was another synthesis of typically Stalinist strategies with 

post-Stalinist means. The 6th 5YP set out to exploit rapaciously and 

extensively the natural resources and raw materials of the eastern 

regions of the country, as a means of creating the energy producing 

base of the system. This was an extension of the Stalinist extensive 

growth strategy. At the same time, the plan called for moderniza¬ 

tion, technical progress, specialization and the growth of labour 

productivity, that is intensive growth. Khrushchev highlighted 

the importance of learning from the technological developments 

in the West, and of reducing the levels of bureaucracy in the 

economy.84 

Within a year the 6th 5YP had been abandoned. The official 

explanation stated that the plan was flawed, as the levels of invest¬ 

ment set out were infeasible. Whether this explanation was accur¬ 

ate is difficult to judge. The political wranglings behind this decision 

are more easily detectable. The abandonment of this plan saw a 

move by Khrushchev’s opponents to restrict his economic auth¬ 

ority. The appointment of Pervukhin as an economic overseer was 

mooted. Khrushchev hit back with moves to decentralize economic 

authority to the regions, thus disbanding the central economic 

ministries, the power-base of his opponents.8^ When Khrushchev 

prevailed in the struggle with the so-called “anti-Party” group, his 

plans for decentralization - the 1957 sovnarkhozy reforms - were 

implemented (of which more below). In the light of this structural 

change, and of Khrushchev’s ascendancy, a new plan was prepared 

for the 7-year period between 1959-65.86 Embodying the optimistic 

and buoyant atmosphere of economic success and technological 

achievement (Sputnik’s successful launch), this new plan was subject 

to subsequent upward revisions. To what extent did Khrushchev’s 

economic strategy mark a departure from the Stalinist model in 

practice? 

The structure and operation of the economy: sovnarkhozy 

and central planning under Khrushchev 

The sovnarkhoz reforms were the first of a bewildering series of 

changes to the staicture and functioning of the centrally planned 
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economy between 1957 and 1963. Measures to decentralize were 

followed by recentralizing ones. These were chaotic times for 

officials, managers and workers alike, as Khrushchev increasingly 

frantically searched for a way to make the economy responsive. 

The reform failed. The sovnarkhozy were abandoned within a year 

of Khrushchev’s fall, and the central ministries restored. How were 
they supposed to work? 

The political context of this reform has already been set out. The 

economic arguments in favour of decentralizing the economy were 

set out during the February 1957 cc plenum. It was argued that 

the increasingly specialized nature of economic decision-making 

required new organizational and management structures, 

As industry develops, one is confronted with a question of 

increasing urgency: should one continue to proceed in the 

sphere of organisational forms for the management of in¬ 

dustry along the line of a further splintering of technical, 

economic and administrative management by creating at 

the centre a constant succession of new specialised branch 

ministries and departments, or should one, rather, seek 

more flexible forms for managing the economy, forms that 

are better suited to the features peculiar to the given stage 
of development?87 

The sovnarkhoz reforms were a new form of management, appro¬ 

priate to the new stage of development of the Soviet economy, 

building on and replacing the branch system of administration that 

had consolidated under Stalin. A decentralized form of economic 

administration would be more flexible, more responsive and better 

suited to local conditions. It was hoped that it would solve many of 

the problems embedded in the centralized system: departmentalism, 

lack of co-ordination, inflexibility, waste, inefficiency, lack of quality. 

Khrushchev’s reform abolished the majority of the central indus¬ 

trial ministries. In their place 105 regional economic councils (the 

sovnarkhozy, harking back to an earlier Bolshevik economic form 

of management during the civil war) were created. At the same 

time, the powers and functions of gosplan were extended. Its task 

was to co-ordinate the individual plans of each sovnarkhoz, and 

to provide central direction of key economic indicators: prices, 
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supplies, wages. The sovnarkhozy were under the jurisdiction of 

the republican Council of Ministers. Small-scale local industry re¬ 

mained under the control of the local authorities. Initially, all the 

enterprises in the region covered by each sovnarkhoz were subject 

to its direction (save the armament, chemical and electricity branches 

which retained their central ministry)88 As the system evolved, the 

structure of each sovnarkhoz changed. By 1962, each sovnarkhoz 

had developed its own branch form of administration, as well as 

general departments (dealing with labour, wages, personnel, etc.). 

The firma - a conglomeration of a number of enterprises into 

one body - was also developed. The general contours of the 5YP 

were developed at the centre by gosplan. McAuley describes the 

relationship between each enterprise and the sovnarkhoz in the 

planning process, 

In July or August the director would set up a commission 

of leading personnel, party and union representatives to 

work on a project plan for the following year. This would 

be based upon the current indices and the general direc¬ 

tives of the 5YP. The project was then sent to the sovnarkhoz 

to be studied and altered in the light of any further direc¬ 

tives from above, and was returned to the enterprise for 

further suggestions. It then went back to the sovnarkhoz 

for any final alterations and for ratification before being 

presented to the enterprise by the end of December.89 

The sovnarkhoz reforms were themselves reformed a number of 

times after 1957. In I960, co-ordinating agencies were created for 

republics with multiple sovnarkhozy. In 1961, the ussr was divided 

into 17 economic regions, each controlling six sovnarkhozy. In 1962, 

a number of (advisory) state committees were created. Gosplan 

was reorganized twice, and a Supreme Economic Council (vsNich) 

created to co-ordinate the co-ordinating agencies. In 1963, the 

number of sovnarkhozy was reduced to 47. These changes were 

inexorably moving in the direction of re-centralization. Khrushchev 

was removed before any other changes could be introduced!9" 

Did this decentralization change the nature of the Soviet plan¬ 

ning process? The thrust of the Khrushchevite reforms - to create 

a more productive, technological economy, increasingly oriented 
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towards consumers - compelled the planners to attempt measures 
to shift production away from purely physical indicators, and to 
focus instead upon quality, cost-reduction, profitability, greater 
product mix and so on. Managers were given a degree of greater 
autonomy, and various measures of carrot and stick were imple¬ 
mented to make enterprises conform to the latest central initiative.91 
The problem was that these initiatives did not replace the issuing of 
commands based on physical output. They co-existed with them. 
The retention of the setting of physical targets, disaggregated for 
republics, regions and enterprises was not altered. Prices were still 
set centrally, with no regard for consumer demand. Plan fulfilment 
remained the overriding priority for enterprise managers. 

The reforms to the structure and operation of the command 
economy failed. At the heart of their failure lies the fact that they 
were essentially an organizational solution to a systemic problem 
within the centrally planned economy, and were generated partly 
by elite political manoeuvrings. This was no genuine decentraliza¬ 
tion of decision-making. All the problems of the centralized system 
were reproduced at local levels, with the added problems of 
localism, making central co-ordination wellnigh impossible. Each 
sovnarkhoz naturally looked after the interests of that region before 
the wider interests of the economy as a whole. The essence of the 
Stalinist approach to central planning remained. The new added-in 
components merely complicated the planning system further, creat¬ 
ing further dysfunctionalities. The system of priority planning for 
rapid development of a few key sectors had (just about) functioned 
in the 1930s. Trying to adapt this to a modern, complex, techno¬ 
logical economy, based on consumer demand and driven by high 
labour productivity, proved impossible. Policies embodying meas¬ 
ures of economic rationality could not be combined with the Stalinist 
command-administer system. It was one or the other. 

Management and labour under Khrushchev: reviving 
the trade unions? 

The Stalinist system was based upon the harsh exploitation of the 
workers, and the total subordination of the collective organiza¬ 
tions of the workers to the interests of the state. A series of severe 
labour decrees were promulgated, which instituted a regime of 
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strict discipline to prevent labour turnover, absenteeism and the 

like. With the abandonment of mass terror in 1953, the coercive 

labour edifice had also to be dismantled. With what would it be 

replaced? How would the regime seek to motivate and stimulate 

the workers to work harder? What role would the trade unions play 

in the system? Would they remain, as Lenin devised, “transmission 

belts”? Or, would there be a return to an agenda of worker parti¬ 

cipation in factory management? This was a crucial issue for the 

leadership, as an increase in labour productivity was central to 
the economics of de-Stalinization. 

The repeal of Stalinist labour legislation began in 1956. The 

punitive decrees of 1940 and 1941 were removed, allowing workers 

to leave jobs and find another without fear of the consequences. 

Absenteeism was to be dealt with locally by the relevant manager¬ 

ial authorities. Important improvements to workers conditions were 

also made. Wage rates were raised. A minimum wage was intro¬ 

duced. Working hours were shortened. Improvements covered other 

fields as well: maternity rights, holidays, pensions to name but a 

few.92 The following year the state set about putting a more positive 

framework in place. The Model Internal Labour Regulations of 

January 1957 gave the workers a greater degree of job security, 

by creating a graduated series of reprimands and disciplinary meas¬ 

ures before dismissal. Appeals against dismissal were also made 

easier.93 The overall effect fell far short of the principles of the 1922 

Labour Code. These initiatives to create more “liberal” labour legis¬ 

lation inexorably led to a review of the role and structure of the 
trade unions. 

A cc plenum of 16/17 December 1957 addressed the issue of the 

work of the trade unions. Within a framework of increased participa¬ 

tion and authority for the trade unions within the workplace, the 

decree reiterated the traditional Bolshevik rationale of the role of a 
trade union in a socialist society, 

The trade unions are called upon to intensify their work of 

enlisting the working people in the management of pro¬ 

duction, to increase still further the creative initiative and 

activism of the working masses in the building of commun¬ 

ism in our country, and to rally them still more strongly 

behind the communist party. The central task of the trade 
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unions is to mobilise the masses for the struggle for a fur¬ 

ther powerful upswing in all branches of the economy. 

Reforms to the operation of the trade unions covered a number of 

areas. Its overall structure was altered to be more closely configured 

to the institutional architecture of the sovnarkhozy. Within each 

region a new committee - the oblsovsprof - was formed, corres¬ 

ponding to the sovnarkhozy. The central organs were retained, and 

continued to work with the government in formulating policy on 

labour relations. At regional levels, the oblsovsprof were respon¬ 

sible for implementing decisions passed down from above, while 

overseeing the work of the sovnarkhoz concerning safety and 

other issues.9^ 
The cc decree was critical of the failures of union committees to 

defend the rights and positions of workers. Within the factory itself, 

the trade unions were granted greater powers and opportunities 

to participate. The union committee had a greater say in settling 

labour disputes. No worker could be fired without the agreement 

of the union committee. The unions were to have greater powers to 

enforce collective agreements between management and workers. 

Greater consultation over bonuses, wages and other matters was 

instituted.96 Perhaps the major innovation was the creation of a per¬ 

manent production meeting within the factory. These were elected 

bodies of representatives of the trade union, management, engin¬ 

eering and technical personnel, office workers, party and Komsomol 

workers. Their remit was to improve the work of the factory in 

meeting its plan, and also in reducing costs, increasing efficiency 

and so on. A secondary objective was to draw the workers more 

meaningfully into the production process itself.9 The central aim of 

the trade union legislation was, in Filtzer’s words, 

to foster the belief among workers that, with greater demo¬ 

cratization, they would become active participants in the 

management of their own enterprises, and indeed of so¬ 

ciety at large ... to give workers a feeling that the regime 

was “for them”, that after the years of alienation from the 

political process workers now had an ally in the regime, 

and together they would build socialism within everybody’s 

lifetime.98 
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But these changes fell a long way short of economic democracy. 

This was no revival of workers’ control. The basic Bolshevik frame¬ 

work that developed after 1918 was retained. The factory was run 

on the basis of one-man management, combined with participation 

from below. The central task of the unions was to assist in the 

fulfilment of the plan target. They were still transmission belts, with 

a key role to play in educating the workers and disseminating party 

propaganda. They were still directed by the party. They were still 

agents of mobilization in party campaigns. They still continued to 

be a means of checking on the work of factory managers for the 

elites. Labour relations became more coercive again after 1961. The 

workers remained subordinate to “their” state. 

Ideological and theoretical renewal under Khrushchev 

De-Stalinization in practice was matched by similar processes in 

the held of theory. The stultifying intellectual atmosphere of late 

Stalinism had to be challenged as part of the process of change. 

The dogmatic orthodoxy of the Stalinist interpretation of Marxism- 

Leninism encased Soviet intellectual life in a rigid framework, which 

prevented discussion of new ideas and alternative policy proposals. 

As Khrushchev drew increasing numbers of consultants and ex¬ 

perts into the policy-making process, the vacuity and inappro¬ 

priateness of Stalinist ideological formulae became apparent. A 

wide-ranging process of ideological renewal was initiated, as they 

sought to move away from the simplistic dogmas of the Short Course. 

Six new projects were inaugurated between 1958 and 1961: (a) a 

new book of Marxist theory, Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism; 

(b) a new philosophy textbook, Fundamentals of Marxist Phil¬ 

osophy, (c) a new History of the cpsu; (d) a new Party Programme 

(the third one); (e) a new three volume anthology of Soviet litera¬ 

ture; (f) a statement derived from the I960 Conference of 81 Com¬ 

munist and Workers Parties, outlining the principles governing 
relationships within the socialist bloc. 

The outcome of this ideological renewal reflected the ongoing 

struggle between reformers and defenders of orthodoxy within the 

politico-ideological hierarchy. A number of creative “collectives” 

were set up to work on these projects. The complexion of these 
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works reflected the political values of the leaders of these collec¬ 

tives. The textbook on Marxist theory, Fundamentals of Marxism- 

Leninism, was a (relatively) innovative work, headed by the old 

Bolshevik, Otto Kuusinen. By contrast, the History of the CPSU was 

drawn up under the guidance of B. N. Ponomarev, and although it 

removed the worst distortions of the Short Course, very few “blank 

spots” were filled in. Within many of these works, there can be 

detected an upsurge in utopianism and optimism about the future, 

inspired and fomented by Khrushchev’s bold pronouncements and 

plans." An interesting consequence of this intellectual renewal was 

the emergence of a number of institutes that quickly earned reputa¬ 

tions as centres of innovative and creative thought, particularly in 

economics and international relations. These institutes - and their 

scholars - were to play a central role in the intellectual renewal 

after 1985.100 
The central ideological document of the Khrushchev era was 

the Third Party Programme, which was adopted by the party at the 

22nd Congress of the cpsu in October 1961. The party programme 

was the key ideological statement of the cpsu. It was not just a 

doctrinal statement though. It had to set out the leading role of 

the ussr in the socialist bloc, while detailing the requirements of 

building socialism/communism at home. It was an indicator of 

the correlation of forces within the party, and an expression of the 

dominant values of the leadership.101 The details of the drafting 

process are a little unclear. Khrushchev announced the formation 

of a drafting commission at the 20th Congress in 1956. Substantive 

work did not begin until 1958, which was then postponed in the 

light of the convening of the extraordinary 21st Congress in 1959, at 

which Khrushchev set out a series of ambitious economic goals for 

the ussr.102 The key issue was Khrushchev’s identification of a new 

stage of historical development for the Soviet state, 

the XXI Congress of the CPSU is guided by the USSR’s 

entry into a new era of historical development. Socialism 

in our country has achieved a complete and final 

victory . . . Under the party’s guidance the Soviet people 

have achieved such victories of socialism in all areas of 

economic and socio-political life that the creation of the 

material and technical basis of communist society and the 
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planned transition to communism have become practically 
realisable tasks.103 

An extensive series of discussions and negotiations ensued between 

1959 and its adoption in October 1961. The final content was by 

no means uncontested. Many defenders of the Stalinist line - in 

particular Molotov - wished to focus on the completion of the con¬ 

struction of socialism, before turning to the transition to communism. 

Khrushchev’s general line prevailed however.104 

The final line of the Party Programme states (in capitals!): “THE 

PARTY SOLEMNLY PROCLAIMS: THE PRESENT GENERATION OF 

SOVIET PEOPLE SHALL LIVE UNDER COMMUNISM!”105 The time¬ 

table was as follows. Between 1961-70, the ussr, in the process of 

creating the material-technical basis of communism, would outstrip 

the usa in production per head of population. Between 1971-80, 

the material and technical basis of communism will be created, and 

so, “a communist society in the main will be built in the ussr. The 

construction of communist society will be fully completed in the 

subsequent period”.106 Why did Soviet ideology take this markedly 
more optimistic, utopian turn at this point? 

The impressive economic growth rates of the mid-1950s created 

an atmosphere of optimism, fuelled by the technological achieve¬ 

ments of the Soviet space industry. The growth of the international 

socialist bloc and the anti-imperialist revolutions in the Third World 

had ended hostile capitalist encirclement according to Khrushchev, 

opening the way for a reduction in the coercive powers of the 

state. Further improvements in economic performance, particularly 

in the area of labour productivity, were thought to be imminent, 

given the psychological lift provided by the end of mass terror and 

the apparent victory in the economic competition with the West.107 

The content of the party programme was also determined by a 

number of political factors. It would be misleading to see it arising 

purely out of a shift in the economic and technological nature of the 

system. Domestically, Khrushchev attempted to assert his authority 

over the Stalinists/conservatives in the Central Committee. Assert¬ 

ing the imminent transition to communism implied change and 

transformation, rather than consolidation and stability. For instance, 

the growth of public self-government would preclude a return to a 

terroristic coercive state. The revival of utopianism can be seen as a 
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function of the end of mass, random terror, as the party sought to 

inspire and enthuse, rather than terrorize and coerce the people. 

The party programme was not just for domestic consumption 

though. The content was also driven by the dynamics of the ten¬ 

sions within the socialist bloc, and in particular the rift between the 

cpsu and the Chinese Communist Party (ccp).108 The ccp - highly 

critical of the condemnation of Stalin and the doctrine of peaceful 

co-existence - were seeking to challenge the hegemony of the ussr 

within the socialist bloc. The Soviets were increasingly aware of the 

ccp’s desire to begin a “Great Leap Forward” to communism. The 

proclamation that the ussr was embarking on the transition to com¬ 

munism was a bold attempt to cement its position as the leader of 

the socialist bloc. But there was more than just ideological conflicts 

involved in this dispute. Duevel has argued that the Chinese posi¬ 

tion was that the more advanced socialist countries should be 

prioritizing the development of the less advanced states, rather than 

promoting their own development. In other words, the ussr should 

be funding and aiding Chinese economic development rather than 

their own.109 On this reading the party programme was designed to 

maintain the ussr’s priority position within the socialist bloc. The 

interests of all other socialist states were to be subordinated to 

those of the ussr, rather than vice versa. 

Socialism and communism in the Third Party Programme 

How “orthodox” was the view of socialist and communist society 

as set out in the programme? Khrushchev specified the nature of 

the transition from socialism to communism in more depth than 

Soviet ideologists heretofore. In his view socialism as a transitional 

society had two phases: construction of socialism, and creating the 

material-technical basis of communism. Communism itself would 

have two stages: basic and completed communism. But what was 

the relationship between the two? It is clear that Khrushchev saw 

communism growing out of socialism organically. They shared many 

similar features, but also there were key, qualitative distinctions in 

certain areas. According to Evans, 

Khrushchev spoke of three main tasks to be accomplished 

during the full-scale construction of communism. The main 
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economic task would be to build the material and tech¬ 

nical base of communism. The principal social task would 

be the elimination of distinctions between social classes, 

resulting in the creation of a classless, communist society. 

In politics, society would prepare itself for the “com¬ 

plete implementation of the principle of communist self- 
government”.110 

In the light of embarking upon the transition to communism, the 

Third Party Programme began to spell out the meaning and content 

of many of the features of the future society as set out in Soviet 

Marxism-Leninism. Although this mainly dealt with features of com¬ 

munism, there were also interesting adaptations to the theory of the 
state and party under socialism. 

Within the programme, a fundamental shift in the nature of the 
state was announced, 

Having brought about the complete and final victory of 

socialism - the first phase of communism - and the transi¬ 

tion of society to the full-scale construction of communism, 

the dictatorship of the proletariat has fulfilled its historic 

mission and has ceased to be indispensable in the USSR 

from the point of view of the tasks of internal develop¬ 

ment. The state has become a state of the entire people, an 

organ expressing the interests and the will of the people as 
a whole.111 

This was a major theoretical development, as Marxism had almost 

always identified the state as an instrument of class rule. Now the 

All-People’s State represented all Soviet citizens (although a leading 

role for the proletariat was still reserved, without saying what this 

meant in practice). This idea was a repudiation of the Stalinist idea 

of the strengthening of the state with the approach of socialism 

because of the intensification of the class struggle. How could the 

elaboration of a new state form be reconciled with the traditional 

belief in the withering away of the state under communism? 

Khrushchev’s thesis was that the construction of communism 

would mean the withering away of particular functions of the state 

(coercion, repression) and by extension of the organs responsible 
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for these functions (police, army, courts). Other functions of the 

state (cultural, economic and so on) would remain, and in this 

sense the state under socialism would also be developed and 

extended.112 The performance of many of these tasks by the state 

would be carried out by transfer to public organizations, and by 

drawing more people into the operation of state bodies themselves, 

particularly the Soviets. The process of “withering away” was a 

complex one in Khrushchev’s theory. While certain features of the 

state would begin to diminish immediately, other non-coercive 

features would disappear on the basis of the internal transformation 

of the state apparatus itself. The state would remain in place in the 

era of basic communism. Its final disappearance was postponed 

until the advent of finished communism, when the final economic 

preconditions of communism had been met, and when socialism 

had consolidated its victory finally in the international arena, pre¬ 

cluding the need for organs of national defence.113 

While the state was changing its nature and beginning to wither 

away (in part), the party programme outlined that, 

The period of the full-scale construction of communism is 

characterised by a further enhancement of the role and 

importance of the communist party as the leading and guid¬ 

ing force of Soviet society.114 

The basis for the enhanced role for the party rested in guiding 

Soviet society towards communism. The withering away of the state 

agencies placed a greater premium on the conscious guidance by 

the vanguard: public self-government and popular participation had 

to be channelled by the party if communism was to be reached. 

While the state would start to wither away as communism ap¬ 

proached, the party would become increasingly central to the run¬ 

ning of the system. 
The programme affirmed the central features of communism: 

material abundance, increasing social homogenization, distribution 

according to need. In the preamble to part two, communism was 

defined as, 

a classless social system with one form of public owner¬ 

ship of the means of production and full social equality of 
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all members of society; under it, the all-round develop¬ 

ment of people will be accompanied by the growth of the 

productive forces through continuous progress in science 

and technology; all sources of public wealth will gush forth 

abundantly, and the great principle “From each accord¬ 

ing to his ability, to each according to his needs” will be 
implemented.113 

What was the specific meaning of these ideas given within the pro¬ 

gramme? Material abundance was viewed as the provision of high- 

quality consumer goods, an abundance of choice of foodstuffs, an 

apartment for every family. In terms of equality and distribution 

according to need, it was emphasized that full social equality and 

the disappearance of money would only emerge under finished 

communism. In the meantime, material inequality would remain, 

although the differentials would be reduced. This would be done 

in two ways. First, the wages of the lower paid would be rapidly 

increased. Secondly, the state would increasingly provide a number 

of public services free of charge to the population: education, health, 

pensions, public transport, public catering to name but a few. It 

was envisaged that by 1980 about 50 per cent of the real income of 

the Soviet people would be provided by the state, and the propor¬ 

tion of personal requirements met from wages would gradually 

shrink. In this way the state would approach distribution according 

to need, although distribution according to labour would continue.116 

Finally, social relations under communism would become increas¬ 

ingly homogenous. Distinctions between town and country, mental 

and manual labour would be gradually overcome. In the main this 

was derived from two developments. First, the changes in the na¬ 

ture of ownership relations. The group property of the kolkhozy 

would be gradually transformed into state property. Secondly, the 

advances in agricultural technology would increase the produc¬ 

tivity of the agricultural sphere, while upgrading the educational 
and skill levels of rural workers.117 

Khrushchev’s conception of communism, while clearly ortho¬ 

dox in its identification of its central features, also departed from 

orthodoxy in some ways. The continued existence of the state, 

commodity-money relations, distribution according to labour and the 
growth in the role of the party in the stage of “basic” communism 

324 



KHRUSHCHEV AND SOVIET SOCIALISM 

emphasizes that Khrushchev was keen to hedge in the transforma¬ 

tion inherent in the transition to communism. The continued role 

for central authorities, and the postponement of the final qualitative 

changes to Soviet society reflected Khrushchev’s desire to preserve 

elements of the present even while transforming the system. Another 

illustration of the tension between change and continuity running 

throughout the Khrushchev years. 

Khrushchev and Soviet socialism 

Khrushchev has been variously described as a Stalinist, a liberal 

communist, a neo-Leninist, a hare-brained schemer, an opportun¬ 

ist.118 The existence of such diverging interpretations reflects the 

transitional and paradoxical nature of the Khrushchev era, as well 

as the quirks of Khrushchev’s character. But where does Khrushchev 

stand in the history of Soviet socialism? Did he maintain the essen¬ 

tials of the Stalinist approach, or did he, as he claimed, mark a 

return to Leninism? 
It is clear from the ideological works of the Khrushchev era, that 

the underlying values and principles of the Khrushchev era reflected 

the dominant values of Soviet socialism: scientific, rationalist, 

productivist, constructivist, technocratic. His view of communism 

confirmed the hegemony of the modernist interpretation of Marx, 

in which the realm of freedom was to be enjoyed outside of labour, 

in which humanity would dominate nature, in which human 

fulfilment resided in leisure and material plenty. The most astonish¬ 

ing expression of the technocratic, scientific, optimistic outlook 

of the cpsu under Khrushchev comes at the end of the textbook, 

Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism. Here the authors set out the 

vistas of human development that would open up in a communist 

society. Developments in science would enable humanity to solve 

all problems, and to perfect themselves physically and spiritually. 

For instance, it was suggested that scientific developments would 

enable a communist society to - prolong man’s life to 150-200 years, 

to conquer old-age and fatigue, to learn to restore life in case of 

untimely accidental death; place at the service of man all the forces 

of nature; render completely harmless natural calamities; learn to 

control -the weather.119 
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It then went on to conclude that, “there is no limit, nor can there 

be any, to the inquiring human mind”.120 The Khrushchev era 

reaffirmed the Bolshevik commitment to science and technology, 

planning and social engineering as the means by which the future 

society would be constructed. The agenda of radical egalitarianism, 

decentralized direct democracy and popular self-government re¬ 

mained submerged. The main change after 1953 was that Khrushchev 

shifted and modified the specific meaning or content of many of 

the core features of Soviet socialism Stalin-style: the leading role of 

the party, central planning, proletarian internationalism and so on. 

The economics of Soviet socialism 

In the economic sphere, the continuities with the Stalinist synthesis 

were most marked. The economy continued to be thoroughly 

statized. The essential features of the Stalinist command economy — 

predominance of state ownership, central planning through the 

issuance of commands based on physical targets, centralized sup¬ 

ply system, hierarchical organization, priority to heavy industry 

and defence, fetishization of economic growth — remained virtually 

unchanged. The 7YP of 1959-65 outlined further investment in 

metallurgy, energy and defence industries. The innovations intro¬ 

duced by Khrushchev - higher priority for agriculture, more 

balanced approach to the production of consumer goods, decen¬ 

tralization of decision-making to the regional level - were shifts of 

emphasis or organizational changes. The basic structure, function¬ 

ing and principles of the economy were further consolidated under 
Khrushchev. 

The politics of Soviet socialism 

In political terms, Khrushchev represented a return to a neo-Leninist 

type strategy, although he continued with many of the political 

practices established by Stalin. In particular, the abandonment of 

institutionalized mass terror, the enhancement of the role of the 

cpsu and the revival of popular participation in the actvities of local 

government and within factories point back to Lenin’s strategy of 

channelling popular activism towards state-directed goals with the 

party providing ideological guidance. The development of socialist 
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legality was also crucial in removing the more arbitrary and coer¬ 

cive aspects of the state. Khrushchev’s continued selective use of 

terror, his increasing concentration of power in his own hands, and 

his use of the secretariat to consolidate his own position while 

undermining those of his opponents, are all deeply reminiscent of 

Stalin’s political manoeuvrings (although many would argue that 

these traits first emerged under Lenin). 

Political developments after 1953 were concerned with trying to 

impart dynamism and legitimacy into a system stripped of mass 

terror and personal dictatorship. Khrushchev was no democratizer 

per se. Popular participation and criticism from below was an in¬ 

strument of the leadership for the achievement of its wider systemic 

goals. It remained a regime of mass mobilization. There was never 

going to be a retreat from the leading role of the cpsu, or the 

domination of state over society. The continued Bolshevik prefer¬ 

ence for technocratic solutions to social problems and societal man¬ 

agement is evidenced by the increasing input from specialists in the 

policy-making process. Khrushchev aimed to synthesize party-led 

popular participation and technocratic decision-making. 

Socio-cultural aspects of Soviet socialism 

It was in the field of social and cultural developments that 

Khrushchev was able to make the most decisive break with the 

Stalinist synthesis. There are two reasons for this. First, there were 

fewer ideological obstacles to be overcome. Secondly, the resist¬ 

ance of the vested interests within the system was minimal in this 

area (with the notable exception of his educational reforms). With 

far greater scope, and far less resistance, Khrushchev was able to 

stamp his personal authority on this area. 
In terms of social policy, the system became more egalitarian 

and more welfarist in orientation, while retaining its collectivist 

thrust. The living standards of the population gradually rose. This 

contrasted markedly with the inegalitarian, hierarchical, stratified, 

conservative nature of Stalinist social policy, which had as its goal 

the consolidation of the state, and the preservation of the privileges 

of the ruling stratum. Yet, this was not a move towards a radically 

egalitarian system. Soviet society remained dominated by privilege. 

Khrushchev’s approach mitigated the extent of this privilege. In 
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cultural/worldview terms, there was a conspicuous retreat from the 

overtly Russian nationalist approach of Stalin. Yet Khrushchev con¬ 

tinued the fundamental Bolshevik principle of subordinating the 

interests of the international socialist movement to the interests of 

the Soviet state. The instrumental approach to cultural policy - 

subordinating everything to the goals of the state - remained at the 
heart of the Khrushchevite era. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Brezhnev and developed 
socialism: technocratic 

socialism in power 

After the American landing on the moon, Brezhnev orders 

Soviet cosmonauts to land on the sun in the shortest pos¬ 

sible space of time. “But the temperatures there are so 

great it isn’t possible to get near it!” complain the scientists. 

“Then make the landing at night,” orders Brezhnev. 

Introduction 

The fall of Khrushchev in 1964 was the first time a Soviet leader 

had been removed from power. His successors were Leonid 

Brezhnev and Alexei Kosygin, as the Central Committee decided 

(once more) to return to a more collectivist approach to leadership. 

They inherited a complex legacy, which was to shape the nature of 

Soviet socialism from 1964 until Gorbachev’s accession to power in 

March 1985. At an immediate level, they were forced to confront 

the ambiguous legacy bequeathed by Khrushchev of organizational 

chaos, economic and agricultural problems, political dissatisfaction 

among the party-state bureaucracy and rising discontent among 

the masses, witnessed by the riots at Novocherkassk in 1962. 

The new leadership were also faced with Khrushchev’s prediction 

about the advent of communism: only 16 years to go. At a deeper 

level, they were still confronted with the legacy of Stalinism. The 

333 



BREZHNEV AND DEVELOPED SOCIALISM 

command economy had to be made more efficient and productive, 

the political system had to be enervated without reverting back to 

mass terror and without undermining the leading role of the cpsu. 

Further advances in the economic race with the West had to be com¬ 

bined with the consolidation of the cpsu in the world socialist system. 

The circumstances surrounding the fall of Khrushchev were 

critical in shaping the post-Khrushchev era. At a Central Committee 
plenum in October 1964 it was stated that, 

Khrushchev allowed serious mistakes in his work, made 

thoughtless and hasty decisions, and played organisational 

leapfrog . . . [he] concentrated all the power in the country 

in his own hands and began to abuse it. . . Khrushchev 

surrounded himself with advisors from among his relatives 

... He was lavish and indiscriminate in his promises. At the 

sessions of the Praesidium, Khrushchev shouted, swore, in¬ 

sulted members . . . and used dirty language ... It is harder to 

struggle with a living cult than a dead one. If Stalin destroyed 

people physically, Khrushchev destroyed them morally.1 

Although Khrushchev’s fall was precipitated by policy failures on 

virtually every front, the underlying cause was the political aliena¬ 

tion of Khrushchev from the key groups within the system: the 

party-state bureaucracy and the military. The 1964 palace coup 

has been termed a “bureaucratic counter-revolution”.2 Khrushchev 

had no support within the party or the state by 1964. His constant 

reorganizations, reshuffles, and populist campaigns had undermined 

the security of tenure of the apparatchiki. The removal of mass 

terror should have enabled the nomenklatura to have enjoyed 

the privileges of their elite position. Khrushchev’s campaigning 

reorganizations prevented this. The lower and middle echelons of 
the party were agitating for his removal. 

This is of fundamental importance in understanding the sub¬ 

sequent evolution of Soviet socialism after 1964. The new leader¬ 

ship were brought to power on the wave of a deep-seated desire of 

the elite for political stability and security of tenure. This became 

embodied in the slogan of the Brezhnev era: trust-in-cadres. This 

was an implicit social contract between the political elite and 

the party-state officials. The elite promised stability. The officials 
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promised to co-operate with the policy proposals for change sent 

down from above. But this posed a problem for the leadership. If 

the policies of mass terror and party-directed populism were ruled 

out, by what means could the dynamism required to initiate change 

be imparted? How could the command economy be reformed, if 

the system was directed towards self-sustenance and stability? The 

answer to these questions lay in the adoption by the elite of an 

essentially technocratic approach to policy-making, emphasizing the 

hegemony of elite-based, depoliticized, expertise-based approaches 

to the management of society. Before they could embark upon this 

approach, it was necessary to address the legacy of Khrushchevism. 

The de-Khrushchevization of Soviet society 1964-71 

Removing Khrushchev’s unpopular policies proceeded with almost 

indecent haste after 1964. The bifurcation of the party into indus¬ 

trial and agricultural sections was abolished and regional party com¬ 

mittees were reunited. The compulsory rotation of posts and limited 

tenure was abandoned. In the economic sphere, the Ministiy of 

Agriculture re-emerged, the sovnarkhozy were abolished in Sep¬ 

tember 1965, gosplan had its full planning authority restored and 

the agricultural tpas disappeared. The central industrial ministries 

were restored. Organizational stability dominated after 1965. The 

rsfsr bureau of the cpsu was removed in 1966. In social policy, 

the vocational and egalitarian thrust of the education reforms were 

abandoned.3 
The broad thrust of the Khrushchevite policy agenda was main¬ 

tained to a high degree after 1964, however. The priority accorded 

to agriculture was continued, albeit without the Khrushchevite 

“excesses”. Prices for produce were raised, restrictions on private 

plots were reduced, and overall levels of investment increased sub¬ 

stantially. In industrial terms, the eighth 5YP (1965-70) set out 

ambitious targets, which continued the trend of establishing a higher 

priority for consumer goods. The search for ways to improve the 

efficiency and functioning of the command economy continued. 

Debates among scholars over the ways and means of economic 

reform, over the causes of inefficiency and economic slowdown, 

had evolved from the late 1950s. Perhaps the most well known 
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contribution in this debate came in 1962 when Liberman published 
his article, “Plan, Profit, Premium” in Pravda on 9 September. He 
argued that bonuses to managers should be linked to the genera¬ 
tion of profit, and that in general the managers should be granted 
more autonomy.4 

This impulse for change was reflected in the 1965 reforms to 
industrial planning, which became known as the Kosygin Reform 
(named after the Prime Minister)/ This was the decree that abol¬ 
ished the sovnarkhozy and restored the central ministries, while 
simultaneously granting greater autonomy and discretion for fac¬ 
tory managers. It would be wrong to see this as a measure of 
radical decentralization. In abolishing the regional and republican 
powers of economic administration, it restored certain powers to 
the centre, while devolving other powers to the enterprise level. A 
number of specific changes were introduced into the production 
process at the enterprise level, including reducing the number of 
central indicators to be met by the managers, greater emphasis 
upon profit and less upon quantity, more scope for horizontal links 
between enterprises and greater use of mathematical techniques. 
The attempt to combine these initiatives with the restoration of the 
authority and powers of the central ministries proved unworkable. 
The central authorities continued to intervene, to issue commands. 
Shortages undermined the drive for profit and the price mechanism 
remained divorced from demand. The compromised, half-hearted 
nature of this reform partially accounts for its failure. By the early 
1970s it had fizzled out, and the traditional forms of central plan¬ 
ning had reasserted themselves.6 

The practice of dealing with Khrushchev’s policy initiatives was 
well underway by 1966. The question of Khrushchev’s theoretical 
and ideological legacy was more tricky. There was a conspicuous 
retreat horn the promises of the Third Party Programme, as the 
accumulating problems within the economy called into question 
the attainment of communism by 1980. Yet there was a reluctance 
formally to abandon the timetable in the programme. The response 
of the leadership was the gradual elaboration of a new concept: 
Developed Socialism/ The theorist responsible for its full develop¬ 
ment was Fedor Burlatskii (who was also responsible for the idea 
of the All-People s State), although there had been a number of 
references to “developed” or “mature” socialism from scholars 
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throughout the 1960s.8 Between 1967 and 1971 (when it was fully 

elaborated at the 24th Congress of the cpsu) an increasing number 

of references were made to this concept. By the time of the Con¬ 

gress, no more references were made to the idea of the “full-scale 

construction of communism”.9 
The concept of Developed Socialism came both to shape and 

embody the nature of Soviet socialism under Brezhnev. Although 

its values and priorities reflect those of the traditional model of 

Soviet socialism, Developed Socialism arose out of a very specific 

political and theoretical context. Faced with the problem of 

Khrushchev’s grandiose claims about the proximity of communism, 

the Soviet leadership were in something of a dilemma. If the ussr 

was no longer engaged in the construction of communism, on what 

basis could it claim to be the dominant state in the socialist bloc? All 

the countries were “socialist”. Developed Socialism became a means 

of differentiating the ussr from the other socialist countries, while 

asserting its leading role: it was the first state to undertake the con¬ 

struction of a “developed socialist” society. It also had a domestic 

application. The leadership had to reassure the bureaucracy that 

change would be measured and gradual. By removing the utopian, 

transformatory implications of Khrushchev’s full-scale construction 

of communism, Developed Socialism became a celebration of the 

system’s maturity, focusing on the perfection of the existing system. 

But Developed Socialism had also to outline the way in which 

developments and changes would take place. In this sense it needed 

to be a modernizing doctrine that sought to create intensive, bal¬ 

anced, efficient growth within the existing institutional framework. 

At first it represented a further and fuller delineation of the 

nature of the post-revolutionary development of Soviet society 

towards communism. In time, however, it was to become a full¬ 

blown doctrine that touched upon almost all aspects of Soviet 

society. From 1971 onwards a large number of articles appeared in 

many journals (for example, Kommunist and Voprosy Istorii KPSS) 

dealing with the form and content of Developed Socialism, and 

indeed the period 1971-81 has been characterized by one Soviet 

theorist as the era of Developed Socialism.10 
Evans has noted the distinctive view of the periodization of so¬ 

cialism after the revolution contained within Developed Socialism. 

There were now four stages between capitalism and communism: 
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1) a transitional stage of building socialism (1917-36); 

2) a socialist society “in the main”, which was constructing a 

developed socialist society (1936 onwards); 

3) developed socialism attained in the 1960s; 

4) communism (at an unspecified time in the future).11 

For Brezhnev and others, socialism ceased to be a brief transitional 

period between capitalism and communism. It was a long historical 

phase, marked by its own laws of social development, not all of 

which had been revealed by the unfolding of the historical process. 

This argument maintained that the difference in the degree of the 

development of socialism had become so great as to require a 
qualitative distinction. Fedoseev noted that: 

Developed Socialist society is not considered by us as some¬ 

thing midway between socialism and communism ... It is a 

socialist society attaining a developed condition, characterised 

by the all-round disclosure of the advantages of socialism.12 

This was a fundamental revision of the orthodox view of the transi¬ 

tion from capitalism to communism. Communism was now post¬ 

poned until the distant future. Socialism was now a prolonged 

historical phase in its own right, markedly distinct from commun¬ 

ism. In Brezhnev’s words, Developed Socialism was, “that stage of 

maturity of the new society, when the restructuring of the totality of 

social relations on the collectivist principles internally inherent to 
socialism is being completed.”13 

The emphasis now lay in “perfecting” socialist society, in focus¬ 

ing upon the present tasks within the socialist phase. The transition 

to communism was now postponed until the potential within so¬ 
cialism itself had been exhausted. 

Developed Socialism provided the ideological and conceptual 

framework for the evolution of Soviet socialism after 1971. Although 

Soviet socialism evolved into a technocratic, elitist, expertise-based, 

inaementalist and gradualist approach to societal management 

and social progress during the 1970s, this was not the inexorable 

outworking of the application of the principles of Developed 

Socialism. When Burlatskii first discussed the concept in depth, he 

emphasized its reformist potential. The greater scope for rational 

338 



THE DE-KHRUSHCHEVIZATION OF SOVIET SOCIETY 

planning and rapid increases in productivity inherent in the Scientific 

and Technological Revolution (str) imparted a sense of optimism 

to ideological pronouncements of the late 1960s and early 1970s, 

although falling short of Khrushchevian expectations. The original 

conception of Developed Socialism also continued the emphasis 

upon popular participation in political processes. But this was dif¬ 

ferent from the mobilizing, campaigning participation of Khrushchev. 

The higher educational levels of the population would enable the 

people to participate in a more informed, rational manner. This 

participation would enhance the scientific nature of decision¬ 

making, as there would be an improved flow of information from 

lower levels of the system. Alongside an optimistic, reformist, par¬ 

ticipatory strand, Developed Socialism also contained the fullest 

expression of the technocratic, rationalistic, scientific ethos within 

Soviet socialism. This latter strand was embodied in two concepts 

that dominated the thinking of Soviet theorists in the 1970s: the str 

and the Scientific Management of society. 
Julian Cooper stresses that “one cannot speak of a generally 

accepted Soviet theory of the str and its consequences”.14 How¬ 

ever, there was a degree of consensus on many basic questions.11 

Almost all theorists viewed the transformations in science and tech¬ 

nology as revolutionary, forming an integral part of the general 

revolutionary transition from capitalism to communism. Science was 

being increasingly transformed into a direct productive force and 

the str gave rise to profound social consequences. These con¬ 

sequences stemmed from the changed place of the worker in the 

production process, but they produced different results according 

to the social system in which they occurred. According to Soviet 

theorists, only under socialism, with its societal-wide planning and 

management, its stress on the development of individuals and the 

use of science and technique for the interests of society as a whole, 

could these processes be mastered and utilized progressively. Un¬ 

der capitalism the existing contradictions were merely intensified 

by the str.16 According to Hoffmann & Laird, Soviet theorists stressed 

that “only a unified society led by the cpsu and under ‘public con¬ 

trol’ can make full use of the str and its consequences”.17 

The most obvious impact of the str lay in the regime’s approach 

to policy-formulation and decision-making. The planning, adminis¬ 

tration and guidance of society now became the crucial sphere for 
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the translation of scientific-technical changes (and the consequent 

socio-economic development) into actual policies that would at¬ 

tempt to realize the widely accepted political goals of moderniza¬ 

tion and stability. One of the unintended consequences of the way 

in which the str was conceptualized in the ussr was its constriction 

of creativity and initiative. The feeling of optimism that the str 

communicated about the ability of the regime to solve problems, 

mediate conflicts and further the progress of Soviet society towards 

communism, endowed the leadership with a belief in their ability 

to plan optimally and to “manage” society. This became a “legit¬ 

imization of the close conscious control of social processes, which 

left little room for initiative and creativity, and may have been a 

contributory factor in the emergence of passivity and stagnation in 

Soviet society. The str posed a twofold problem for the leadership. 

First, how could the new scientific and productive potential that 

was becoming available be harnessed in order to foster the further 

development of socialism? Secondly, how could this process be 

mastered and consciously controlled in order to avoid some of the 

deleterious consequences suffered by capitalist society (pollution, 

growing unemployment and inequality owing to increased rewards 

for capital)?18 The response of Soviet theorists to the challenges 

posed by the str was the elaboration of the idea of the Scientific 
Management of society. 

“Scientific Management” became the dominant theme of admin¬ 

istrative theory and practice under Brezhnev. Indeed it has been 

described by Western scholars as the sine qua non of Developed 

Socialism. The traditional view of the administrative sphere 

under socialism was that the state would wither away and would 

be replaced by the self-management of the people. Developed 

Socialism, while emphasizing the growth in the level of popular 

involvement in the tasks of administering society, now put greater 

emphasis on Scientific Management as the means of realizing a 

“scientific” transition to communism. Perhaps the main Soviet pro¬ 

ponent of Scientific Management was Viktor Afanas’yev, who defined 
it as: 

The systematically exercised, conscious and purposeful 

influence by man on the social system as a whole or on 

its separate aspects . . . on the basis of the knowledge and 
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use of the objective laws of socialism and its progressive 

trends, in order to ensure its effective functioning and 

development.20 

It is easy to see why Scientific Management was perceived as the 

crucial integrating element of Developed Socialism. Its dual em¬ 

phases expressed the existence of a methodology or of technolo¬ 

gies for the optimization of socio-economic planning and guidance 

on the one hand, and the need to preserve and enhance the role of 

the party and state elites to control and master the management 

process and its skills on the other.21 It became the embodiment of 

both the “means” and “ends” of Brezhnevite socialism. Its aim was 

to provide a means of pursuing the (often conflictual) goals of 

modernization and stability. It sought to achieve this by combining 

the close control of social and economic processes with the intro¬ 

duction of the latest scientific and technical changes. In Soviet terms 

it was the point at which the “subjective factor” (i.e. the conscious 

action of individuals in history) met the objective laws of social 

development or zakonomemosti in order to realize socialism’s 

progress towards communism.22 
Taken together, it is evident that the combined impact of the 

str and of Scientific Management was to affirm that Developed 

Socialism lay squarely within the traditional discourse of Soviet 

socialism. Developed Socialism embodied the rationalism, optimism, 

and constructivism that had underscored Marxist and Bolshevik 

philosophy. The achievements of the str meant that the technology 

existed (or soon would exist) to enable the leadership to guide and 

control social processes. This would be achieved through Scientific 

Management. This belief in turn reinforced the optimism that a 

society could be “built” that was conflict-free and had removed 

the basis of exploitation and oppression. What is significant to 

note is that Developed Socialism did not emerge fully-formed, and 

did not remain static. It evolved as the leadership applied their 

principles to the reality of the ussr in the 1970s. As the decade 

progressed, the technocratic, incremental emphasis gradually dis¬ 

placed the reformist, participatory strand. While reinforcing the 

underlying philosophy of Soviet socialism, how did Developed 

Socialism interpret the features of the traditional model of Soviet 

socialism? 
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Developed Socialism and the practice of Soviet socialism 

The economics of Developed Socialism 

The economic aspects of Brezhnevite socialism were based on min¬ 

imal change. The essential features of the Soviet economy - state 

ownership and direction, central planning, hierarchical organiza¬ 

tion, emphasis upon growth, plan fulfillied - remained. Brezhnev’s 

approach, although punctuated by attempts to reform and improve 

the functioning of the economy, also continued the policy priorities 

of the Khrushchev era. Agriculture remained at the centre of the 

policy agenda, and industrial growth was to be a balance between 

the production of producer goods, and the needs of consumers. The 

essential distinction between the two eras was in the means chosen 

to pursue these ends. Khrushchev chose mobilization, energy, re¬ 

organization, speed, confrontation. Brezhnev chose consensus, 
gradualism, incrementalism, technocracy. 

The 8th, 9th and 10th 5 year plans outlined ambitious but not 

extreme rates of growth, including the aim of increasing the pro¬ 

duction of consumer goods more rapidly than capital goods (al¬ 

though it was unrealized in practice).23 The increase in the volume 

of consumer goods was highlighted by the leadership for a number 

of reasons. Primarily, it reinforced the higher level of development 

reached by the Soviet economy. The earlier priority on heavy in¬ 

dustry was appropriate for the embryonic stages of building social¬ 

ism. Now, a more balanced approach was required. Additionally , in 

political terms it legitimized the regime at home. Increasing the 

standard of living would reduce the dissatisfaction of the Soviet 

people. This appeared to overturn the traditional Soviet emphasis 

upon the growth of the productive forces of the economy as the 

motor of economic progress, repeating the arguments put forward 

by Malenkov in the 1950s.24 In reality, Brezhnev was attempting 

to develop both sectors in tandem, rather than sequentially. This 

created problems for the leadership, as the military and defence 

sectors required investment in heavy industry, which subverted this 
aspiration over the long term. 

The leadership attempted to transform the type of growth, shift¬ 

ing towaids intensive growth (based upon a more efficient utiliza¬ 

tion of existing resources, the application of new technology and 
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so on), and towards output measured in qualitative terms, rather 

than purely quantitative. The problem was that this strategy of in¬ 

tensive, qualitative growth was undermined by the seeming im¬ 

perviousness of the command economy to reform. The planning 

process continued to be dominated by the central ministries and by 

a target-fulfilled mentality. The acquisition of new technology from 

the West during the period of detente in the 1970s was a central 

component of the reform strategy of the leadership. 

Agriculture under Developed Socialism 

A number of initiatives were tried in the agricultural sphere. Organ¬ 

izationally, the practice of merging kolkhozy with sovkhozy con¬ 

tinued. Moves were also mooted to create agro-industrial complexes, 

combinations of kolkhozy, sovkhozy, retail outlets and processing 

plants. Investment was increased substantially, as were the prices 

paid by the state for agricultural produce. More encouragement 

was given to peasant private plots.25 One of the more interesting 

developments was the revival of the link or brigade system. Groups 

of workers would draw up a contract with the management for 

certain tasks, and be paid on results. The results were positive: 

increased output, decreased costs. In practice it was subverted by 

the opposition of the obstructive bureaucracy.26 The final initiative 

under Brezhnev came in 1982, with the announcement of the 

Food Programme. In practice it was little more than a repetition of 

former policies: reorganization and increased subsidies. By the end 

of the Brezhnev era, agriculture was in crisis. Meat and grain had 

to be imported. Subsidies had rocketed. Although production 

had increased, productivity had not. Rural life was grim, and rural 

outmigration by the young was gathering pace. Agricultural failure 

remained a permanent headache for the party.2 

Industry under Developed Socialism 

The changes to the functioning of the Soviet industrial economy 

between 1971 and 1982 were minimal. The aspiration to make 

the planning process more precise and scientific found its most 

coherent expression in the elaboration of sofe (System of the 

Optimal Functioning of the Economy).26 Echoing the earlier Taylorist 
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tendencies of the Bolshevik state, a group of economists and math¬ 

ematicians believed it was possible to increase labour productivity 

and efficiency through a scientifically validated plan, using com¬ 

puter technology to draw up accurate plans and estimates of inputs. 

It failed. Not only did it prove impossible to generate the necessary 

hardware, but most managers, foremen and workers ignored the 

computer projections, preferring instead to rely on traditional 

methods to fulfil their plan target and the military were extremely 

reluctant about sharing their technological expertise.29 

The only other industrial innovations of note came in 1973 and 

1979. In the first reform, a number of enterprises were merged into 

production-associations, thus physically reducing the number of 

units involved in the planning process.30 At the end of the decade, 

a number of changes were introduced, which attempted to make 

the planning system more responsive to criteria of quality, more 

cost-sensitive, more attuned to technological innovation. This merely 

had the impact of increasing the number of indicators for man¬ 

agers. The command economy remained intact. There was no 

real decentralization, no use of market levers, no radical worker 

democratization within the factories. The structure, organization and 

functioning of the centrally planned economy continued essentially 
as it had since the 1930s. 

The politics of Developed Socialism 

The cpsu and Developed Socialism 

Soviet socialism had rested upon party hegemony in political life. 

By the 1970s the nature of the party had changed from the original 

ideal of an elite vanguard of revolutionaries, armed with Marxism- 

Leninism, providing ideological and political leadership. Of the adult 

population, 11 per cent were now members of the party. In socio- 

logical terms, the composition of the party was far more diverse. 

Members tended to be educated, and drawn from the professional 

and technical strata of society. It housed a great diversity of opin¬ 

ions: Stalinists, reformers, Russian nationalists, technocrats, careerists, 

Leninists, minority nationalists. There were generational divides 

(particularly between the Stalin and post-Stalin generations).31 Much 

did not change though. Centralism and appointmentism prevailed 
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over democracy. It remained a privileged, hierarchical body. Its mon¬ 

opoly on power was unchallenged. Developed Socialism outlined 

a threefold transformation of the party. The leading role was to 

grow; the style of work was to be modernized and placed on a more 

scientific footing; and the party was to be internally transformed 

into a party of All-The-People.32 

The changes to the party were spurred by a number of factors. 

To cope with the multiplicity of socio-economic and scientific and 

technical changes it was necessary that the party begin to use more 

modern, scientific techniques in leading society. In addition, Soviet 

society was becoming an increasingly complex and diverse organ¬ 

ism to manage. This was evident with the increased use of special¬ 

ists in policy-formulation, the increase in the number of actors 

participating in the political process, and the proliferation of vested 

interests seeking to obstruct, retard or accelerate change. Finally, 

the “1964 compromise” (in which officials were given assurances of 

stability and job security in return for compliance with the reformist 

goals of the leadership) meant that the ability of the party elite to 

bring about thorough, substantial change was fundamentally com¬ 

promised by the commitment to stability.33 
The growth in the leading role of the party was seen in Soviet 

literature as having both objective and subjective elements, reflecting 

the “traditional” concept of the party’s role, and the specific changes 

to that role posed by the present stage of development. The former 

were classified as political, organizational and ideological functions, 

which represented policy-making, supervision of the administrative 

sphere, the inculcation of the values and norms commensurate 

with the level of development attained by Soviet society, and the 

elaboration of new theoretical concepts to give direction and 

legitimacy to the changes. The growth of this aspect of the party’s 

role was usually explained as a logical response to the unfolding of 

the laws of social development. It stemmed from the nature of the 

tasks involved in the building of socialism and communism.3* 

The “subjective factor”, i.e. the conscious action of individuals 

and bodies upon the historical process, became far more significant 

under Developed Socialism. In managing an increasingly com¬ 

plex socio-political and economic entity the party’s role became 

radically transformed. For instance, a more complex socio-political 

organism required more co-ordination and integration. Overcoming 
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vested interests, resistance to change, a competitive bureaucratic 

milieu, and eliciting contributions from more actors and partici¬ 

pants (to help formulate policy and implement decisions) forced 

the party to adopt a more interventionist stance.35 The conditions 

of Developed Socialism thus imposed on the party a multifaceted 

dilemma. First, to maintain its traditional role while assuming a 

more activist, interventionist stance: what Hoffmann & Laird have 

described as being that of “co-ordinator, integrator, regulator, mobil- 

izer and energizer.”36 Secondly, to modernize both society and 

itself, while maintaining its commitment to stability. 

The modernization of the style and content of the party’s work 

complicated this dilemma. The process of attempting to manage a 

Developed Socialist society “scientifically” as a means of controlling 

and guiding the changes imposed by the str, rendered both the 

existing management skills and practices obsolete. In terms of style, 

this meant the adoption by party officials of leadership and inte¬ 

grative roles, as opposed to command and petty oversight. In terms 

of content, this required the adoption of new scientific techniques 

of management, and on a broader scale required the retraining and 
rejuvenation of the party officials. 

We need people who combine a high level of political 

consciousness with a sound professional training, people 

who can knowledgably tackle the problems of economic 

and cultural development, and are well-versed in modern 
methods of management.37 

Developed Socialism modified and adapted certain elements of the 

party’s leading role, without really shifting its emphases or intro¬ 

ducing any radical innovations. In fact, the new Constitution of 

1977 enshrined the nature of the party’s leading role in article 6, 

The leading and guiding force of Soviet society and the 

nucleus of its political system, of all state organisations and 

public organisations, is the CPSU. The CPSU exists for the 

people and serves the people. The Communist Party, armed 

with Marxism-Leninism, determines the general pers¬ 

pectives of the development of society and the course of 

the home and foreign policy, directs the great constructive 
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work of the Soviet people, and imparts a planned, system¬ 

atic and theoretically substantiated character to their 

struggle for the victory of communism.38 

The tension between ideological guidance and day-to-day inter¬ 

vention was resolved to some extent by articulating that methods of 

Scientific Management were an intrinsic part of the role of the party. 

In practice, very little changed. The party officials continued to 

administer, and proved impervious to exhortations to change their 

ways of working. Having abandoned mass terror, and Khrushchev’s 

constant reorganizations as a means of shaking up and controlling 

the party apparatus, the policy of trust-in-cadres proved incapable 

of changing the party’s mode of operation. Consequently, the cpsu 

became increasingly prone to stasis, corruption and immobilism. Its 

raison d’etre became a defence of its own positions, privileges and 

status. After 1977-78, the governing style of the elite - apres moi 

le deluge - infected the whole party. A more stark contrast with 

Lenin’s vision of a dedicated vanguard of revolutionaries is hard to 

imagine. 

State, society and the individual 

Although Brezhnev initially reiterated the Khrushchevite stress on 

the All-People’s State, this soon disappeared from Soviet discourse. 

After 1971, the state under Brezhnev attempted to strike a balance 

between the prerogatives of the state and the rights of the indi¬ 

vidual, and between popular participation and elite, technocratic 

management of social processes. Although the Brezhnev era is 

often seen as being little more than a neo-Stalinist renaissance, a 

close analysis reveals that while the system did become more re¬ 

pressive and illiberal in certain areas, it also continued many of the 

post-Stalinist practices initiated by Khrushchev. 
A distinctive feature of decision-making in this period was the 

use of specialists. As policy-making became more complex, so the 

leadership increasingly consulted with specialist groups: agricul¬ 

tural, judicial, educational, foreign policy.39 In addition, the whole 

decision-making process was far more deliberative, rational and 

consensual. The Khrushchevite mobilizational approach was re¬ 

placed by a far more orderly and stable process under Brezhnev. Its 
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central elements were a coalition of the major institutions within 

the system - cc, Secretariat, kgb, military - with more specialist 

groupings representing specific' policy areas. Two items of note 

here. First, the political elite still directed and controlled this pro¬ 

cess. No real autonomy for specialists was created. However, on 

occasions it was possible for a coalition of groups to effect political 

change, rather than merely having input into the policy process. 

The most well known case is that of Lake Baikal. A collection of 

scientific figures, environmentalists and journalists argued for meas¬ 

ures to protect the lake - the largest freshwater one in the world - 

from pollution by a factory making tyres for the Soviet air force.40 

They prevailed, emphasizing the scope for action which did 

occasionally occur. Secondly, this was an extension of a process 

inaugurated by Khrushchev, rather than a wholly new develop¬ 

ment. Western specialists remain deeply divided over the way 

to categorize and conceptualize these developments: institutional 

pluralism, bureaucratic pluralism, corporatism, imperfect monism, 

within-system pluralism, totalitarianism without terror. All have been 

applied to this period."1 However the system is conceptualized, 

it is clear that policy-making was more routinized, with greater 
participation from a variety of groups at elite level. 

At the same time, greater efforts were made to increase popular 

participation. The state continued its attempts to draw the popula¬ 

tion into the administration of local affairs, to encourage com¬ 

munication between elite and masses, and to consult the population 

during the elaboration of key policies. Letter-writing — to news¬ 

papers, journals, party organizations and Soviet bodies — was encour¬ 

aged by the elite in order to obtain information on the attitudes and 

priorities of the leadership.42 Perhaps the greatest effort at popular 

consultation was the mass nationwide discussion undertaken 

before the adoption of the 1977 Constitution (mirroring the discus¬ 

sion undertaken by Stalin in 1935-6). Approximately 140 million 

people took part and 400,000 amendments were sent in, of which 

150 were adopted (all are official figures).43 There were other ex¬ 

amples. As ever, the topics and parameters of the discussion were 

centrally determined. The regime continued to be a mobilizational 

one. the Soviet calendar was punctuated by a widespread array of 

collective assemblies to celebrate the achievements and traditions 

of the state: the October Revolution, the Great Patriotic War, May 
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Day and so on. The Brezhnev era added a number of new rituals 

to the Soviet political calendar.44 The nature of this mobilization 

had changed though. The mobilizational campaigns of the 1930s 

and 1950s had amalgamated central goals with popular enthusiasm. 

By the 1970s the well of popular enthusiasm had run dry. A cam¬ 

paign to build the Siberian railway dismally failed to enthuse the 

population.45 
The increasing focus upon scientific management, stability and 

gradual, incremental change diffused any lingering ideological 

ardour. Cynicism and apathy grew apace. Although the system 

remained a participative one, the nature of this participation 

had changed, becoming far more complex and differentiated. The 

original Leninist vision of combining elite guidance with popular 

control had evolved out of all recognition. “Elite guidance” meant 

extensive state control over society. “Popular control” had become 

an individualized form of participation in various elite directed 

processes: election campaigns, letter writing, collective assemblies, 

nationwide discussions. The best example of this combination 

of elite guidance with popular participation lies in the arena of 

popular control. The reforms to the Party-State Control Committee 

introduced in 1968 reflect the new attitude to public participation 

under Brezhnev. The new leadership were intensely critical of the 

populist approach of Khrushchev. Under the new arrangements, 

there was to be a strict delineation of the functions of citizen in¬ 

spectors. The latter were to investigate problems in the day-to-day 

working of the local area, leaving the party to apply the sanctions 

against transgressors. In addition, the party sought citizen inspectors 

who were also members of the party. This converted the citizen 

inspectors into an informal or auxiliary organ of the party.46 
By the mid-1970s, the practice of popular participation and over¬ 

sight - a constant theme of Bolshevik ideology - was still alive and 

well in the functioning of the Soviet state. The nature and extent of 

this oversight had changed radically, however. The inspector was 

now involved in checking that state and party directives were being 

carried out, and in feeding back information into the policy pro¬ 

cess. But the party exercised close tutelage over these activities, 

and was also heavily involved in the selection of the inspectors. In 

sum, the role of the citizen inspectors under Brezhnev demonstrated 

the technocratic, de-politicized nature of mass political activity in 
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the Soviet Union in the 1970s. Popular participation was to be an 

adjunct of the party-led, expertise dominated, scientifc manage¬ 
ment of Soviet society.47 

The relationship between the powers of the state, and the rights 

of the individual under Brezhnev was also complex. On one level, 

the system appeared to become more repressive and coercive, 

moving back towards a form of neo-Stalinism. The kgb enhanced 

its position within the elite. Repression and harassment of dissi¬ 

dents - individuals willing to express unorthodox or heretical views 

- increased substantially, commencing in 1966 with the trial of 

Sinyavsky and Daniel.48 The continued existence of labour camps, 

the increased use of “psychiatry” to “treat” dissidents, and the sub¬ 

ordination of the judiciary to the party all reflect the repressive and 

arbitrary nature of the Brezhnev regime. At the same time, the more 

stable and orderly approach to socialist legality was maintained. 

There was no likelihood of a return to the Stalinist arbitrary mass 

terror. Indeed, there was something of a weakening of the hostile 

anti-religious campaigns of the Khrushchev era, although harass¬ 
ment of believers still continued. 

The dissident phenomenon is an interesting example of the first 

shoots of a semi-organized, unofficial, clandestine opposition 
movement. It grew out of the Sinyavsky and Daniel trial, and was 

concerned primarily with the human rights abuses committed by 

the state against Soviet citizens. The aim of the movement was to 

highlight the disparity between the ostensible rights and freedoms 

enshrined in the Soviet constitution, and the reality of life in the 

ussr. The movement rested on samizdat’ (self-publishing): copies of 

reports detailing human rights abuses were circulated throughout a 

clandestine network, and also given to Western journalists. Indi¬ 

viduals would receive one copy, and then make six further copies. 

The recipients would then follow the same procedure and so on. 

Although the original concern encompassed civil and human rights 

- freedom of speech, conscience, assembly, religion, greater open¬ 

ness - this soon spread to environmental, cultural and national 

issues. This pluralism came to encompass the political complexion 

of many of the dissidents. Voices could be heard extolling Russian 

nationalist ideals, neo-Leninism, Western liberalism and other 

themes. Interestingly, dissident concerns were at the centre of the 
reforms introduced by Gorbachev after 1985. 
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The general contours of the relationship between the state and 

the individual were enshrined in the 1977 Constitution. Adopted on 

the 60th anniversary of the 1917 revolution, it was hailed as a major 

achievement of the regime by Brezhnev. Although it detailed a 

barrage of rights enjoyed by the Soviet citizenry - work, leisure, 

health care, welfare, housing, education, freedom of speech, press, 

assembly, conscience, personal inviolability — these were all under¬ 

mined in two ways. First, the constitutionally guaranteed leading 

role of the cpsu enshrined its monopoly on power. Secondly, indi¬ 

vidual rights and freedoms were constrained by two basic provisos: 

article 59 stated that: “citizens’ exercise of their rights and 

freedoms is inseparable from the performance of their 

duties and obligations”.49 

article 39 stated that: “enjoyment by citizens of their rights 

and freedoms must not be to the detriment of the interests 

of society or the state, or infringe the rights of other 

citizens”.50 

The basic premise was that the interests of the collective were prior 

to, and greater than, those of the individual. Moreover, the rights of 

the individual were state-based, and were then delegated to the 

individual from the state. There were no natural rights for Soviet 

citizens, and no autonomous sphere for individuals outside of the 

reach of the state. The state was the great benefactor, delegating 

rights and freedoms. Developed Socialism, in this respect, lies hrmly 

in the Soviet tradition of state-based, anti-individualistic socialism. 

Society and culture of Developed Socialism 

Privilege and equality 

The Brezhnevite approach to the questions of material and social 

inequality was somewhat paradoxical. Although there was general 

continuity with the Khrushchev era in terms of policy priorities, in 

certain areas there was a revival of Stalinist practices. This is most 

clearly illustrated with reference to the question of privilege and 

material equality. The Brezhnev era saw a renewed emphasis upon 

rewarding the elites, increasing incentives for those at the summit 
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of the hierarchy. The egalitarian thrust of Khrushchev’s educational 

policies were in the main abandoned. The vocational elements were 

removed, and special grants for gifted children increased. The 

changes benefited the children of the elites (although there were 

other measures to help the children of the masses also).51 Privileges 

for the nomenklatura — more housing, foreign currency shops, ac¬ 

cess to shortage goods, holiday homes — were extended. Rewards 

for decorated individuals — Heroes of Socialist Labour, war veterans 

- were extended, and new state honours and titles were created.52 

The relaxation of political controls and oversight of the bureau¬ 

cracy created more settled and orderly life for most officials. Arising 

out of this was the mushrooming of nepotism, patronage networks 
and corruption.53 

On the other hand, the extent of privilege did not return to 

Stalinist levels, and in some areas significant measures were taken 

to address continued underprivilege. Subsidies of key items - rents, 

food, heating, transport - grew inexorably. Wages for workers also 

rose during the 1970s. The regime’s prioritization of consumer goods 

(although the results in both quantitative and qualitative terms were 

disappointing) and food supplies raised the living standards of the 

mass of workers and peasants. Diets were more balanced. Owner¬ 

ship of cars, televisions and fridges rose substantially. These im¬ 

provements must be tempered by an awareness of the poor quality 

and unreliability of many of these items, the frequent unavailability 

of spare parts, and the time spent queueing.54 The biggest “win¬ 

ners” under Brezhnev were the agricultural workers. The levels of 

material remuneration for state and collective farmers were increased 

over and above those of industrial workers, and professional groups. 

Some of the more glaring inequalities in the lives of collective 

farmers were also removed. The internal passport system was gradu¬ 

ally phased out after 1974. The electrification of rural areas was 

virtually completed by 1973. Collective farm workers now qualified 
for state pensions.55 

How were these developments conceptualized within Developed 

Socialism? Stalin dramatically increased the privileges and benefits 

of the elite while suppressing the living standards of the workers 

and peasants. Khrushchev narrowed the differentials while retain¬ 

ing the edifice of privilege. Brezhnev’s approach was to increase 

the living standards of those at the bottom without undermining the 

352 



DEVELOPED SOCIALISM 

privileges of those at the top. In other words, Developed Socialism 

envisaged the erosion of inequality arising out of a general rise in 

the living standards of the population, not by redistributing from 

the privileged to the underprivileged. As Evans notes, 

The improvement in the material wellbeing of groups with 

lower-incomes was to be paid for out of the increments in 

the total of social benefits created by economic growth so 

that it would be possible to enhance the standard of living 

of the less affluent groups without reducing the rewards to 

more privileged strata/6 

The issue of female emancipation returned, rather surprisingly, to 

the socio-political agenda. Rather surprisingly because it had been 

“solved” under Stalin. It returned to the agenda primarily for socio¬ 

economic reasons. The declining growth and birth rates in the 1970s 

compelled the leadership to explore the roots and connections 

of these twin processes. This revived discussions of the problems 

and issues facing women at home and at work. These issues were 

legitimized by the concept of Developed Socialism. The task was 

now to perfect social relations under socialism in order to lay the 

foundations for the emergence of a classless, egalitarian, socially 

homogenous society under communism. All obstacles and hind¬ 

rances to the achievement of these objectives had to be researched 

and discussed, and this obviously included obstacles to women’s 

emancipation.1' 
These developments in material rewards and social equality were 

linked by their subordination to the socio-political and economic 

goals of Developed Socialism. Maintaining privilege while seeking 

to eradicate underprivilege reflected the elite’s commitment to main¬ 

taining the position of the bureaucratic hierarchy while simultane¬ 

ously improving the standard of living of the masses. In this way, 

political stability and ideological legitimacy could be maintained. 

Similarly, the greater focus upon women’s issues did not mean a 

revival of the early Bolshevik emancipatory strand embodied by 

Kollontai and others. It was generated by the narrow, immediate 

needs of the state to raise levels of production and increase the 

birth rate. Once more social policy was subordinated to the pro- 

ductivist requirements of the Soviet state. 
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The normative basis of Developed Socialism: detente, militarism, 

Russian nationalism and nostalgia 

The formative components of the worldview of the cpsu underwent 

some significant revisions after 1964. In international terms, the 

cpsu under Brezhnev continued its policy of peaceful, competitive 

co-existence with the West. A new era had emerged though. Before 

the Second World War, socialism had been unable to prevent war 

breaking out. The aftermath of the war reconfigured the relation¬ 

ship between socialism and capitalism, opening up the emergence 

of peaceful co-existence. By the 1970s the growth in military and 

nuclear technology, and in particular the reality of mad (Mutually 

Assured Destruction) resulting from nuclear proliferation meant 

that a new situation had emerged: detente. Capitalism could no 

longer expect to defeat the socialist system by military means. The 

prospects for peace, and for a more co-operative emphasis in 

co-existence, were greatly improved. Yet Soviet theorists (as well 

as their counterparts in the usa) still viewed detente as part of the 

ongoing process by which socialism would overcome capitalism. 
According to Shenfield, 

Detente enables the socialist countries to reduce their 

military burden, and ... to develop democracy more easily 

and overcome deformations caused by international ten¬ 

sion. Anti-communism becomes a less effective ideological 

weapon against working-class struggle in the capitalist coun¬ 
tries. Detente in general eases imperialist pressure on the 

revolutionary movement, reducing the danger of “export 
of counter-revolution”.58 

Once again detente was partially derived from the domestic eco¬ 

nomic needs of the ussr. Reducing the military burden enabled a 

shift of resources to consumer goods. The more relaxed inter¬ 

national atmosphere facilitated the import of Western technology, 

allowing the state to modernize the economy without enormous 

investment. The acquisition of Most Favoured Nation status for the 

ussr from the US government meant substantive economic benefits, 

which were to filter through to the Soviet economy in the mid- 

1970s. The highpoint for the Brezhnev regime in its international 
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prestige and status came in 1975 at Helsinki with the signing of the 

ocse accords. 
In the domestic sphere, the Brezhnev regime introduced a number 

of new components to the value-system of Soviet socialism. In 

essence, these innovations were designed to consolidate the posi¬ 

tion of the cpsu at home, to bolster its legitimacy and to sustain the 

more consensual, conservative approach to societal management. 

This meant a move away from the more confrontational and radical 

approaches of Khrushchev. The anti-religious, atheistic campaign 

was toned down, and the vocational slant to education was also 

abandoned, being replaced with a more orthodox academic cur¬ 

riculum. Gradually the contours of the Brezhnevite worldview 

emerged. It was one which sought to synthesize its emphasis on 

science and technology with nostalgia, conservatism, militarism and 

the trappings of superpowerdom. 
A distinctive feature of the Brezhnevite value system was a 

revival of the Stalinist approach. First, towards the middle of the 

1970s a new personality cult began to grow up around Brezhnev, 

in which criticisms of Stalin subsided, and the achievements of 

Brezhnev were excessively praised. Brezhnev appropriated the title 

that had been bestowed upon Stalin: vozhd'. He became General 

Secretary and Chair of the Praesidium of the Supreme Soviet. The 

practice of naming streets, towns, etc. after leaders was revived. He 

awarded himself numerous prizes: the Lenin Peace Prize, the Lenin 

Prize for Literature. This was no Stalinist cult though. Brezhnev was 

ridiculed for his intellectual mediocrity in popular satire of the time. 

The second revival of Stalinist themes saw the re-emergence of 

Russian nationalism within the official discourse of the state. In the 

late 1960s, a significant number of intellectuals began to espouse 

Russian nationalist values. In part this was a response to the 

flowering of minority nationalism within the other republics. In part 

it was also an attempt to fill the spiritual void left by the decline 

in religious faith, and the retreat from the utopianism inherent in 

Khrushchev’s imminent transition to communism. The toning down 

of Khrushchev’s anti-religious campaign has its roots in this Russian 

nationalist revival: the closure of churches was said to be doing 

irreparable damage to Russian cultural treasures.60 But in other 

respects the state was unable to revive the Stalinist approach, par¬ 

ticularly in mobilizing the population for state goals. The attempts 
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to enthuse the population for the task of constructing bam (the 

Baikal-Amur Mainline railway) singly failed to excite the revolu¬ 

tionary ardour of the Soviet people, unlike many of the industrial 
projects of the 1930s. 

The revival of Russian nationalism was used by the regime as a 

form of ideological cement. The focus on the past - especially the 

Second World War — served to consolidate the regime, and to give 

it an alternative source of legitimacy as the economy began to slow 

down towards the end of the 1970s. The attempt to graft Russian 

nationalist themes onto traditional Marxist-Leninist categories was 

highly reminiscent of the latter years of the Stalin regime. Cultural 

policy reflected this conservative bent. Gradually, a constrictive 

orthodoxy was imposed on literature, arts and history writing. The 

parameters of official culture were broad. Themes of technological 

advances were combined with a revival of traditional Russian folk 

values, embodied in a revival of rural prose that glorified the “lost” 

rural past. The popularity of the rural prose school - comprising 

the authors Rasputin, Belov and others — is no surprise to Stites: 

“The prospect of the disappearance of the peasant way of life . . . 

induces many to gaze fondly upon the countryside as the last refuge 

of real Russian values: honesty, simplicity, harmony, stability family 
warmth.”61 

The other predominant theme of cultural policy was the exten¬ 

sive use of militaristic symbols, and the closer integration of military- 

patriotic themes into the everyday life of the Soviet citizen. There 

was a constant flow of novels concerning the Great Patriotic War. It 

also emerged in the most unlikely places. In the field of circus 
entertainment, 

About 80 students were accepted annually from some 3000 

applicants to the [circus] academy where they learned all 

the genres of the trade and the rudiments of Marxist ideol¬ 

ogy which they were expected to incorporate into their 

acts. In practice this meant a regular dose of patriotism, war 

songs and even documentary footage of German atrocities.62 

Militaristic themes pervaded every aspect of Soviet life. The Soviet 

ritual calendar had many days devoted to the Soviet armed forces. 

Ostensibly ideological parades - May Day for instance - became 
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vehicles for displays of military might. Military training was inte¬ 

grated fully into the lives of educational establishments. Overlaying 

this turn towards militarism was the sense of pride in the super¬ 

power status of the ussr. This was manifested in the enormous 

amount of time and attention devoted to the propagation of the 

achievements of the Soviet state, especially those activities that re¬ 

inforced the notions of the superiority of socialism over capitalism. 

Great political capital was made out of the space race, and the 

superiority of Soviet technology over that of the West. Similarily the 

sporting achievements of the Soviet bloc countries appeared to 

demonstrate in practice the superiority of the Soviet way of life 

over the capitalist way of life. The economy may have been slow¬ 

ing down, but socialism was still able to outperform capitalism. 

The Brezhnev regime remained committed to the core values of 

Soviet socialism: collectivism, egalitarianism, internationalism. The 

particular content and interpretation of these components was dis¬ 

tinctive to the Brezhnev era. From the early 1970s Soviet scholars 

had been discussing the idea of a specific “socialist way of life”, an 

idea that was officially adopted by the leadership at the 25th Party 

Congress in 1976.63 Its emergence against a backdrop of economic 

slowdown and agricultural reverses is not without significance. The 

leadership asserted that the superiority of socialism over capitalism 

could not be measured solely using the criteria of economic pro¬ 

ductivity, levels of consumption and so on. The ussr had a number 

of advantages: its way of life was qualitatively superior to that of 

the capitalist countries. What were the essential features of this way 

of life? There was little agreement among Soviet scholars. Brezhnev 

briefly mentioned some attributes at the 25th Party Congress: col¬ 

lectivism, comradeship, unity and friendship of nations and moral 

health.64 However, the specific meanings of these values proved 

somewhat elusive. In fact it is probably accurate to suggest that 

these values were defined negatively: the “socialist way of life” was 

often reduced to little more than a negation of capitalism’s features: 

individualism, selfishness, immorality. The elimination of negative 

phenomena in Soviet society would leave a “socialist way of life ’ 

in situ. 
The significance of the “socialist way of life” lies in the elite’s 

modification of the productivist ethos of Soviet socialism. The onset 

of economic problems undermined the Soviet claims that socialism 
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was superior to capitalism and would inevitably supersede it. The 

leadership had to find a way to tone down the consumerist expecta¬ 

tions of the Soviet population while buttressing the superiority of 

the socialist system. Soviet ideological pronouncements noted that 

a narrow focus on increasing the material standard of living tended 

to create acquisitive and proprietorial attitudes, which were in¬ 

appropriate in a Developed Socialist society. Consequently, it was 

necessary to reaffirm collectivist, fraternal values within socialist 

society. The notion of a “socialist way of life”, with its implications 

of little more than moral superiority for socialism, is illustrative of 

the growing pessimism of the Brezhnev leadership, and of the con¬ 

tinued dominance of the impulse to conserve and consolidate the 

existing system. The underlying constructivist ethos - of shaping 

the values and outlook of Soviet citizens - remained. But the ends 

had shifted from the creation of a communist society, to the but¬ 
tressing of the position of the Soviet state. 

Developed Socialism and the Soviet model 

Developed Socialism sought to adjust and adapt the essential 

traits of the Soviet system to the demands of modernization. Its 

emphases were upon stability, gradual, evolutionary change and 

the need to perfect the existing institutions. Its chosen methods 

were incrementalist and technocratic. Organizationally it stressed 

centralism, hierarchy and the close, conscious management of 

social processes. In terms of its underlying philosophy, Developed 

Socialism lay firmly within the traditional model of Soviet socialism. 

The themes of rationalism and constructivism were embodied in 

the belief in “social engineering” which underscored Developed 

Socialism. It was possible consciously to plan the “construction” of 

a socialist society. Moreover, the plan to divert two Siberian rivers 

in older to irrigate vast areas of land illustrated the lingering tena¬ 

city of the Bolshevik belief in the ability of humanity to overcome 

any obstacle in its attempts to construct the new society. The reali¬ 

zation ol a complete socialist way of life”, with its own morality 

and culture, and of a “New Soviet Personality” could be engineered 

on the initiative of the party. Personalities could be moulded through 

education, propaganda and training. Although, the communist 
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utopia was indefinitely postponed, Developed Socialism embodied 

the technocratic, scientific, norms of orthodox Soviet socialism. 

What specific meaning and content did Developed Socialism 

ascribe to the core features of the Soviet model of socialism? In 

economic terms, the essential features of the command economy 

were restored and consolidated: central planning, state ownership, 

managerial authority within the factory. The attempts to bring about 

changes were mere adaptations of the existing structures (the 

Production-Association reform of 1973), and modifications to its 

modus operandi (increasing use of computers/mathematical tech¬ 

niques). The critical issue was that these innovations did not replace 

the process of target-fulfilled by quota, but co-existed with them. In 

terms of economic priorities, the era of Developed Socialism main¬ 

tained the more balanced post-Stalinist approach, investing heavily 

in agriculture and consumer goods. The traditional emphasis upon 

heavy industry did not disappear. It metamorphosed into a growing 

impetus to apply the advances in science and technology to the 

productive process, in order to increase the efficiency and produc¬ 

tivity of the economy, laying the basis for further economic ad¬ 

vances and the modernization of the armed forces. 

In the political sphere, the approach adopted by Brezhnev syn¬ 

thesized a variety of themes. The party retained its central role as 

the agency of social transformation and management, continuing 

the Khrushchevite revival of the party. However, the precise exer¬ 

cise of this leading role differed fundamentally from Khrushchev’s. 

Instead of adopting the role of campaigner, mobilizer, energizer 

in tandem with the mass activism of the population, the party 

adopted a technocratic, depoliticized approach. Political leadership 

and decision-making was about finding the most rational, efficient 

means to manage society, not about the growth of public self- 

government. This was distinct from the Stalinist approach. Although 

repression increased, and the kgb played a greater role in the run¬ 

ning of the system, there was no return to mass terror, and the cpsu 

was the central political organ. This was distinct from the Leninist 

synthesis, as the popular mobilizational strand was absent from 

the politics of Developed Socialism. The persistence of central au¬ 

thority - the party and the state - long into the future, emphasized 

the continuing hegemony of statism and centralism in Bolshevik 

discourse. 
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In socio-cultural terms, the traditional Bolshevik commitment 

to collectivism, egalitarianism, productivism and proletarian inter¬ 

nationalism continued to be mitigated by the ongoing need of the 

state to legitimate itself in the eyes of its own population and of 

the world socialist system, and to maintain itself in power. Peaceful 

co-existence, privilege, consumerism and the “socialist way of life” 

were combined with militarism, nationalism, traditional Russian folk 

culture and technocracy to create an eclectic hotch-potch of values 

underpinning Developed Socialism. 

Postscript: Developed Socialism after Brezhnev 

The Brezhnev era delivered a period of relative economic prosper¬ 

ity, political stability and a reduction in international tension. How¬ 

ever, many social, economic and political problems had accumulated 

in Soviet society by the time of Brezhnev’s death in 1982. Growth 

rates were slowing appreciably. According to a range of economic 

indicators, the ussr was slipping down the league table. Corruption 

was rife. The leadership were ageing, and personnel turnover 

was slowing down. Massive environmental problems were accu¬ 

mulating. The workforce was increasingly cynical, apathetic and 

alienated. Alcoholism, drug addiction and other symptoms of social 

and moral decay became apparent. Ostrich-like, the regime were 

unwilling or unable to confront these problems. As Stites asserts, 

instead of answers and solutions, it offered smug slogans about 
progress”.65 

The succession of Andropov in 1982 gave elite backing to a 

(limited) theoretical rejuvenation, although this process had already 

been set in train by the time of Brezhnev’s death. This can be seen 

in the debate on contradictions that occurred among Soviet social 

scientists from 1981 to 1984.60 This debate was primarily a response 

to the 1980—81 Solidarity crisis in Poland. This provided a great 

challenge for Marxist—Leninist theorists who had to come to terms 

with how to conceive of such crises in a supposedly crisis-free 

socialist society, which was progressing towards communism. 

This debate played an important role in undermining Developed 

Socialism, as it called into question the ability of the existing 

dominant concepts to explain the nature of Soviet society in the 
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early 1980s. The growing plethora of problems was increasingly at 
variance with the view, propounded by Developed Socialism, of 
a crisis-free and progressive advance towards communism. This 
debate on contradictions was the first major step in the theoretical 
de-Brezhnevization of Soviet society. 

The accession of Andropov brought about a shift in the orienta¬ 
tion of the regime, which now was faced with the reality of dealing 
with the stagnation of the latter Brezhnev years. Indeed it was 
Andropov who set in motion the process of de-Brezhnevizing 
Soviet society, a process that eventually led to perestroika. Some of 
the more general features of Andropov’s brief tenure as General 
Secretary have been fairly well documented.6 Economically and 
socially, Andropov was viewed by some Western analysts as a “ ‘pro¬ 
gressive’: flexible, undogmatic, conscious of the need for reform in 
many economic and social areas and committed to detente' ^ While 
many of his initial policy pronouncements were concerned with 
the area of increasing discipline (as a way of promoting greater 
economic efficiency from within the system: i.e. stricter curbs on 
alcoholism, absenteeism, etc.), he was also seen as a figure who 
favoured more fundamental changes (in terms of agricultural and 
economic reform) to deal with the problem of falling growth rates 
and consistently poor harvests.69 

Andropov’s views of the socio-political structure greatly contrib¬ 
uted to the process of undermining the worldview of Brezhnevite 
socialism, which tended to view socialism as a gradual crisis-free 
linear progression towards communism. He tended to view Soviet 
society more critically (or was more prepared to express his views) 
and on the whole was more realistic and frank about its short¬ 
comings, and consequently about the urgency of change. This more 
realistic and critical approach gave rise to a number of interesting 
themes, many of which conflicted with the dominant themes of 
Developed Socialism. First, it allowed for the possibility of clashes, 
tensions and crises. Secondly, there were clearly problems within 
the Soviet system that could not be rationalized as “vestiges” of 
capitalism, but which were attributable to shortcomings within the 
socialist system itself. Thirdly, the process of the growing social 
homogeneity of the Soviet population clearly had a long distance 
to traverse, in the light of the divergent interests and tensions 
that existed, or could arise. On a general level Andropov clearly 
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contributed to the undermining of Developed Socialism, by ques¬ 

tioning (implicitly) the linear crisis-free view of socialist social 
development. 

These emphases are reinforced when Andropov’s specific views 

of Developed Socialism are analyzed. In contrast to Brezhnev who, 

by the 24th Congress, tended to view the attainment of a Developed 

Socialist society as something of a fait accompli, or as an accom¬ 

plished theoretical fact, Andropov, while accepting that a De¬ 

veloped Socialist society had been reached, was moving away from 

this position. He brought into question the level of progress at¬ 

tained by Soviet society, as well as the extent of the theoretical 

comprehension of social processes in Soviet society.70 According to 

Andropov, the Soviet Union had reached only the beginning of 

“the long historical phase” of mature socialism. The task now was 

to “perfect” Developed Socialism: this necessarily meant revealing 

some of the problems and difficulties (“subjective” and “objective”) 

that had to be overcome in the process of “perfection”. In this way, 

Andropov was able to move away from Brezhnev’s emphasis on 

the consolidation of what had been achieved (implicit in his rep¬ 

resentation of Developed Socialism as an accomplished fact) and to 

emphasize in turn the need for changes and major improvements, 

both to forestall conflicts and to progress towards communism.71 

Andropov also questioned the ability of the existing theoretical 

concepts, embodied in Developed Socialism, to comprehend the 

nature of Soviet society in the 1980s. In a speech to the party vet¬ 

erans, he asserted that, frankly speaking, we have not yet properly 

studied the society in which we live and work and have not fully 

disclosed its inherent laws”.72 In an attempt to rectify this situation 

and to overcome the widespread theoretical sterility and dogmatism 

in Soviet theory at this time, Andropov advocated the “creative use 

of ideology”. If Soviet theory was to be relevant to the problems 

confronting society, it could not rest upon outdated and inadequate 

formulae, but had to be developed rigorously in line with practical 

developments. It was clear from Andropov’s own analysis of Soviet 

society that theoretical developments were necessary to take account 

of the new problems and conditions. As the dominant ideological 

and theoretical concept of a mature socialist society, Developed 

Socialism was clearly inadequate (or was being inadequately 

interpreted by Soviet scholars) and would have to be included in 
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any theoretical rejuvenation that occurred.73 Andropov’s untimely 

death meant that these themes were unable to be thoroughly pur¬ 

sued. However, he clearly played a vital role in initiating the de- 

Brezhnevization of Soviet society and in undermining Developed 

Socialism. 
It is probably fair to characterize Chernenko’s period in office as 

a hybrid: neither a return to Brezhnev’s policies and values, nor a 

direct continuation of what Andropov had started. What seems to 

have occurred is that the trends inaugurated by Andropov slowed 

appreciably under Chernenko, without undergoing a significant 

change in direction. For example, continuity was maintained through 

the campaign targeted against corruption. Conversely, the decen¬ 

tralization of industrial decision-making was implemented in a 

watered-down fashion. 1 Teague also emphasizes that Chernenko 

fell back on Marxist-Leninist slogans as a substitute for Andropov’s 

labour discipline campaign: seeking greater effort and efficiency 

through increased exhortations and propaganda campaigns (com¬ 

memorating the 50th anniversary of Stakhanovism).7' Similarily, 

Chernenko shared many of Andropov’s perceptions of Developed 

Socialism. Chernenko started from the assertion that Marxism- 

Leninism requires “creative development” and must oppose all forms 

of “dogmatism and ossification”. In particular, in stressing the need 

for ideological flexibility, Chernenko seems to have been under¬ 

mining the ideological legacy of Suslov (the chief ideologist of the 

Brezhnev years) by urging a reassessment of “seemingly indisputed 

theses”.76 This led Chernenko to reach many conclusions similar 

to those reached by Andropov. The ussr had entered the stage of 

Developed Socialism, although they were only at the beginning of 

this prolonged period. The attainment of Developed Socialism, while 

being an implicit recognition of the mature and developed nature 

of the Soviet system, should not, according to Chernenko, be inter¬ 

preted either as signifying its total perfection, or lead to the idealiz¬ 

ing of what has been achieved. In this way Chernenko was able to 

advocate realistic and sober assessments of Soviet society and of 

the need to “perfect” and “improve” all aspects of Soviet society. 

The continuities with Brezhnev, both for Andropov and 

Chernenko, are far more evident than the changes though. The 

principles and underlying philosophy of the traditional model of 

Soviet socialism remained virtually untouched by Andropov and 
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Chernenko’s innovations. The arrival of Gorbachev as General 

Secretary brought a radical critique of Brezhnevite socialism, and 

ultimately a complete transformation of the principles and philos¬ 
ophy of the Soviet model of socialism. 
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PART FOUR 

The demise of 
scientific socialism 





CHAPTER NINE 

Gorbachev and Soviet socialism,: 
The rise and fall of Humane 

Democratic Socialism 

Old Soviet Adage: 

There’s no unemployment, yet nobody works. 

Nobody works, yet the plan still gets fulfilled. 

The plan gets fulfilled, yet there’s still nothing in the shops. 

There’s nothing in the shops, yet every fridge is full. 

Every fridge is full, yet everyone still complains. 

Everyone complains, yet the same people keep getting 

elected. 

Introduction 

The death of Chernenko in 1985 brought Mikhail Gorbachev to 

power. His period in office witnessed a series of profound changes, 

which transformed the global political, economic and ideological 

landscape. Within the Soviet context, the reform process of 

perestroika or restructuring, led to a process of radical change that 

culminated in the collapse of the communist system and the end 

of the Soviet Union. Somewhat hidden amid this swirling vortex of 

change was a fundamental reconceptualization of the traditional 

Soviet model of socialism. Originating in a critical reappraisal of 

Developed Socialism within a new version of the Third Party 

Programme, this new concept of Soviet socialism - Humane 
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Democratic Socialism - emerged in 1989/90, and was substantiated 

within official Soviet discourse in the Draft Party Programme of 

July/August 1991- The combined impact of these “revisions” was to 

abandon the core features of the orthodox Soviet model, and to bring 

about a fundamental shift in the worldview of the cpsu. The orthodox 

commitment to scientific socialism was replaced with an ethical, 

humanistic approach. Gorbachev social-democratized Bolshevism. 

The structure of this chapter traces the origins and development 

of this new concept of socialism. It is not organized chrono¬ 

logically, as the dismantling of the old form of socialism occurred 

concurrent with the elaboration of the new. Instead, the following 

analysis sets out the variety of factors - theoretical, political, 

economic, social and international - that shaped Humane Democratic 

Socialism, before setting out the essential features of the centre¬ 
piece of Gorbachev’s ideological renewal. 

Why a new concept of socialism? 

The first signs of a debate concerning a new model of socialism 

emerged in October 1988. Ideology chief Vadim Medvedev wrote 

an article in Pravda, which was derived from a speech at an inter¬ 

national social science conference on the contemporary meaning of 

socialism. Within a year, there had been something of an intellec¬ 

tual flowering, which culminated in Gorbachev’s “ Sotsialisticheskaya 

ideya i revolutsionnaya perestroika” (The socialist idea and revolu¬ 

tionary perestroika) in November 1989, which set out his view 

of the essential values and structures of a future Soviet socialist 

society. This in turn laid the groundwork for the cpsu’s platform for 

the 28th Congress “Towards Humane, Democratic Socialism”.2 Why 
did this debate occur? 

The search for a new model of socialism was the logical out¬ 

come of two interlinked processes. The first was the practical pro¬ 

cess of restructuring Soviet society. The reforms proved to be far 

more radical and comprehensive than the leadership initially envis¬ 

aged. As the extent of the problems was revealed, the need for 

a radical transformation became apparent. This in turn meant a 

re evaluation of the foundations of the Soviet theoretical edifice: 
the nature of socialism. 
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The problem was that the dominant conception of socialism 

ante perestroika was a participant factor in the crisis within Soviet 

society. The vast catalogue of problems that had accumulated by 

the early 1980s - falling economic growth rates, growing techno¬ 

logical lag from the West, a plethora of negative social phenomena, 

growing social passivity and inertia, highly bureaucratized and 

formalistic political processes - required a radical solution. How¬ 

ever, Developed Socialism as a doctrine was unable to supply this. 

It sought to adjust and adapt the essential traits of the Soviet system 

to the demands of modernization, emphasizing stability and 

gradual evolutionary change. As Gorbachev’s solution entailed an 

increasingly radical programme, involving the attempt to unleash a 

(managed) process of popular initiative and creativity, Developed 

Socialism became increasingly disfunctional in this respect.3 De¬ 

veloped Socialism was also unable to confront some of the contem¬ 

porary problems common to all social systems: the implementation 

of the Scientific and Technological Revolution, environmental 

survival and, also, how to conceive of the role of the individual in 

society. The process of renewal, and the simultaneous growth of 

global problems were gradually revealing the theoretically bankrupt 

and historically exhausted nature of Soviet Brezhnevite/neo-Stalinist 

socialism. By mid-1988, it was clear that the next step would be to 

start the process of reconceptualization. 
The uncertainty engendered by the changes also had an impact. 

Questions were asked in journals, newspapers and among ordinary 

citizens. Where are we going? What will our society look like if 

these changes succeed? Are we not renouncing socialism? The new 

concept of socialism emerged partly in response to these questions. 

To give perestroika legitimacy, direction and content, it became 

necessary to provide a sound theoretical basis for the changes and 

to affirm in the eyes of the population that the reforms were more 

than just a collection of ad hoc policies. The leadership had a 

definite aim, and a strategy for pursuing it. 
The important thing to note about this debate was that it was not 

just an abstract discussion about the meaning of socialism at the 

end of the twentieth century. It was also a political project, tied 

inextricably to the processes of political and economic renewal, 

and this had major implications for the reconceptualization of 

Soviet socialism.4 The content of a “renewed” Soviet socialism was 
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shaped as much by “political” factors, by the necessity of bringing 
about a successful transition to an efficient economic system, as 
by the reanimation or reinterpretation of socialist values and prin¬ 
ciples. This proved to be a source of considerable “tension” within 
Soviet socialism, as the values considered to be an integral part 
of the socialist project struggled for hegemony with the demands 
of creating an efficient socio-economic system. The outworking of 
this tension between instrumentalism and idealism was to play an 
important part in shaping the final form and content of Soviet 
socialism. There was also another tension at play. While attempting 
to combine successful reform with doctrinal purity, perestroika had 
also to maintain the cpsu in power. This imposed on the new view 
of socialism that emerged the need to promote change while de¬ 
fending some of the “old” principles and values of Soviet socialism, 
as they provided a rationalization of the party’s role. 

Soviet socialism in transition: from Developed Socialism to 
Humane Democratic Socialism (via Developing Socialism) 

The central concepts and values of renewed Soviet socialism grew 
out of the theoretical and practical developments after 1985. The 
framework was initially conditioned by the normal process of 
leadership succession in the ussr: an attack on the legacy of the 
predecessor. 

The decline and fall of Developed Socialism 

The immediate measures to de-Brezhnevize Soviet society struck 
mainly at the most obvious aspects of corruption and degeneration 
among the personnel. Attacks on the privileges of the party and 
state elites were increased, and there was a steady flow of personal 
criticism of Brezhnev, his leadership style, his capabilities and 
his achievements. Pravda categorized his rule as one of “flattery, 
obsequiousness, sycophancy and fawning”.5 There were clear polit¬ 
ical reasons for these measures, as Gorbachev sought a scapegoat 
for problems and a means of bolstering his own authority. But the 
analysis swiftly moved away from the shortcomings of the system, 
and from Brezhnev himself, towards an attempt to discover the 
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reasons why there was a pre-crisis situation in the Soviet system by 

the early 1980s. The initial response was to abandon Developed 

Socialism and elaborate the concept of stagnation (.zastoi0.6 

As de-Brezhnevization proceeded, Developed Socialism was 

emptied of its content, abandoned and replaced (initially) by the 

concept of uskorenie (the “acceleration of socio-economic devel¬ 

opment”). A key stage in this process was the publication of a re¬ 

vised version of the Third Party Programme in 1986. The 26th cpsu 

Congress in 1981 had called for a revised programme to be drawn 

up. The resulting document paid scant attention to the concept 

of Developed Socialism. A close reading of the text reveals that 

the concept of uskorenie now occupied a central place in Soviet 

discourse: 

The Third Programme of the cpsu in its present updated 

edition is a programme for the planned and all-round 

perfection of socialism, for Soviet society’s further advance 

to communism through the country’s accelerated socio¬ 

economic development. 

Marginalization of Developed Socialism was followed swiftly by 

criticism and abandonment. In his speech to the 27th cpsu Congress, 

Gorbachev outlined, 

It is proper to recall that the thesis on Developed Socialism 

has gained currency in our country as a reaction to the simp¬ 

listic ideas about the ways and period of time for carrying out 

the tasks of communist construction. Subsequently however, 

the accents in the interpretation of Developed Socialism were 

gradually shifted. Things were not infrequently reduced to 

just registering successes. It became a peculiar vindication 

of sluggishness in solving outstanding problems. Today . . . 

this approach has become unacceptable.8 

On this reading, although Developed Socialism was an appropriate 

corrective to Khrushchev’s timetable for the direct transition to 

communism, the problems lay in subsequent interpretations of it. 

It became an inherently conservative doctrine that fostered com¬ 

placency and operated by extolling the positive aspects of Soviet 
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society. The resulting theoretical sterility and ideological dogma¬ 

tism glossed over any problems that existed, and so hindered their 

resolution. Finally, Developed Socialism produced among the 

population a mentality of stagnation and apathy that snuffed out 

creativity and stifled the emergence of dynamism. The need for radical 

change and to impart creativity and initiative meant removing the 

concept that seemed to be entirely opposed to these priorities.9 

After the 27th Congress references to Developed Socialism gradu¬ 
ally disappeared. 

A qualitative turning-point in the treatment of the Brezhnev 

era occurred at the January plenum of the Central Committee in 

1987.10 As perestroika widened its scope, so the basic structures and 

worldview of Brezhnevite socialism increasingly came under attack. 

The immediate consequence of this was the emergence of the con¬ 

cept of zastoi’ as a characterization of the Brezhnev years. This 

concept was at first applied to the late 1970s and early 1980s. How¬ 

ever it was quickly extended to cover the whole of the Brezhnev era. 

This marked a shift towards an analysis that sought to comprehend 

the “objective”, root causes of the problems of the Soviet system 

which emerged under Brezhnev. It raised some uncomfortable ques¬ 

tions for the new leadership. Was stagnation purely a Brezhnevite 

or post-Stalinist phenomenon, or was it something inherent within 

the Soviet model? In this way, the process of de-Brezhnevization 

inexorably evolved into a re-evaluation of Stalin and Stalinism. 

At the 1987 January plenum, Gorbachev catalogued in detail the 

various ills of the latter Brezhnev period (as well as for the first time 

identifying the situation in the ussr as a “crisis”). The crux of his 

approach was to relate the crisis of the late 1970s and early 1980s to 

a much wider context: the theoretical and practical legacy of the 

1930s and 1940s, and the inability or unwillingness of subsequent 

leaders to address these issues.11 This speech laid the foundations 

for a series of debates and articles addressing the origins and nature 

of the “braking mechanism” (the configuration of factors causing 

the slowdown in economic growth, and the rise of the related nega¬ 

tive socio-political phenomena). Soviet scholars began to debate 

and discuss the nature of the Stalinist system and its evolution 
under Brezhnev. 

One of the keynote contributions was from Gavriil Popov, who 

coined the phrase the “Administrative System”. This was characterized 
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as a mechanism of government and economic management based 

upon administrative methods, which was excessively centralized, 

hierarchical and bureaucratic.12 This idea provided a starting-point 

for a radical critique of the form and content of Brezhnevite 

socialism. Many of the themes that Popov’s analysis highlighted 

(the nature of the socialist management apparatus, overcentraliza¬ 

tion, hierarchy, the stifling of creativity, the growth of passivity 

and inertia) were developed further by Soviet scholars in their ana¬ 

lysis of the braking mechanism. Towards the end of 1987 and at 

the beginning of 1988 a series of articles and discussions appeared, 

concerned with various aspects of the Brezhnev years. The fullest 

discussion of the braking mechanism was contained in the pages of 

Voprosi Istorii KPSS at the beginning of 1988.13 This was the docu¬ 

mentation of a discussion that had been sponsored by the Central 

Committee of the cpsu, held at the Institute of Marxism-Leninism.14 

The main conclusion from this debate was that any analysis of 

the braking mechanism had to take account of the existence, to a 

greater or lesser extent, of a link between the Stalinist system and 

the system which crystallized under Brezhnev. It became clear to 

many academics and reformers that to eliminate the problems that 

accumulated under Brezhnev required measures which addressed 

the basic elements of the system, laid under Stalin, not just the 

innovations introduced by Brezhnev. 

The critique of the operation of the traditional model embraced 

the following themes: (a) a rejection of “barracks” or “regimental” 

socialism which was authoritarian and hierarchical; (b) a rejection 

of the dehumanizing, bureaucratic, statist form of socialism in which 

people perceived themselves to be mere “cogs” (vintiki) in a huge 

machine; (c) a repudiation of a form of socialism which lacked a 

clear moral underpinning, had no spiritual content, and no respect 

for the dignity or cultural requirements of a person; (d) a rejection 

of socialism in which one group or body exercised an ideational 

monopoly and in which there was no genuine pluralism of opin¬ 

ions or openness with regard to the dissemination and availability 

of information. 
Criticism was especially directed against the role of the state and 

the amount of centralization in the system. State ownership was 

equated with “no-one’s” ownership, contributing to the growth of 

alienation. The commitment to collectivism and egalitarianism had 
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become little more than crude levelling, creating grey uniformity 

and drab conformity. This critique was extended to the basic philo¬ 

sophical themes of Soviet socialism. The criticism of the neglect of 

the individual, and of their moral and spiritual needs reflected the 

general dissatisfaction with the productivist one-dimensional view 

of individuals being shaped primarily by their material conditions 

of existence. On the other hand some core elements of the tradi¬ 

tional model remained untouched: the leading role of the party, a 

belief in the superiority of central planning over the market, and 

a general philosophy marked by rationalism and constructivism. 

The theory and practice of perestroika 

The content of the new concept of socialism also arose out of the 

reform process itself. In elaborating a series of measures to over¬ 

come the crisis facing the ussr, the cpsu embarked on a journey that 

led to some fundamental revisions of the core features of the tradi¬ 

tional model. These measures had a significant impact in shaping 

the renewal of Soviet socialism. The catalogue of problems to which 

perestroika was directed have been well documented elsewhere, 

and scarcely need repeating here.15 The problem for the leadership 

was that the answer to the economic stagnation was not just econ¬ 

omic growth, but economic growth of a new kind: based around 

efficiency, productivity, greater product quality and the increased 

application of new technology. In the Soviet context though this 

meant more than just the modernization of an outdated and 

inefficient productive process: the problem was also rooted in 

the cultural and institutional legacy of Stalinism.16 The gradual 

radicalization of perestroika revealed that many of the core features 

of the traditional model of Soviet socialism were a constituent part 
of the problem. 

The search for remedies for the ills of the Soviet economy began 

along similar lines to those employed by Andropov: campaigns to 

extract greater productivity from the workforce (anti-corruption, 

anti-alcohol, quality control) with measures to streamline the 

bureaucracy. The deepening of the reforms led to organizational 

changes, similar to those outlined in the 1965 Kosygin reforms: 

greater autonomy for managers and more scope for worker parti¬ 

cipation were included in the 1987 Law on the State Enterprise. 
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It seemed a possibility at one point that a form of worker self¬ 

management might have emerged.17 This decree also included 

measures to allow loss-making firms to be declared bankrupt. 

The deepening economic problems in 1988 and 1989 led to more 

far-reaching reassessments of the core features of Soviet socialism. 

Alternatives to state ownership began to be proposed and discussed. 

Co-operatives were allowed to operate. Individuals were allowed 

to provide services. The taboos on hired labour were gradually 

removed. The market (either in combination with, or instead of, 

central planning) began to be viewed in a more positive light. 

Perestroika was distinguished from previous attempts at re¬ 

form by its attempts to combine political and economic changes. 

Gorbachev sought to integrate popular participation and to revive 

Soviet democracy in order to facilitate the changes in the economy. 

The rapid progress of political reform demonstrates the dynamic 

nature of the internal momentum generated by the democratization 

process. In January 1987, a “watershed” plenum for political reform 

occurred. Its proposals, which at the time seemed fairly radical, 

included: electoral reforms (possibility of secret ballots for party 

secretary posts); contested (multi-candidature) elections to the 

Soviets; greater popular involvement at all stages of the election 

campaign; elections in factories for managers; and a greater role 

for legislative organs over their executive counterparts.18 At the 19th 

Party Conference in June 1988 it was deemed necessary to deepen 

the political reforms. The role of the Soviets was to be upgraded, 

allowing them greater autonomy of action by separating them from 

the influence of the party. In turn, the cpsu was to have its internal 

processes democratized and its wider role in society reduced to 

broad ideological and political tasks (as opposed to day-to-day 

involvement in local social and economic affairs).19 

By the spring of 1990, events had overtaken Gorbachev’s orig¬ 

inal vision of a democratized socialist pluralism within a one-party 

state. The cpsu began to be seen as part of the problem, not the 

solution. In March 1990, the constitutional guarantee of the leading 

role of the party, article 6, was abandoned. The political system 

appeared to have a distinctly “westernized” look: an embryonic 

parliamentary system, with the separation of powers, checks and 

balances, the rule of law, an executive Presidency, political plural¬ 

ism. A multi-party system was emerging, fitfully by 1991.20 The 
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reform process did not just criticize the negative aspects of Soviet 

socialism. It also began to develop alternative policies and new 

structures, and these fed into the debates on the shape of the new 
concept of socialism. 

Perestroika was a time of radical conceptual innovation, as 

well as of political, economic and social change. The emergence of 

new concepts and ideas to tackle the vast catalogue of problems 

had a profound impact upon the form and content of Soviet 

socialism Gorbachev-style. The emergence in April 1985 of the 

strategy of “The acceleration of socio-economic development” 

marked the first appearance of new theoretical concepts designed 

to confront the problems of Soviet society.21 The overall objective 

was the transition of Soviet society to a qualitatively new condition. 

Uskorenie, as a concept, was concerned above all with raising the 

rate of economic growth. However, it was to be a new quality 

of growth: efficient, productive and intensive, and also a wider 

package of measures dealing with the political and social aspects 

of economic reform. Uskorenie, as a result, brought forth a number 
of concepts. 

The most well known idea is that of perestroika or restructuring.22 

Although initially quite limited in scope, it evolved and developed 

into a fundamental concept touching all aspects of Soviet society 

(in sometimes unexpected ways). Indeed, Gorbachev began to talk 

of perestroika as a revolution ’, “‘I would equate the word perestroika 

with the word ‘revolution’ . . . the reforms mapped out. . . are a 

genuine revolution in the entire system of relations in society.”23 

Perestroika also sheltered three important concepts that played a 

key role in reshaping the philosophical and normative basis of 

Soviet socialism: the “human factor”; glasnost’ (openness); and 

demokratizatsiya (democratization). The “human factor” contained 

elements that were clearly instrumental to the reforms, and themes 

which fed into the debates on renewing Soviet socialism. As a part 

of the reform process, the “human factor” was a vital component, 

helping to stimulate policies that allowed the workers to feel as if 

they were in charge of their workplace, and so gave them a greater 

moral and material interest in the outcome of their work. Trying to 

encourage popular participation, personal independence, hard work 

and individual initiative was viewed by the leadership as a way 

of overcoming the mentality of dependency and formalism, by 
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allowing the population simultaneously to alter the institutional 

framework of society, and their own values and attitudes. 

Conceptually speaking, though, the general ethos underpinning 

the adoption of the “human factor” was quite revealing. The Soviet 

population was now deemed to have a diversity of interests that 

had to be taken into account in the formation of policy.24 This had 

major implications for a system that was based around the rule by 

an elite who claimed to know and be pursuing the “true” interests 

of the Soviet population, and was a significant shift in Soviet think¬ 

ing. The recognition of diversity was a necessary precondition for 

the legitimation and acceptance of a pluralistic political and econ¬ 

omic milieu. More generally, the turn towards the human being as 

an individual, as an active subject in the historical process, can be 

seen as the start of the reaction against the dehumanizing, alien¬ 

ating aspects of neo-Stalinist state socialism. 

Glasnost’ played a pivotal role in the reform process. The merits 

of a frank, honest, critical appraisal of the past and the present 

became apparent. The reassessment of Soviet history, and espe¬ 

cially of Stalin and Stalinism, of nep and war communism, was an 

important self-cognitive tool in the attempt to understand their own 

society better.25 Of particular interest was the positive appraisals of 

two previous eras - nep and the Khrushchev leadership - which 

were both seen as progressive times that were reactions against the 

excessive state power and centralization of war communism and 

Stalinism, respectively. Moreover, the respective reforms under nep 

and Khrushchev - broadly liberalizing and participatory - also 

occurred within a framework of one-party rule, giving historical 

legitimacy to Gorbachev’s project. Glasnost' also contributed to 

the attempt to destroy both the old system, with its peculiar insti¬ 

tutional immobilism and mentality of dependency and apathy, and 

the opposition to the newly emerging system. A fundamental pre¬ 

condition for the emergence of democratic participation and pop¬ 

ular initiative and creativity was to create an atmosphere in society 

whereby the citizen felt that party and state officials were account¬ 

able and responsible to them, and where grievances could be aired 

and redress obtained. By encouraging greater accountability and 

openness in the work of public bodies, corrupt and/or incompetent 

officials came to realize that they could no longer remain immune 

from criticism, and the citizenry acquired greater confidence to speak 
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out. In other words, glasnosf was an integral part of the strategy of 

galvinizing support “from below” for the reforms, and for overcom¬ 
ing opposition.26 

The promotion of glasnosf had a wider conceptual significance 

though. The willingness on the part of the leadership to tolerate the 

public expression of ideas, a diversity of views, a clash of opinions 

and to promote dialogue had profound implications for Soviet soci¬ 

ety. Toleration of pluralism, and a broader scope for debate signified 

a move towards a genuinely public sphere of civic awareness and 

action. For Gorbachev, this was an essential precondition for the 

resurrection of public morality, and formed the basis for a healthy 

democracy.2 The sprouting of a public sphere, of “socialist” plural¬ 

ism, of dialogue and tolerance imparted two new elements into 

Soviet thinking. Policy formation had to be marked by realism and 

the acceptance of diversity. The party had to, in his words, “learn 

to overcome the inveterate discrepancy between reality and the 

proclaimed policy”.28 It also led to a “weakening of the demand for 

belief in the infallibility of the party or the interpreters of the ideo¬ 

logy”.-2 The scope for debate and disagreement was inherently 

widened, and the party’s claim to know the “true” interests of society, 

which was the central plank in rationalizing the leading role of the 

cpsu, was significantly eroded. Glasnosf marked another important 
shift in Soviet thinking. 

Demokratizatsiya was seen as the key to the success and ir¬ 

reversibility of perestroika. For the leadership, the strategy of demo¬ 

cratization was a vital expedient. If support was to be galvanized, 

and opposition overcome, then people would have to support the 

changes through active participation. As well as being a strategy 

designed to encourage participation from below, it can also be 

seen, arguably, as part of a new “social contract” in which political 

reforms aimed to offset the problems in the economic sphere by 

allowing people to articulate their interests, and express their griev¬ 

ances, giving them an authentic stake in the success of the changes.30 

In Gorbachev s words, structures needed to be created whereby the 

people would “feel that they are their own masters and creators. A 

house can only be put in order by a person who feels that s/he 
owns this house”.31 

Conceptually, democratization highlighted the needs and inter¬ 

ests of individuals, and also the need to treat society as a complex 
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amalgam of individuals, groups and strata, with diverse and at times 

conflicting interests, and not as an homogenous entity. This meant 

the creation of structures and processes that promoted the peaceful 

and consensual settlement of conflicts, that protected the rights of 

individuals, that allowed genuine participation and real choice, and 

that permitted genuine democratic control from below and so pre¬ 

vented abuses of power. In other words, democratization was seen as 

a shift towards a more democratic and humanistic rationalization of 

social processes, which emphasized choice, participation and diversity. 

The shift in Soviet thinking on foreign affairs was perhaps 

more profound than that on domestic affairs. Gorbachev’s reform 

project hinged on the creation of a more peaceful, co-operative 

international atmosphere that would enable a shift of resources to 

the domestic economy, and facilitate the acquisition of Western 

technology and credits. The theoretical renewal in foreign affairs 

became known as New Political Thinking (npt hereafter). Smirnov, 

in an extended discussion, defined npt in the following way: 

NPT is not a dogma or set of rules, but is an on-going 

dialogue with the international community and a joint search 

for global truth and justice. It does not claim a knowledge 

of absolute truth. Its realism is based on a recognition of 

the diversity of interests and goals of the world’s different 

societies and of the international community as a whole.32 

Its basic thesis was that the modern world required a new atmos¬ 

phere of co-operation and toleration. The defining principle of 

npt was that the world should be viewed as an interdependent 

and integral whole. While there would still be antagonisms, inter¬ 

dependence, owing to the rapid growth of scientific and technical 

progress, had reached the stage whereby humanity had only one 

common fate: either “perish under the weight of contradictions, or 

find a path for their solution”.33 Interdependence had two distinct 

but interrelated strands. The first was the recognition of the func¬ 

tional integration of the world economy and of global communica¬ 

tions. The second was the growing concern with global problems, 

especially universal security for mankind in the nuclear era and the 

possibility of ecological catastrophe. Both threatened humanity and 

so required international co-operation.34 
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The other main principle of the npt was the primacy of common 

human values over national or class interests and values.35 This was 

closely linked to the issues raised by the threat of global catas¬ 

trophe. In the face of the possibility of the extermination of both 

humanity and the Earth itself “a concern for the survival of the 

human race, that is to say a concern for the individual as an abso¬ 

lute value, for ensuring their basic rights, the right to life is given 

top priority”.36 Human values must take priority over class ones in 

an age of the possible total annihilation of the species, thus placing 

an objective limit on the utility of class-based approaches to the 
world. 

One of the most interesting themes of npt was its response to 

the problems posed by trying to conceive of the role of the indi¬ 

vidual in the modern world. These problems included not only the 

means of guaranteeing the protection of universal human values 

and rights - social justice, human rights, equality before the law - 

but were also concerned with the changing role of the individual in 

society and at work as a result of the impact of the str. This re¬ 

ferred mainly to areas such as leisure time, working practices and 

so on. This new approach to the role of the individual was the 

start of a fairly basic shift in Soviet thinking. The passive, constric¬ 

tive role for the individual in Brezhnevite neo-Stalinist socialism 

had to yield to an outlook that placed a premium upon the indi¬ 

vidual as an active agent in the historical process. The problems of 

implementing the str had a major impact in this area. Under 

Brezhnev the attempt was made to “manage” these processes, to 

guide their implementation consciously. There was a general fail¬ 

ure to see that the str required a policy which focused on the 

creative input of the individual, both in society as a whole and also 

at work, in order to stand any chance of succeeding. The new 

technological innovations resulting from the str required workers 

with higher educational and skill levels. These developments, for 

Cooper, raised the issue “of greater democracy in economic life 

and for improved opportunities for creativity and self-expression”.38 

The new humanistic emphasis on the individual in Soviet thinking 

was more than just a part of the leadership’s mobilizing strategy 

for successful economic reforms. It was part of a much wider re¬ 

appraisal, which went to the very core of the philosophical basis of 
the new Soviet conception of socialism. 
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Summarizing the joint impact of the changes in Soviet domestic 

and foreign policy thinking provides some very interesting insights. 

The break in domestic thinking with neo-Stalinist concepts was 

accompanied by a break with the neo-Stalinism of Soviet foreign 

policy thinking. Soviet society was viewed as a complex, diverse, 

conflictual organism in which social differentiation, political plural¬ 

ism and a “clash of opinions” were inevitable features. Soviet think¬ 

ing now began to stress the need for realistic appraisals, stripped of 

ideology and dogma, and the importance of placing the individual 

at the centre of the new society. In international terms there was a 

shift from “proletarian internationalism to progressive humanism”.39 

This was a move away from a narrow, class-based confrontational 

stance, towards a posture emphasizing common human values, 

co-operation and consensus, but also included a shift in the means 

of resolving problems in which politics and dialogue acquired 

primacy over military-based solutions. “Progressive humanism” em¬ 

phasized realism, humanism, diversity, and toleration. 

Perestroika and Developing Socialism 

Between the rejection of Developed Socialism and the emergence 

of Humane Democratic Socialism in late 1989/early 1990, the con¬ 

cept of “Developing Socialism” arose. This was an interesting mo¬ 

ment in the evolution of Soviet socialism, as the leadership sought 

a way of disassociating themselves from parts of the traditional 

model, without abandoning those elements that rationalized the 

continued domination of the cpsu and its ideas. This hybrid of “old” 

and “new” reflected the basic dilemma of trying to implement 

change while at the same time limiting it. The concept of uskorenie 

provides a good example of this co-existence of old approaches 

with new goals. The economic approach of uskorenie was meant 

to produce a new type of growth: intensive, efficient, productive, 

technological. Yet the economic plans of the cpsu remained tied to 

a fetishization of economic growth per se. The leadership were 

attempting to transform the structural basis of the system, while 

also increasing growth. “Old” thinking died hard. 

The concept of Developing Socialism was introduced and de¬ 

veloped by Gorbachev and Alexander Yakovlev/0 although it was 

Georgii Smirnov, the Director of the Institute of Marxism-Leninism 
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in the late 1980s, who played the most prominent role in the 
conceptualization of Developing Socialism.41 It was never defined 
precisely or substantively, but comprised a number of themes. De¬ 
veloping Socialism’s recognition of contradictions, conflicts and a 
diversity of interests within Soviet society was a notable departure 
from the traditional model. Developed Socialism had little or no 
recognition of diversity. Another innovation was the commitment 
to pluralism, tolerance and a consequent rejection of intellectual 
uniformity. Developing Socialism acknowledged that no one group 
or person had a monopoly on the truth. This in turn meant a com¬ 
mitment to learn from the positive and negative aspects of others. 
This was in stark contrast to Developed Socialism which saw the 
party line as always embodying the “correct” view of the world and 
the true interests of Soviet society. Other ideas and opinions had no 
legitimacy, and the experiences of others were a testament to the 
inherent correctness of the cpsu’s policies. Attitudes to the role of 
the individual also shifted markedly. The stress on differing and 
diverse interests in Developing Socialism was an attempt to redress 
the balance between individual, collective and the general interests 
of Soviet citizens. Society should be guided by a more individual¬ 
istic and humanistic ethos, one which accepted people as they were 
and attempted to produce policies that expressed these interests. 
The approach to the individual should be holistic, encompassing 
the individual’s life in its totality, including moral, cultural and 
spiritual aspects, which had been areas of wanton neglect. Perhaps 
the most significant development was the downgrading of the 
class interests of individuals and the upgrading of personal, group, 
regional and even common human interests as the basis of its 
worldview. Developing Socialism emphasized a more humanistic, 
democratic bent. Under Developed Socialism, the collective interest 
was deified. Individuals, groups, regions all existed to construct the 
material-technical base of communism, which was the end to which 
all resources - human and natural - were to be subordinated. Moral, 
ethical and spiritual concerns were consequently played down as 
they were secondary to the overriding goal: the construction of a 
Developed Socialist society, guided and directed by the Soviet state. 

Developing Socialism was forged out of the ambiguities of 
perestroika. While it revised many of the traditional elements of the 
Soviet model, it also upheld many of the core features. Developing 
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Socialism reflected the underlying tension running through perestroika, 

attempting to combine continuity and change. In the period between 

1987-88 the Gorbachev leadership was looking for a way to renew 

Soviet socialism while retaining its core features: the leading role 

of the party, central planning, state ownership and control. This 

entailed combining new initiatives with these traditional commit¬ 

ments. Hence: 

Traditional Model 

Public ownership 

Central planning 

Leading Role of Party [lrp] 

Developing Socialism 

Mainly public ownership 

(with private elements) 

Plan/Market 

LRp/socialist pluralism 

This table encapsulates the transitional nature of Developing 

Socialism, standing between the scientific approach of Developed 

Socialism and the ethical approach of Humane Democratic Social¬ 

ism. This transitory, Janus-like nature was manifest in the under¬ 

lying values of Developing Socialism. 

An uneasy co-existence of two conflicting philosophical out¬ 

looks within perestroika became evident. The constructivist outlook 

that underpinned Developed Socialism and which expressed the 

basis of Soviet Marxism-Leninism since 1917 existed, in diluted 

and modified form, at the heart of perestroika. The language of 

perestroika betrayed the tenacity of this philosophical position. 

Society had to be “restructured”, “renovated”, and “reorganized”. 

The new state of Soviet society was still implicitly seen as something 

that could be “built” “from above”, albeit with vastly upgraded par¬ 

ticipation and input “from below”. Perestroika was still basically a 

constructivist doctrine, although perestroika also contained the seeds 

of the new philosophy. This implied a turn to the individual, to 

their needs and interests, to enable them to control their own lives 

and environment meaningfully. This by extension implied the rec¬ 

ognition that society and social processes were not something 

that could be managed, individual personalities could not be created 

or moulded. 
Perestroika sought to give expression to discourses of both con¬ 

structivism and humanism and this tension was reproduced within 
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Developing Socialism. This ambiguity - science or humanism - was 

evidence of a major problem. Developing Socialism had its roots in 

the philosophical outlook of the former concept of Soviet socialism, 

and this compromised its attempt to give expression to the new 

ideas and values. A comparison of the philosophical values of the 

traditional model and of Developing Socialism might look like this: 

Traditional Model 

Collectivism 

Social harmony 

Productivism 

Optimism/progressivism 
Constructivism 

Rationalism 

Proletarian internationalism 

Developing Socialism 

Modified collectivism 

Social diversity 

Holistic view of person 
Realism 

Constructivism 

Rationalism & moralism 

Progressive humanism 

The long-term significance of Developing Socialism is that it marked 

a staging-post in the erosion of traditional Soviet socialist concepts 

and consequently created the possibility for a new model of social¬ 

ism based on ethical, humanistic, democratic principles to emerge. 

This concept marked the beginning of the shift away from Soviet 

socialism as a “scientific” doctrine. Why did this shift occur, and 
what did it imply, if anything? 

The legacy of the Stalinist past had created an endemic antipathy 

and disillusionment towards “scientific” socialism. This legacy and 

the emergence of genuine political pluralism after March 1990 meant 

that Soviet socialism had to couch its appeal in terms of being the 

most morally acceptable doctrine - partly to distance itself from the 

disillusionment with scientific socialism, and partly to present itself 

in a favourable light in order to vie with other doctrines. In the 

same way that the cpsu was now faced with competition from other 

groups and movements, so socialism had to face competition from 

other ideas, which forced it to adapt to the new circumstances. 

Finally, the whole idea of “scientific” socialism, with its emphases 

on certitude, optimism and truth seemed inappropriate in a situ¬ 

ation marked by growing uncertainty, realism and conflicts. 

The implications of this shift were twofold. On one level it 

removed the last vestige of a belief in the ability of an enlightened 
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elite (in this case a vanguard party) to guide society and reconstruct 

it along rational lines. The adjective “scientific” as applied to the 

traditional model had expressed the inherent correctness of party 

policy, the party’s knowledge of the general laws of social develop¬ 

ment and its ability to construct a socialist society on the basis of 

this knowledge. This was now no longer the case. More import¬ 

antly, it relativized the socialist idea, and so opened the way for 

genuine political and ideological pluralism. Once it had been ac¬ 

cepted that there was not one single truth, and that no group could 

claim to be the one “legitimate source of political initiative”,42 then 

it became evident that socialism as a doctrine was no longer 

“correct”, but just one option that had to struggle for hegemony. 

Socialism was no longer an automatic stage on the way to com¬ 

munism, but became one optional set of social arrangements among 

many alternatives. 
A new concept of socialism emerged from a complex socio¬ 

political, economic and doctrinal context. The new vision of social¬ 

ism had to contribute to the transformation of the system, while 

maintaining those in power who sponsored it. It had to respond to 

the imperatives of domestic reform, and to the global pressures for 

change. It had to repudiate the perceived distortions of the tradi¬ 

tional model (renouncing the legacy of statism, social engineering 

and scientific socialism) while rescuing the idea of socialism from 

the widespread disillusionment associated with it. As Sakwa put it, 

Soviet socialist theorists had to find a Third Way between moving 

away from the crisis of “Actually Existing Socialism” and lapsing 

into something approaching radical liberalism.43 The demise of 

Developing Socialism created the preconditions for the emergence 

of the new concept of Soviet socialism expounded by Gorbachev: 

Humane Democratic Socialism. 

Humane Democratic Socialism: an emperor with no clothes? 

The search for a renewed concept of Soviet socialism was taken 

up by the Soviet scholarly community after October 1988. Within 

a number of key theoretical journals - Kommunist (the theoretical 

journal of the Central Committee), Voprosy filosofii, Sovetskoe 

gosudarstvo i pravo - many discussions ensued on the problems 
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and issues raised by the need to revise the Soviet model of 

socialism. Prominent contibutions from Boris Kurashvili, Anatoli 

Butenko, Fedor Burlatsky, Len Karpinsky, Georgii Smirnov, Georgii 

Shakhnazarov, Oleg Bogomolov and others were central to the 

reshaping of the party’s view of socialism. The first sign of an 

official codification of these debates came on 26 November 1989 

when Gorbachev published his statement of faith “The socialist 

idea and revolutionary perestroika” (although there had been intima¬ 

tions of “humane” socialism in the preceding two years). At the 

February 1990 plenum, the platform “Towards Flumane Democratic 

Socialism” was adopted. This formed the basis for the draft pro¬ 

grammatic documents of the 28th Congress of the cpsu, which was 

convened in July 1990. At the Congress, a commission was formed 

to redraft the party programme on the basis of this new platform. 

The composition of the draft programme was a rather tortuous, 

highly politicized process that was finally completed when the draft 

was published in Pravda on 8 August 1991-14 The coup intervened 

before the programme could be ratified or implemented. Humane 
Democratic Socialism died at birth. 

It is possible, on the basis of the documents published, to evalu¬ 

ate the nature of Humane Democratic Socialism (hds hereafter), 

and so to compare it with the orthodox model. The vision of social¬ 

ism, and its component parts, was not a static one. There was a 

significant degree of theoretical evolution between November 1989 
and 1991. 

Humane Democratic Socialism: the socialist vision 

The socialism we want to build through perestroika is 

a society with an efficient economy, a high scientific, 

technological and cultural level and humanitarian social 

structures, a society that has democratized all aspects of 

social life and created the necessary conditions to encour¬ 

age people’s creative endeavour and activity.45 

Gorbachev s overall vision, stressing humanism, democracy, moral¬ 

ity and the individual as its guiding principles, proved to be an 

eclectic mixtuie based on a synthesis of general world experience 

national peculiarities, a re-reading of Marx and Lenin, and the theory 
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and practice of European Social-Democracy. No longer was Soviet 

socialism to be defined as: “if it’s not capitalism, then it must be 

socialism”. The worldview of hds seemed to be defined more along 

ethical, individualistic lines as it sought to react against what went 

before, while simultaneously responding to the demands of in¬ 

tegration into global civil society. In practical policy terms though, 

it seemed to offer little more than a rehashing of European Social- 

Democracy or welfare capitalism, opting for a radical injection of 

West European economic forms alongside an active social policy. 

One of the most significant revisions in the nature of socialism 

was the emphasis upon its contingent, continually evolving nature. 

The traditional view had seen it as a transitional society with a set 

of key features that had to be consciously constructed as part of the 

process of reaching communism. Now socialism was no longer 

viewed as a set of features defined in advance. It was a “creative 

endeavour” that could not define a priori. The precise nature of 

hds would unfold during the course of its emergence. In the search 

for legitimating reference points for this approach, the Gorbachev 

leadership focused on two: the Lenin of nep (liberalized mixed 

economy eschewing the statist authoritarianism of war communism, 

generally pragmatic approach to societal management), and the 

humanistic early writings of Marx. The implications of this were 

momentous. The purpose of the party was no longer to construct 

an abstract series of structures which constituted the transition phase. 

The cornerstone of Gorbachev’s vision was that of freedom 

(svoboda). This freedom was perceived as the expression of true 

human individuality through association with other individuals: 

that is, a return to Marx’s view that in overcoming self-alienation 

and alienation from others, an individual becomes truly and fully 

human only in his/her solidarity and community with others. In 

reality, Gorbachev was to espouse a form of freedom closer to 

traditional liberal political philosophy, than “early” Marx’s views."'1 

For Gorbachev, the individual had to become the alpha and omega, 

the measure of all things. This rediscovery of individual liberation 

in Soviet socialist discourse was primarily a reaction, as Gorbachev 

himself admitted: 

In the name of wrongly understood collectivism, human in¬ 

dividuality was ignored, the development of the personality 
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was hampered, the reasonable confines of freedom were 

drastically narrowed under the pretext of the priority of the 
collective over the individual.47 

The result had been to emasculate the humanitarian essence of 

the socialist ideal, and it is this that Gorbachev wished to restore. 

This was first expressed in the idea that common human values 

took precedence over class values, and it was precisely the repudia¬ 

tion of the class-based, “hatred” approach to the world that hds 

opposed.48 According to Amelina, Lenin’s functional approach to 

morality destroyed the ethical basis of socialism, and gave social¬ 

ism a utilitarian content that drained its humanistic essence. This in 

turn made possible the striving of the “Administrative System” to 

erase the sphere of personal interests, by identifying the traditional 

social norms (charity, compassion, etc.) as “bourgeois deviations” 

or “vestiges”.49 The “return” to humanism, or more properly, to 

“socialism with a human face”, had a number of aspects. 

Freedom did not mean merely freedom from economic exploita¬ 

tion, but also from the suppression and appropriation of the will 

of the individual: culturally, spiritually, religiously, racially, etc. No 

longer was a person to be treated as a one-dimensional economic 

being. The opposition to all forms of exploitation was extended 

into a concern for all facets of an individual’s personality: creating 

the preconditions for the economic independence of a person was 

meaningless if they were spiritually or culturally emasculated, and 

unable to realize their true potential. Emphasis was now given to 

the qualitative and spiritual aspects of an individual’s existence, 

and the aim was to allow the emergence of an integral human 

being: owner and worker, producer and consumer, citizen.50 This 

was a clear shift away from the productivism of the traditional 

model. The emphasis upon individuals, their interests, ideals and 

needs, required a strong democratic imperative. This was reflected 

not only in the need to promote and encourage pluralism, diversity 

and individual creativity, but also in the striving to create structures 

that guaranteed equality before the law, and that upheld the basic 
rights and dignity of the individual. 

This vision of hds clearly represented an attempt to break with 

the past, while creating a society that could respond to the social, 

political and economic challenges of rapid technological advances 
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and integration into the world community: changing work patterns 

and techniques, growing division of labour, an increased need for 

specialization and so on. At the 28th Party Congress in July 1990, a 

society of Humane Democratic Socialism, embodying the ideals 

outlined above, was described as having three main components: 

(a) the state, which is subordinate to society, guarantees the pro¬ 

tection of the rights, freedoms, honour and dignity of the people; 

(b) the individual is the aim of social development; (c) the trans¬ 

formation of the working people into the masters of production f 

How were these interpreted in the specific arenas of economics, 

politics and socio-cultural policy? 

The economics of Humane Democratic Socialism 

Economic transformation ran at the heart of perestroika. Unlike 

previous reformist initiatives under Khrushchev and Brezhnev, the 

economics of perestroika embraced the structures and principles 

underlying the operation of the Stalinist command economy. The 

radical momentum generated by the increasingly desperate search 

for solutions to the ussr’s economic malaise overtook the core fea¬ 

tures of the Soviet economy: central planning and state ownership. 

Both were deemed to be constituent components of the causes of 

economic failure. But with what would they be replaced? 

The overall vision was one that combined both efficiency and 

high labour productivity, with humanism and social justice. In other 

words socialism was now defined as a set of principles to be real¬ 

ized, not institutional features to be constructed. Creating a socialist 

society based on these principles meant utilizing whatever eco¬ 

nomic mechanisms would most efficiently produce these values. In 

general terms Humane Democratic Socialism sought to integrate 

the progressive productive forces and advanced technologies of 

the world economic system into the Soviet Union, and, in addition, 

to implement distribution according to work done. This, in turn, 

required the use of incentives and differentiation of incomes, to 

stimulate productivity and greater efficiency. In terms of humanism 

and social justice, a socialist economy should: 

enable the individual to be master again with full rights, to 

return the individual to the means of production, to the 
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land, to overcome alienation, to stimulate interest and 

strengthen the work motivation of each individual.52 

Defining socialism according to a set of values removed the ideo¬ 

logical taboos associated with the market, private ownership, hired 

labour. The 28th Party Congress in July 1990 attempted to realize 

these principles, by steering a path between the “old” and the West.53 

Both the old model of strict administrative allocation and the “West¬ 

ern” path of immediate denationalization of the means of production 

and unfettered marketization of the economy were rejected, as: 

Each of them contradicts the main values of socialism and 

world practice, leads to the limitation of the inalienable 

rights of an individual, and is not able to create a highly 
effective system of management.54 

The optimal economic arrangement for realizing these principles 

was said by Gorbachev to be the “mixed economy”.55 Two key 

features stand out: the regulated market economy and the introduc¬ 
tion of a variety of forms of ownership. 

From central planning to the regulated market economy 

Moving towards the market, we are not moving away from 

socialism, but to a fuller realization of society’s possibilities.56 

The move away from the system of central planning began in earn¬ 

est with the 1987 Law on State Enterprises. Measures were adopted 

that decentralized decision-making and reduced the powers of the 

central ministries. The number of central ministries was reduced. 

Enterprises were given more autonomy in deciding what to pro¬ 

duce, and the republics also acquired more autonomy. This decree 

not only shifted the locus of decision-making, but also altered the 

nature of the planning process. Much more power was given to 

the enterprise to decide on what to produce. This was embodied in 

the principle of khozraschet or profit and loss accounting. At the 

same time, gosplan and the central ministries were to reduce the 

number of plan indicators that the enterpise had to fulfil. State 

orders were to be the main link between the enterprise and the 
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ministry. Having fulfilled their state order, the enterprise was free to 

seek out its own contracts. The Law hoped to create horizontal links 

among enterprises and to make them more responsive to consumer 

demand. Khozraschet created the scope for the use of market levers 

while retaining elements of the planned approach to economic 

management. The enterprises were also supposed to balance their 

books, in order to make them more productive and cost-sensitive.5' 

The reform was a compromise, and inexorably it failed. Enter¬ 

prises were unwilling to seek out contracts. Ministries were unwill¬ 

ing to allow the enterprises to exercise their autonomy. As with the 

1957 sovnarkhozy reforms, and the 1965 Kosygin reforms, the cen¬ 

tral ministries reasserted their powers. Gorbachev chose in 1990 to 

move much more quickly towards a fuller implementation of mar- 

ketization within the Soviet economy, which led to a far-reaching 

reassessment of the market and the use of commodity-money rela¬ 

tions under socialism. Soviet theorists and politicians began to make 

more neutral statements about the market in 1987. Between 1989 

and 1991, the central issue was the attempt to find the optimum 

balance between planning and market elements, and to define the 

nature of planning under Humane Democratic Socialism. 

The market held a number of attractions for Gorbachev, but it 

was not to be unfettered. State regulation, through the indirect 

levers of financial policy and the direct intervention of social policy, 

was to remain a key part of an Humane Democratic Socialist soci¬ 

ety. The market was now not merely ideologically and philosoph¬ 

ically acceptable for socialists, according to Gorbachev, but was 

also a necessary component of both a successful reform and a 

healthy socialist society. Ideologically speaking, the market was 

neutral. It was no longer a feature uniquely associated with capital¬ 

ism: it had been produced by human civilization and could be 

appropriated by any particular social system.5S 

The most interesting development was the recognition of the 

socialist attributes that the market could bring to the Soviet system. 

On the one hand this was an obvious attribute of the market: pro¬ 

viding the dynamism and efficiency for an economy that could be 

integrated into the world economy, and meet the socialist aspira¬ 

tion to raise the people’s standard of living, through the creation of 

a productive, innovative, entrepreneurial society. On the other hand, 

the market was also said to meet the requirements of socialist 
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humanism and social justice, in three ways. First, the market provided 

a bulwark to the political democratization of Soviet society by creat¬ 

ing the framework for the economic freedoms of the individual, 

“the market democratises economic relations, and socialism is in¬ 

conceivable without democracy”.59 Only within a market frame¬ 

work could there co-exist a variety of forms of ownership and 

economic management that expressed the “private interests of the 

people”.60 This stimulated the growth of economic freedoms and 

provided the basis for independent business activity. At the same 

time, the market supplied the preconditions for a genuine social¬ 
ization of the Soviet economy: 

. . . the creation of free associations of producers, joint- 

stock companies, production and consumer co-operatives, 

associations of leaseholders and entrepreneurs ... is the 

high road to a genuine socialisation of production on 

the principles of free will and economic expediency.61 

At one and the same time, the market supposedly allowed the 

individual to pursue their private interests, while creating a truly 
collectivist society. 

Secondly, the market implemented another basic principle of 

socialism: distribution according to work done. By providing an 

equilibrium between demand and supply, and so putting an end to 

the problem (seemingly endemic to a Soviet-style economy) of short- 

ages, the market ensured that people could turn their wages into 

goods, and so reward highly productive labour. This also prevented 

the flourishing of groups and individuals who thrived on the profits 
gleaned from exploiting the shortages.62 

Thirdly, the market promoted a more effective system of social 

security and social protection. Unleashing market forces in the 

Soviet economy would in the long-run increase the national wealth 

through the impetus this gives to labour productivity. This would 

then allow the raising of the ceilings of the guaranteed minimum 

levels of wages, pensions, allowances, and the increased provision 

of health care, education, housing, pensions, etc. Through an 

active state social policy, the less well-off members of society could 

benefit from the all-round increase in economic efficiency and 
productivity.63 
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What sort of regulation did Gorbachev envisage? The role for 

the state in the economy was highly circumscribed, in comparison 

with what went before. This was especially evident with regard to 

the scope and tasks of the plan in a regulated market economy. 

The planning system was to operate through indirect levers: taxes, 

interest on credit, pricing, state orders, customs duties, legislation, 

etc. The purpose of this planning was to undertake what the 

market could not do: implement long-term major scientific and 

technical advances, develop the infrastructure and protect the en¬ 

vironment. State regulation did not merely encompass the economic 

processes, but also the economic and social consequences of a 

regulated market. Gorbachev repeatedly emphasized the need for 

an active, extensive social policy in order to uphold the principle of 

social justice and defend the position of the needy. It appeared that 

the economy was geared to the creation of a system that stimulated 

individual initiative, innovation and productivity, while protecting 

the less well-off against adversity. 

From state ownership to a mixed economy: patterns of 

ownership and control 

The issue of property ownership forced its way onto the policy 

agenda after 1986. In order to overcome the alienation of the Soviet 

working people from the means of production and to increase their 

interest in the outcome of their labour, encouragement was to 

be given to diverse forms of ownership. Initially, this took the form 

of lifting the restrictions on individual forms of labour, and on 

the creation of co-operatives. As the reform process proceeded, the 

emphasis shifted towards a destatization of ownership forms. The 

starting-point was to remove the monopoly of state ownership of 

the means of production. Interestingly, however, there was a con¬ 

vergence in the type of ownership relations to replace traditional 

state ownership. In the socialist vision ownership relations had to 

fulfil two criteria: they had to overcome the alienation of the indi¬ 

vidual from the means of production, and must make them the 

master of the means of production. The reformist imperative in the 

economy was to restore dynamism, efficiency and productivity. As 

a result, hds combined these two themes to propose a diversity of 

ownership forms: 
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We associate solving the vital issue of the socialist revolu¬ 

tion with the attainment of a plurality of forms of ownership: 

how to overcome the alienation of man from the means 

of production, from ownership - we thereby combine 

socialism with the private interests of the people.64 

hds, in advocating a variety of forms of ownership (municipal, 

state, co-operative, joint-stock, private), sought to overcome both 

the alienation from capitalist property relations (where ownership 

is predominantly privately owned) and the alienation from full state 

ownership (where no-one owns the means of production). In this 

way true economic freedom was to be realized, as the individual 

was able to determine how to undertake their “independent busi¬ 

ness activity”. The only thing that was not allowed was the tradi¬ 

tional formula of “excluding the exploitation of man by man”.65 

The transition from “formal” to “real” socialization was described 

by Gorbachev as a move to a mixed economy, including private 

ownership. However, private ownership was to play a highly con¬ 

strained role, and he maintained in July 1990 that no-one would be 

compelled to join private enterprises against their will.66 In other 

words, hired labour was alright now, as long as you consented to it! 

Policy initiatives in the areas of land reform and privatization of 

state-owned enterprises taken by the rsfsr and other republics in 

1991 seemed to suggest that the provisos concerning a limited role 

for private ownership, and the inadmissability of the exploitation 

of man by man had been swept away in the rush to embrace 

full-blooded market relations. The overall impression is that hds 

was distinguished from other socio-economic formations more by 

degree than by principle: there was to be a plurality of forms of 

ownership, of which private was a small part, and in which social¬ 

ized forms (associations of lease-holders, co-operatives, state) 

predominated. In the same way, hired labour (and therefore 

exploitation) was now permissible, as long as it was voluntarily 
entered into. 

The other path eschewed by the adoption of market relations 

and diverse forms of property ownership was the increase in worker 

participation in the management of enterprises. Under the 1987 

Law on the State Enterprise, a Work Collective was created that 

had significant input into the operation of the enterprise. This 
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was gradually discarded, as the moves towards a market system 

gathered pace. The rejection of bureaucratic, statist centralized 

management of the economy had not resulted in a reanimation of a 

modernized form of workers’ participation in the economy, or of 

a radical economic democratization. 

The politics of Humane Democratic Socialism 

The initial vision underpinning the politics of perestroika was very 

similar to that which animated Khrushchev: political leadership 

exercised by a revived communist party, alongside greater popular 

participation in the organs of local government, greater freedom of 

discussion, and more room for political activity from autonomous 

social groups. Political pluralism under perestroika was to be a 

pluralism of opinions, within socialist parameters. The party was to 

be revived by sweeping out the old, the corrupt and the incom¬ 

petent, democratizing its internal life and withdrawing from day- 

to-day supervision of the economy into a broader ideological and 

political leadership role. This attempt to maintain one-party rule 

within a pluralist, democratized system was destroyed during 1989 

and 1990 as Soviet society rose up and undermined the authority 

of the party. The emergence of a pluralistic, competitive socio¬ 

political milieu, of an embryonic civil society, of new institutional 

arrangements, compelled the leadership to incorporate these new 

developments into the political values of hds. 

The cpsu under hds: from vanguard to parliamentary party 

Under Developing Socialism, the leading role was renewed, involv¬ 

ing a greater degree of political and ideological guidance, along¬ 

side a commitment to tolerate “socialist” pluralism of opinions 

and groups. However, even as Gorbachev, Medvedev et al. were 

defending this renewed leading role it was being undermined on 

three fronts. First, the revolution “from below” during 1989 gradu¬ 

ally undermined the authority and political credibility of the party. 

The elections to the 1989 Congress of People’s Deputies (which 

removed many high-ranking party officials), the growth of nation¬ 

alist movements, the collapse of communism in eastern Europe 

and the miner’s strike all presented a massive challenge to the cpsu. 
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Secondly, internally, the party was in turmoil. Different groupings 

emerged with competing visions of the way forward. Radical demo¬ 

crats (Democratic Platform), orthodox Marxist-Leninists, moderates 

and radical socialists (Marxist Platform) all coalesced, destroying 

the monolithic fayade of party life. Thirdly, the rationale of the 

leading role of the party, as we have seen, was undermined by the 

conceptual innovations introduced by perestroika-, conflicts, diver¬ 
sity, pluralism.6 

The challenges to the leading role were recognized by Gorbachev 

in his keynote article of November 1989, which seems to be one of 

the first signs of the shift in the rationalization of the party’s leading 

role. Gorbachev admitted that in the future the leading role might 

be abandoned: “At the present complex stage, the interests of the 

consolidation of society . . . point to the need for keeping a one- 

party system.”68 Retaining this leading role, alongside a pluralistic 

political system, had become a question of expediency, not doc¬ 

trinal purity. Maintaining the integrity of the system, defending 

socialist ideals and a successful reform of the system became the 

raison d’etre of the party’s leading role, not its claim to ideological 

truth.69 The seminal moment came at the February 1990 plenum of 

the cpsu, when Gorbachev finally recognized that it was no longer 

feasible to retain a constitutional guarantee of the party’s leading 

role in a pluralistic society.70 Article 6 was abandoned, and this 

represents a key moment in the shift from the traditional model of 

scientific socialism, to the new model of ethical, humanistic social¬ 

ism. Although it was clear that Gorbachev still hoped and believed 

that the party would continue to play the leading role in society 

(although in an informal sense), the recognition that the political 

system was now de facto pluralistic was an immense shift in the 
politics of Soviet socialism. 

Under hds, the defining principle of the political system was: 

“the free competition of socio-political organisations within a con¬ 

stitutional framework”. The role of the party in a hds society was 

fourfold: theoretical (evaluating society and elaborating a strategy 

to promote socialism), ideological (defending the philosophy and 

morality of the cpsu), political (conducting campaigns, elections, 

etc.), organizational (implementing its guidelines and decisions). 

But the important difference was the constitutional and competitive 

framework within which the party now had to operate. This shift 
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was recognized and confirmed by the draft party programme of 

August 199171 The cpsu now had to accept that it had to fight for 

power, that it might well be in opposition and that it would need to 

co-operate with other political movements. In short, the cpsu now 

had to transform itself into a parliamentary party. 

This shift from vanguard to parliamentary body had further 

implications. The perception of the social base of support of the 

party was modified. The working class had always had a privileged 

position in the representative discourse of the party (even in the 

era of the party of the whole people). That privileged position now 

disappeared: “[the party] can count on the realization of its pro¬ 

grammatic aims only by consistently expressing and upholding the 

interests of all working people.” The party was now to draw its 

support from the whole of Soviet society: no social group was to 

enjoy a privileged position. Membership of the party was also thrown 

open, being available to all (including religious believers). Rule 

by the vanguard - a core component of Soviet socialism - had 

been abandoned. 

Individual rights and state power under hds 

Party documents from this period recognize the massive changes 

in the political landscape. Many of the features of Western liberal 

democracy - multi-party pluralism, rule of law, constitutional order, 

separation of powers — were acknowledged. Gorbachev’s report to 

the 28th Congress described hds as the replacement of the Stalinist 

model of socialism with “a citizen’s society of free people”.72 The 

focus upon the individual as the measure of all things placed the 

issue of civil rights and freedoms, and the means of securing them, 

firmly in the forefront of the party’s policy. This caused not only a 

profound renegotiation of the powers and functions of the state, 

but also deeply altered the whole nature of the political and legal 

system in order to institutionalize and defend these rights. 

The basic parameters of this “citizens” society involved the in¬ 

corporation of the international norms on human rights into the 

theory and practice of the ussr, extending the Europeanizing theme 

of perestroika. These included the basic rights (life, liberty and 

property), and freedoms (to choose one’s place of residence, to 

emigrate, to confidentiality, of expression, press, information and 
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conscience).73 These norms were clearly seen as a priority, as they 

were described as the “central, strategic” task of the party.74 This 

emphasis on the rights of the individual entailed a redefinition of 

the relationship between the individual, society and the state. The 

balance shifted away from the state and towards the individual and 
civil society. 

Under the 1977 Constitution individual rights and liberties were 

highly prescribed. The basic ethos was that the rights of the indi¬ 

vidual were state-based, and were then delegated to the individual 

from the state. In the words of Lukasheva, the task now was to 

move away from the idea of the “state as the benefactor endowing 

a person with rights”.^ The individual now delegated a certain 

amount of authority to the state, which was constituted on the basis 

of the rights of individuals, and which had, in turn, to safeguard 

them. For Migranyan, the individual had inalienable rights, and 

dwelled in an autonomous sphere upon which neither state nor 

society should encroach.76 This shift emerged partly from the 

attempt to overcome the arbitrary nature of the Administrative 

System, which failed to provide legal safeguards for an individual, 

and which gradually eroded the basic human attributes of decency, 

conscientiousness and respect for others. It was also part of the 

attempt to restore a morality based on the common human values 

of respect for the dignity, privacy and autonomy of others. How did 
the party envisage realizing these rights? 

In the section “Towards genuine people’s power”, the party 

advocated three main tasks: the formation of a civil society, in 

which the state must exist for the sake of the person; the strength¬ 

ening of the law-governed state to ensure the equality of all before 

the law, and the independence of the courts; and a thorough demo¬ 

cratization of the entire political system, which involved the free 

competition of all socio-political organizations, and the separation 

of legislative, executive and judicial powers.77 Faced with criticism 

that hds was nothing more than the assimilation of the norms and 

values of Western liberal-democracy, Gorbachev argued that the 

humanization and democratization of Soviet society was no mere 

capitulation to liberal values, but was carried out “within the frame¬ 

work of the socialist choice”. s Whatever the precise nature of state 

power under hds, there was now a recognition of the priority of the 
interests and rights of the individual. 
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The socio-cultural sphere under hds 

Reviving the Soviet economy via the introduction of market mech¬ 

anisms and diverse forms of ownership entailed reconceptualizing 

the approach to material rewards, social differentiation and social 

justice. The need to stimulate productivity, hard work, technolo¬ 

gical innovation and economic competition forced a rethink of the 

cpsu’s traditional commitment to, and understanding of, collectiv¬ 

ism and egalitarianism. 
There was now a recognition that to create a productive and 

efficient society required a complete reassessment of the way in 

which the individual was treated and conceived of. In many ways 

this echoed the critique of stagnant collectivist societies which had 

been prevalent in liberal political philosophy. 9 According to this 

view, a social system stagnates when it is deprived of its basic 

motive force for development: the creative self-determination of 

individuals, their interests, and their own sense of moral responsi¬ 

bility for their actions. If governments fail to respect the autonomy 

of individuals, treating them instead as means to an abstractly im¬ 

posed end, then that society will stagnate and eventually collapse: 

“Human beings think and work creatively only when they are free, 

independent and motivated by self-interest.”811 Only in this way, 

according to Tsipko, could socialism become more efficient than 

capitalism, and thereby supply the material wants and needs of 

its citizens. 
The shift in the Soviet conception of human nature has been 

described as the move from a form of abstract collectivism towards 

“possessive individualism”.81 Migranyan argued that Soviet theorists, 

“in the heat of the struggle against bourgeois individualism . . . 

threw out the baby with the bathwater”.82 In attempting to negate 

selfishness, Soviet theorists underestimated the attributes of laissez- 

faire individualism, which promoted the impressive development 

experienced by capitalism in the nineteenth century (the notion of 

self-sufficiency as an expression of an individual’s reliance on their 

own hard work), and which, through the emergence of a healthy 

civil society, ensured individuals of protection against an intrusive 

state.83 Remedying this situation required a fundamental rethink of 

the Soviet view of human nature. The basic postulate was to take 

individuals as they were, not as the leaders or the ideologists or the 
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theories thought they should be. Policies, structures and institutions 

had to be tailored and shaped with this aim in mind. This implied 

two further things. People were complex organisms, with a vast 

array of motivations and aspirations, needs and desires springing 

from their widespread social affiliations, cultural traditions and 

beliefs, and also their biological impulses. This forced a recognition 

of the primacy of personal interests over class affiliations and so, in 

turn, of values such as acquisitiveness and materialism.84 Encour¬ 

agement had to be given to individual enterprise and initiative, to 

the desire for private and co-operative forms of ownership in the 

economy. This attempt to foster a political and socio-economic 

milieu that would stimulate elements of “possessive individualism” 

was a radical shift. Previously, all manifestations of individual 

acquisitiveness and personal proprietorial instincts were seen as 

evidence of the continued existence of bourgeois attitudes, which 

were entirely incompatible with the values of the New Person and 
so had to be eradicated. 

Now, individualism was seen as the “inevitable mainspring of 

progress and that T is the universal controlling and motive force”.85 

Individual were now deemed to be the best judge of their own best 

interests, and encouragement should be given to the fostering of 

the values of hard work, self-improvement and enterprise. How¬ 

ever it would be misleading to see this process as the unbridled 

march towards a society of purely selfish individuals, lacking any 

kind of collectivist ethos. Possessive Individualism it may have been; 

unmitigated it was not. For alongside the recognition of the priority 

and primacy of the individual and their interests was the wider 

application of this principle, which in many ways was a return to 

Marx’s dictum that “the free development of each is the condition 

for the free development of all”. In Soviet theory, the pursuit of 

individual wellbeing was now seen as the condition of a common 

wellbeing, as a means of satisfying the wider social interest. 

The fundamental issue here was how precisely to overcome this 

dichotomy between an ethos of personal acquisition and gain, 

with the goal of promoting a spirit and an ethos of fraternity, co¬ 

operation and altruism, values fundamental to the socialist vision. 

This dichotomy ran at the heart of Gorbachev’s project, and by 

extension runs at the heart of socialism proper. Gorbachev tried to 

reconcile his view of people fully realizing their individuality through 
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their communal links and through human solidarity, with the need 

to encourage entrepreneurialism and personal gain. Adherents to 

the socialist cause, faced with this injection of a substantial dose 

of liberal political philosophy into the socialist patient, were 

faced with a number of tasks, if the pursuit of personal and private 

interests was to reap public benefit. 
Initially this required a reassessment of the concept of equality, 

or of the commitment to an egalitarian, collectivist society. Within 

the historical traditions of socialism, “equality” has been a highly 

“contested” concept. In its most “pure” form it expresses the idea 

of the community as being the highest form of individualism, in 

which self-denial and altruism are the key to self-realization.86 The 

problem facing Gorbachev and other theorists of hds, was how to 

reconcile their commitment to egalitarianism with the need to in¬ 

crease the efficiency and productivity of the economy. On the one 

hand, material differentiation was to be encouraged to promote 

individual freedom and creativity to get the economy moving again. 

On the other hand, they were committed to a society of social 

justice and human solidarity. The concept of “equality” was caught 

within the vortex of the reformist imperative (introducing elements 

of liberal political philosophy into the system) and the socialist 

vision (which remained loyal to collectivism and social justice). 

Echoing the Stalinist moves of the early 1930s, Soviet theorists 

attacked the uravnilovka, or equalization, which they argued had 

dominated Soviet social policy after Stalin: 

... the modern idea of equality does not imply a mech¬ 

anical and deadening levelling of society. Equality is about 

giving each individual the chance to reveal to the full his/ 

her potential ... In order to breathe the air of freedom, it is 

necessary to crack the shell of equality.87 

The idea of equality within the discourse of hds attempted to 

synthesize these two imperatives. Discussions ensued on the 

mechanism for implementing material rewards for the population. 

Greater stress was laid upon the use of material incentives to reward 

work, as scholars discussed the viability of maintaining the exten¬ 

sive subsidized services provision available to the population. This 

caused a threefold reassessment of the traditional Soviet approach 
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to equality. First, equality was now redefined as something close 

to equality of opportunity or life-chances. Secondly, a much more 

sustained critique of the edifice of privilege entered the public 

domain after 1987-8. As the party moved into a competitive socio¬ 

political situation, the partial removal of restrictions on information 

flows led to the airing of criticisms of the benefits and perks avail¬ 

able to the nomenklatura. As the party attempted to implement a 

system of distribution that rewarded performance, hard work and 

industry, the justification for unearned rewards was increasingly 

untenable. Finally, tying rewards to performance would inevitably 

increase the levels of material differentiation. Gorbachev repeatedly 

emphasized the need for an active social policy to protect the vulner¬ 

able strata of society. In the statement adopted by the 28th Congress, 

seven provisions outlined the nature of these social guarantees: 

1) create an integral social security system for low income and 

large families, ensuring that the combined level of pay, pen¬ 

sions and allowances is not below the subsistence level; 

2) ensure a guaranteed level of housing, education, medical 

services and other benefits, while developing paid services 
and a housing market; 

3) implement a major health care programme; 

4) improve the position of women, and child-care and ma¬ 
ternity provision; 

5) improve the position for children’s care; 

6) ensure equal opportunities for young people; 

7) improve the lot of invalids, servicemen and veterans.88 

In addition, a series of measures were outlined to cushion the 

population against the almost inevitably adverse consequences of a 

switch to a regulated market economy: indexing incomes, and crea¬ 

ting a mechanism to cope with structural changes in employment 

and to retrain those made redundant.89 The meaning of social 

justice in hds was elaborated rather vaguely in the 1991 draft party 
programme, 

Due reward for labour and talent is an indispensable 

condition of progress in industry, science and culture. Com¬ 

petition, enterprise and initiative on the part of those who 
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create material goods and spiritual assets should be com¬ 

bined organically with social guarantees to citizens, and 

special concern by society for socially vulnerable strata.90 

In the area of social equality, especially gender relations, there was 

little change in the official policy of promoting greater oppor¬ 

tunities for women to work and to participate in public life, 

We are in favour of strengthening economic and social 

guarantees and improving the working conditions of 

women, daily life and the family. The cpsu supports the 

efforts of the state and independent women’s organizations 

directed towards rendering aid to families of modest means, 

the real equalization of opportunities for women and men 

in all spheres of life . . . and expanding opportunities for 

women to engage in self-education, art and sports.91 

The biggest advance during these years was not a shift in official 

policy, but the greater degree of discussion of women’s issues 

facilitated by glasnost'. The approach adopted by Gorbachev con¬ 

tinued the line that the “woman question” had not been solved, 

reflecting the more pessimistic, realistic tone of hds. 

The shifts in the understanding of collectivism and egalitarianism 

are illustrative of a much more profound shift in the worldview of 

Soviet socialism. The abandonment of proletarian internationalism, 

and the adoption of what may be termed “progressive humanism” 

forced a fundamental rethink of the approach to international 

affairs, hds recognized a profound reassessment of the priority 

accorded to class interests and to common human values. Common 

human values were now deemed to be prior to, and higher than, 

the narrow class interests of any social class. Realizing the class 

interests of the proletariat was best achieved by struggling for the 

interests of humanity as a whole. In the draft party programme, 

the cpsu was now to be guided, 

by the principles of humanism and panhuman values. The 

all-round development of man and his harmonious inter¬ 

action with nature are the main guidelines for progress in 

the modern world.92 
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This caused a reappraisal of attitudes towards capitalism and the 

West. Perhaps the main reappraisal was the rejection of the view of 

the world as being divided into two hostile “camps” - capitalism 

and socialism - which were diametrically and irreconcilably op¬ 

posed to each other. Gorbachev stated that while a class-based 

analysis of the causes of the nuclear threat and other global prob¬ 

lems was still relevant, the appearance of weapons of universal 

destruction placed, “an objective limit [on] class confrontation in 

the international arena”.93 The priority of universal human values 

imposed the need to accept economic and ideological competition, 

but to keep this within a peaceful, co-operative framework. The co¬ 

operative aspects of co-existence now took clear precedence over 
the competitive ones. 

Three interrelated factors came to encapsulate the Soviet ap¬ 

proach to international affairs under Gorbachev. The first was the 

recognition of diversity, or the so-called “Sinatra Doctrine”.94 In 

other words, as Gennadi Gerasimov outlined, each state could do it 

“their way”. Differences between states - cultural, political, national 

- were inevitable, beneficial and to be respected by all. The relative 

merits of different systems had to be judged by their ability to 

protect the basic rights and freedoms of the individual. As all 

peoples have the right to choose independently the socio-economic 

and political system of their preference, and this right to choose 

cannot be violated by decision-makers from elsewhere (although 

with the usual proviso that freedom must always be exercised in 

tandem with responsibility), international affairs must be conducted 

democratically. Problems that arise between states must be resolved 

politically - through negotiation and compromise - and not militarily. 

Gotbachev stiessed the importance of dialogue between nations. 

The great dichotomy of “capitalism” and “socialism” which domin¬ 

ated Soviet political thinking and practice was comprehensively 

rejected by Georgii Shakhnazarov, a leading Soviet theorist and 

close adviser to Gorbachev. According to Shakhnazarov, the cold 

war was the result of geopolitical and military factors: it was clearly 

an exaggeration to state that economic differences were greater 

between Czechoslovakia and Austria or the two Germanies, than 

between, for instance France and Japan, or Poland and North 

Korea. “Within system” differences often outweighed “between 

system ones. Drawing distinctions between countries could not be 
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done simply according to an arbitrary definition of their economic 

structure, and so the division of the world into two “camps” could 

not be sustained." 
The reassessment of “two-campism” led to further re-evaluations 

that went to the very heart of the understanding of capitalism and 

socialism in Soviet discourse. The rejection of the Stalinist thesis 

about the inimicable hostility of capitalism and socialism meant a 

move away from the view that everything that was Soviet was 

socialist and thus inherently “Good”; while everything in the West 

was capitalist and thus “Bad”. The two systems were no longer 

seen in stark, diametric opposition. The picture painted by Soviet 

theorists was far more complex, diverse and multifaceted.99 A number 

of broad themes emerged. 
First, there were structures and processes common to capitalism 

and socialism. In the course of human civilization, forms and struc¬ 

tures emerged that were neutral and independent of system, and 

could therefore exist equally legitimately under both socialism and 

capitalism.97 Boris Kurashvili, an outspoken proponent of reform, 

maintained that a “frontier zone” existed between the capitalist and 

socialist countries. This “zone” contained some of the general prop¬ 

erties of human civilization (for Kurashvili, these were commodity 

production and political democracy) which had to be appropriated 

by socialism if it was to derive maximum benefit from them.98 

Shakhnazarov took this one stage further. He did not just suggest 

that some capitalist social relations could be used under socialism. 

In an interesting interpretation of Marx’s view that socialism comes 

into being bearing the “birth-marks” of capitalism, he refuted the 

widespread interpretation of this remark, which suggests that 

remnants of capitalism would continue to exist for sometime after 

the socialist revolution. Instead he put forward the view that these 

“birth-marks” were certain fundamental features of the socialist system 

that were inherent in capitalism. In other words socialism acquired 

them “genetically” from its predecessor. In this view, socialism in¬ 

herited two of the basic elements of social life characteristic of all 

socio-economic systems: market production and statehood in politics.99 

The rejection of the “irreconcilable hostility” thesis was rein¬ 

forced by the growing awareness of the fundamental changes within 

the capitalist countries of the West. This acknowledgement of the 

changes in capitalism, going one step further than the recognition 
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of common human structures, in turn contributed to a reassessment 

of both socialism and Western Social Democracy.100 Capitalism had 

evolved beyond recognition from its classic nineteenth century form. 

Through the planning of scientific and technical progress, the ex¬ 

pansion of the social sphere and a general turn towards differing 

forms of socialization, Western society was said to have undergone 

major social changes, during which it acquired new social features. 

Among the most significant cited were the high rewards for skilled 

labour, the growth of a comprehensive system of welfare provi¬ 

sion, and the increased access available to both information and 

the political system for citizens. This turn towards a greater use of 

planning and of differentiated forms of socialization fundamentally 

altered the nature of capitalism, a change that, for some Soviet 

theorists, remained virtually unscathed by the assaults on public 

intervention from Reaganomics and Thatcherism in the West. Not 

only did capitalism take into account the interests of the economic¬ 

ally dominant class, but it now had to ensure that the basic needs 

of society were met. In other words, through a process of self¬ 

adaptation, capitalism acquired many structures and processes that 

socialists had usually appropriated as their own. This was attested 
to in practice by the examples of Sweden or Austria.101 

There were not two completely different, although internally 

uniform, systems. The world was now said to contain societal “amal¬ 

gams”, in which elements of different systems existed in differing 

proportions.1'1- Interestingly, Shakhnazarov argued that the coun¬ 

tries of western Europe all appeared to be “capitalist” in production 

and socialist in distribution, rejecting the view that the two sys¬ 

tems were hermetically sealed and diametrically different. This en¬ 

tailed a further twofold reassessment. First, the relative advantages 

of capitalism and socialism were weighed and balanced. Higher 

productivity was seen as the overwhelmingly favourable feature 

of capitalist societies. Socialism, conversely, demonstrated the 

advantages of socialization and of the need for rational planning. 

Secondly, the whole experience of European Social Democracy 

was reappraised. Both Gorbachev and Medvedev called for a 

reinterpretation of the social-democratic experience.103 

The significance of this reassessment of the relationship of 

capitalism and socialism is that it destroyed once and for all the 
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proclamations concerning the inherent, historical and moral su¬ 
premacy of socialism over capitalism. Socialism was no longer 
the inevitable future for all capitalist countries. Most of the defenders 
of socialism (except perhaps for the guardians of orthodoxy) were 
forced to concede that socialism had advantages in some areas 
(greater rationality, better welfare protection and a greater empha¬ 
sis on social justice), and capitalism had proved more effective in 
others (economic efficiency and material satisfaction).101 The un¬ 
broken progress of history, through capitalism, to socialism and 
ultimately to communism could no longer be sustained in the light 
of this evidence. This notion destroyed one of the central pillars of 
the ideological legitimacy of the cpsu. Moreover, the position of the 
ussr as the trailblazer and head of the international revolutionary 
movement was fatally weakened by these developments. 

Underpinning the approach to the international sphere within 
hds was the yearning to rejoin the mainstream of European civiliza¬ 
tion, to integrate the ussr into the cultural, economic and social 
developments of the rest of the world. Gorbachev ended the tradi¬ 
tional Bolshevik ambiguity with regard to attitudes towards the 
West. Gorbachev was a Europeanizer and Westernizer, and these 
values were embodied in hds. 

In domestic affairs, hds also oversaw a massive shift in the norm¬ 
ative basis of Soviet socialism. At the heart of hds ran a commitment 
to pluralism, moralism, spirituality and humanism which displaced 
both Marxism-Leninism and its core components of scientific 
atheism and class prejudice. This had implications in a number of 
different fields. In the sphere of education the first signs of change 
came in the field of history, which was the first area spotlighted by 
glasnost’. Dissatisfaction began to be expressed publicly about 
the state of Soviet history textbooks. In the spring of 1988, it was 
decreed that the history examinations had been abolished owing 
to the ongoing debates about Soviet history and the unsatisfactory 
nature of the textbook.105 By September 1988 a new textbook had 
been prepared, although it met with immediate criticisms and 
was itself replaced by a book prepared by the State Committee for 
Public Education, which came out in 1989. Once more it became 
outdated, and a competition was announced for the completion of 
another textbook in December 1990.106 
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From 1988-9 onwards changes began to become apparent in 

other fields as well. In October 1989 decree 685 was issued, which 

dealt with “The restructuring of'the teaching of social sciences in 

Higher Education Institutions”. This created an overnight trans¬ 

formation in the content of the university curriculum, removing the 

compulsory study of Marxist-Leninist concepts and creating the pre¬ 

conditions for the emergence of a pluralistic educational system.107 

Significantly, this transformation occurred prior to the abandon¬ 

ment of article 6. What did this decree say? Social science core 

courses had previously been: cpsu history; Marxist-Leninist phi¬ 

losophy; scientific communism; political economy. These were 

now to become: socio-political history of the twentieth century; 

philosophy; problems in the theory of contemporary socialism; 
political economy.108 

This marked a shift away from the privileged position of Marxism- 

Leninism in the curriculum, as students were now to examine a 

wide variety of theories and worldviews, and to place Marxism- 

Leninism within a much wider historical and conceptual framework. 

Aside from the changing content, two important organizational 

changes also emerged. Individual institutions were to have a degree 

of independence in the organization of their teaching. The State 

Committee would set general programmatic courses, but 20 per 

cent of the curriculum could be set by the universities themselves, 

including the right to introduce their own specialized courses, or to 

publish their own treatises. This move away from an exclusive con¬ 

centration on Marxism-Leninism was confirmed in February 1990 

when examinations in Marxism-Leninism were abandoned to be 
replaced by ones in socialist theory.109 

Another interesting example of the pervasiveness of the retreat 

from Marxism-Leninism prior to 1990 was the debates and discus¬ 

sions surrounding the new philosophy textbook. In its previous 

guises it was entitled: Foundations of Marxism-Leninism or Intro¬ 

duction to dialectical and historical materialism. This became In¬ 

troduction to philosophy, and with the change in title came a marked 

shift in content. Under the editorial supervision of Ivan Frolov 

(appointed by Gorbachev as editor of Pravda in 1989), the new 

textbook reflected the interests and themes that Frolov had been 

exploring for some time: individuals and their mode of existence, 

rather than materialistic dialectics.110 Students of philosophy in the 
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Soviet Union now had a text that dealt with both Marxist and non- 

Marxist philosophy, and with the general history of philosophy. 

According to Buccholz: 

. . . the absence in the new textbook of a chapter on the 

so-called “basic question of philosophy” ... is tantamount 

to removing the cornerstone of the entire structure of 

dialectical and historical materialism. [In] renaming these 

subjects ... a crucial part of Marxism-Leninism has been 

dismantled.111 

With regard to the cpsu’s commitment to scientific atheism, the first 

example of a slight shift came in 1988. Elaborate celebrations were 

staged to commemorate the millennium of Christianity being intro¬ 

duced into Russia. This apparently caused tension between the 

Council for Religious Affairs (cra) (a state body which, being re¬ 

formist in tone, began to concern itself with defending believers 

interests) and the propaganda and atheistic departments of the 

party.112 In March of 1988, Kharchev, the former head of the cra, 

spoke of the need to look anew at religion. In an interesting quote 

cited by Melnick, Kharchev stated: 

Questions arise as to what is more advantageous to the 

Party - a believer in God, one who does not believe in any¬ 

thing, or one who believes in both God and communism.113 

Of the three, Kharchev preferred the latter. These articles of Kharchev 

prefigured the emergence of “new thinking” in the field of scientific 

atheism. The discussion proceeded along two separate, although 

related, axes: the attitudes of the party towards religion and be¬ 

lievers, and the attitudes towards scientific atheism. The starting- 

point for the reassessment of the latter was an article by Viktor 

Garadzha entitled “Pereomyslenie” (rethinking) in Nauka i religiya, 

of January 1989.114 Calling for a re-evaluation of the entire system of 

atheistic education and propaganda, his article initiated a debate 

concerning the efficacy of atheistic methods and aims. The new 

values appeared to be toleration and dialogue. The “old” crude 

approaches were to be eschewed in favour of respect for the feel¬ 

ings of believers and the need to engage in constructive dialogue. 
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Atheism was to be pursued by winning the arguments, not crushing 

buildings or menacing individuals, and not through crude propa¬ 

ganda. 111 However, this point should not be overstated, as the guard¬ 

ians of atheistic orthodoxy still maintained their firm and unequivocal 

opposition. But it is clear that some of the principles of npt filtered 

through to the sphere of atheistic education, a point that was 

attested to by the growth of religious instruction in schools. 

The shifting emphasis in atheistic methods and goals was 

mirrored by the accommodation undertaken by the party in its 

attitudes towards religion as an alternative worldview. The law on 

“Freedom of conscience and religious organizations”116 adopted in 

October 1990 was highly significant. The main provisions can be 

divided into three sections: individual and group; church and state; 

and international. The overall purpose was to guarantee freedom of 

conscience, expression and worship, and equality of rights and 

interests of citizens. Now, however, each citizen “enjoys the right to 

express and spread convictions” about their religion. The sections 

dealing with church/state and group/state were especially illumin¬ 

ating in the light of previous state policy. Article 5 established the 

separation of church and state and the equality of all denomina¬ 

tions before the law. State interference in religious activities was 

proscribed, and state funding of atheistic propaganda was forbid¬ 

den, testifying not only to the separation of church and state, but 

also to that of party and state. According to Article 12, religious 

organizations now also had access to the mass media and the right 

to create means of mass information. Educationally, they could set 

up religious schools and training seminaries (article 6), and could 

own property and engage in economic activities (articles 17 and 

18). The international dimension was significant for slightly differ¬ 
ent reasons. Article 31 stated that: 

If an international treaty to which the ussr is a signatory 

has established rules other than those contained in the 

legislation on freedom of conscience and religious organ¬ 

isations, the rules of the international treaty shall apply.117 

The priority given to the international treaties (the 1981 un Declara¬ 

tion on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and Discrimina¬ 

tion Based on Religion or Belief, and the Document of the csce in 
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Vienna from 1989, especially) is yet another example of the incor¬ 

poration of European norms of morality and human rights into 

Soviet theory and practice.118 These themes were also reflected in 

the latest draft of the cpsu programme. Freedom of conscience, 

spiritual freedom, respect for all believers was stressed. No mention 

was made of atheism at all. 
hds also overturned the traditional Bolshevik approach to ques¬ 

tions of morality. Previously Marxism-Leninism subordinated the 

moral freedom of the individual to the needs of the state. Perestroika 

caused a complete reassessment of Marxist-Leninist moral phil¬ 

osophy. The renewed emphasis on justice, compassion, freedom, 

charity and spiritual values reflected the priority of universal human 

values, and the return to a Judaeo - Christian based moral code, in 

turn reflected the wider absorption of Russia into European civil¬ 

ization. Morality no longer had a class basis, and was no longer 

prescribed by obligations or ends. This shift in moral philosophy 

reinforces the themes explored above. Perestroika forced Soviet 

Marxism-Leninism to recognize the importance of moral and 

spiritual questions, and the paucity of an approach to the world 

that concentrated almost wholly upon material issues, and on an 

economistic, productivist view of the individual. Finally, it also 

signified the new status of individuals, who were now no longer 

necessarily bound by their social obligations in the exercise of their 

moral freedom. 
The cultural policy of the state under perestroika underwent a 

similar transformation. Initially, the cpsu maintained its instrument¬ 

alist constructivist approach. Under glasnost’, it sought to develop 

cultural forms, and to promote particular cultural phenomena that 

fostered the conception of reform favoured by the leadership. The 

rapid progress of glasnost' produced a dazzling array of spon¬ 

taneously produced cultural trends, which the cpsu was unable to 

control and was forced to recognize. As Stites outlines, 

Popular culture at the peak of glasnost' reflected above all 

the . . . splintering and pluralism of values in Soviet society: 

new and old, urban and rural, cosmopolitan and chau¬ 

vinistic, religious and anti-religious, rational and mystical 

. . . But it also indicated spontaneity, freedom, competition, 

individualism - a market place of ideas and feelings.111 
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The recognition and legitimation of cultural spontaneity marked 

the demise of the constructivist approach to social and cultural 

management. There was to be no more social engineering. 

The culmination of the transformation of the value-system of 

Soviet socialism was reflected in the reduced status and importance 

of Marx, Engels and Lenin in Soviet discourse. The Founding 

Fathers had previously occupied a sacrosanct position, immune from 

criticism. The progress of glasnost’ produced a flood of criticisms 

that created the conditions for the cpsu to begin to draw upon other 

socialist thinkers and intellectual traditions in the formulation of its 

new worldview. The draft party programme proclaimed that, 

The CPSU is built on the devotion of its members to certain 

ideological values. For us the chief of these is the idea of 

Humane Democratic Socialism. While restoring and devel¬ 

oping the initial humanist principles of the teaching of Marx, 

Engels and Lenin we include in our ideological arsenal all 

the wealth of our own and world socialist and democratic 
thought.120 

The worldview of the cpsu was a diverse, eclectic, pluralistic one, 

far removed from the scientific, constructivist, Marxist-Leninist basis 
of the orthodox model of Soviet socialism. 

The draft party programme of August 1991: 
the social-democratization of Bolshevism 

The whole gamut of theoretical and ideological changes in the 

period after 1985 were embodied in the draft party programme of 

August 1991, which Gorbachev managed to hijack and turn into a 

personal statement oi faith by by-passing the official drafting com¬ 

mission. This recognized the massive ideological reappraisal at 

the heart of hds: the abandonment of teleological historical materi¬ 

alism, and with it the demise of a belief in the future communist 

society, stateless, classless, harmonious and free from exploitation. 

Communism ceased to be the ostensible goal towards which the 

Soviet system was moving. As Gooding has shown, not only were 

leferences to Khrushchev s proclamation of the imminent advent of 
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communism heavily criticized, but references to communism itself 

steadily declined, to the point where it could be said to have been 

abandoned.122 Although this was clearly a continuation of the entire 

post-revolutionary practice (Khrushchev excepted) of postponing 

the transition to communism, it marks a qualitative break. No longer 

was there even a formal commitment to communism as the social 

system which would follow a “restructured” Soviet society. The first 

draft of the 1991 party programme contained no references at all to 

communism. The reworked version of August 1991 outlined com¬ 

munism to be nothing more than a “social ideal”. This de facto 

abandonment of the teleological element inherent in Soviet his¬ 

torical materialism was clearly tied to the emergence of an ethical 

concept of socialism. Implicit within hds was the realization that 

the evolutionary progressivist optimism of the traditional model of 

Soviet socialism was misplaced. The possibility of crises, conflicts 

and revolutions under socialism, the admission that socialism had a 

lot to learn from capitalism, led inexorably to the conclusion that 

the historical process was no longer a scientific project governed 

by observable and knowable laws. 
This abandonment or “withering away” of communism also 

caused a profound reassessment of socialism as a transitional so¬ 

ciety between capitalism and communism. Previously, it was seen 

as something that was doomed to pass away (sooner or later), as a 

transition period, and so was merely a means to a higher goal. Now 

though: 

Socialism is no longer a stage in the transition to com¬ 

munism, but becomes an end in itself, an absolute rather 

than a conditional goal, and one whose prospects of being 

realised can only be damaged by the perpetuation of com¬ 

munist values.123 

The debates that were spawned by the theoretical renewal inherent 

in perestroika (imperatives of the npt, empirical historical studies 

and the acceptance of the existence of neutral structures and pro¬ 

cesses), and the implications of the retreat from scientific socialism, 

combined to cause a reassessment of capitalism, socialism and com¬ 

munism in Soviet theory. The abandonment of Marxist historicism, 

of socialism as a society that transcends capitalism, of the vanguard 
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role of the party, of the class-based view of the world, were all 

recognized in the draft party programme. De facto the cpsu had 

abandoned its commitment to, and belief in, orthodox Marxism- 

Leninism. The belief-system of the cpsu was essentially similar to 

those of West European social democratic parties. The Bolshevik 

programme - to transform the world - was finally laid to rest. 

Humane Democratic Socialism in historical perspective 

The core values contained within hds were those of humanism, 

democracy and freedom, symbolizing the triumph of ethical social¬ 

ism over its scientific predecessor. Not only did perestroika under¬ 

mine the core institutional features of the orthodox model in practice 

- the leading role of the party, central planning, state ownership - 

but it also destroyed the understanding of the underlying principles 

of Soviet socialism: rationalism, productivism, constructivism, col¬ 

lectivism. While Khrushchev and Brezhnev had modified the Stalinist 

interpretation to a greater or lesser extent, their overall approach 

remained within the parameters of the orthodox interpretation of 

Soviet socialism which came to predominate after 1917. hds rep¬ 

resents a complete break with the principles and values of the 

Soviet model of socialism, without returning to the radical, decen¬ 

tralizing, emancipatory, workerist agenda that had existed within 

early Bolshevism, but which had been gradually displaced by a 

more technocratic, statist conception, hds ended the historic split 
within the international socialist movement in 1914.124 

The core ideas re-evaluated by hds concerned the state, the 

market, class and property. Orthodox Soviet socialism had viewed 

the state as the primary agent for change, class as the basic divide 

in politics, the market as a mechanism instituting inequality and 

irrationality, and private property as a source of exploitation and 

alienation, hds turned these ideas on their head. Gorbachev stressed 

that the participation of society, and the groups and individuals 

within it, was vital to the creation of a self-sustaining process of 

change and renewal. State power and ownership merely created a 

different form of alienation. Overcoming this meant a radical shift 

of power and control to society and to individual citizens. As 

mentioned above, the rejection of the primacy of class values 
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was transformed into embracing universalist humanitarianism: the 

interests of humanity were now prior to those of the proletariat. 

Similarily, both the market and private property were no longer 

viewed exclusively as the source of patterns of domination and 

subordination. Instead it could, given the right socio-economic 

milieu, become a means of bolstering the freedom and autonomy 

of groups and individuals, granting them a source of independence 

from the state and so creating greater opportunities for political and 

economic equality. 
The problem in trying to assess this concept is that these values 

and ideas were the result of a whole variety of intellectual influences, 

as well as reformist imperatives. This eclecticism embraced Lenin, 

Marx, Eurocommunism, Social Democracy and others. It is clear 

that this widespread reliance on a variety of sources reflected the 

need to evolve a concept or doctrine that could embody the vortex 

of contradictory pressures which Gorbachev found himself in. The 

relation of Gorbachev to Lenin is an interesting one. Gorbachev, 

like all the General Secretaries before him, asserted the need to 

return to Lenin. However, it was the nature of this “return” that is 

worthy of note. The most consistent theme was the invocation of 

Lenin as both revolutionary and arch-pragmatist, linking the two 

leaders through their style of leadership and their approach to 

politics. Gorbachev eschewed many of the traditional elements of 

Leninism, enthusiastically embraced others and modified yet other 

aspects. The most obvious theme was that perestroika represented 

the rediscovery of the threads of nep as a method of building social¬ 

ism, especially the liberalizing measures in the economy. The ana¬ 

logy with nep was not wholly accurate though, given the disparity 

between Lenin’s political centralization (restrictions on other 

parties and curtailing inner-party democracy) and Gorbachev’s 

democratization and “socialist” pluralism. Perhaps the crucial simi¬ 

larity was the historical choice: nep represented the rejection of war 

communism, perestroika the rejection of Stalinism.126 

Much of Lenin and Leninism was discarded. The emphasis on 

class, the international solidarity of the proletariat juxtaposed to the 

forces of Imperialism, the restrictions on alternative political group¬ 

ings. However, a strong core of the political aspects of Leninism 

were retained by Gorbachev. The Leading Role of the Party was 

defended by Gorbachev right up until its abandonment in March 
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1990, even within the changing political conditions brought about 

by democratization. (Indeed, Gorbachev still retained his faith in 

the party after the August coup.) This latter development also led, 

in Sakwa’s words, to the revival of “a participatory form of democracy 

based on the Soviets”.127 This return to what Sakwa has termed 

“commune democracy” involved the attempt to create a form of 

democracy which entailed mass participation, within the confines 

of a one-party system. Participatory, commune democracy rejected 

the parliamentarism, separation of powers and checks and bal¬ 

ances of liberal democracy as a sham, masking the domination of 

the ruled by their rulers. Socialist, commune democracy empha¬ 

sized instead the active participation of the masses. It was clear that 

this vision underpinned Gorbachev’s policy initiatives in this area 

in 1987-8, as he sought the activization of the Soviets and a re¬ 

newal of the leading role of the party. The Soviets were to act as 

functioning representative and administrative bodies, drawing in 

the people, while the party was to renounce its day-to-day involve¬ 

ment in managing social and economic affairs. Instead, the party 

was to take on ideological and political “guidance”, and act as a 

forum for the articulation and aggregation of the interests of the 
“informals”. 

Although, in political terms, this can be seen as an attempt 

to create a modified form of Leninist commune democracy, the 

evolution of Gorbachev’s thought in tandem with the dynamics of 

the reform process meant that it was not a static conception. Gradu- 

ally, Gorbachev began to introduce elements of liberal democracy 

(separation of powers, two-tier parliamentary system, Executive 

Presidency) into the political system. At root, this turn away from 

modified Leninism arose from the realization that the Leading Role 

of the Party was unsustainable and a hindrance to the progress of 

the reforms. Party and state had to be separated. The demise of 

party-led perestroika, and the emergence of what Sakwa has termed 

“Presidential perestroika” meant the end of “modified” Leninism as 

a component part of Gorbachev’s ideological platform, although it 
played a key role in its emergence.128 

Just as Lenin of nep became a source of ideas, inspiration and 

legitimacy, so too did the “early” Marx. Many of the themes of 

Marx s writings prior to 1848 - such as alienation and individual 

creativity - had emphasized basic humanitarian values. In his 
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struggle with the effects of the Administrative System upon the 

consciousness and psychology of the Soviet population, these 

themes resonated within Gorbachev. It was also evident that 

Gorbachev viewed individual freedom in humanistic Marxist terms. 

The phrase, the free development of each as the condition for the 

free development of all, encapsulated his vision of socialism:1'9 a 

society of human solidarity and fraternity, in which the individual 

realizes him/herself through transcending their own narrow desires 

and interests. The priority or order is the significant thing though: 

human solidarity comes through the emancipation of the individual, 

not the other way around. Human autonomy, open-ended history and 

an assertion of the significance and importance of the individual in 

socialism, all these themes reflected a shift in the philosophical 

priorities of Soviet socialism, and a return to the “early” Marx. 

The internal dynamics of perestroika, involving a growing radical- 

ization of the economic and political spheres, gradually transformed 

Gorbachev’s thinking. The initial combination of neo-Leninism (in¬ 

volving commune democracy in the political sphere, and moves 

towards more decentralized, self-managing structures in the econ¬ 

omy) and humanistic Marxism, was transformed into a combination 

of social democracy and radical liberalism. Economically, the mixed 

economy became the centrepiece. A balance was to be struck 

between plan and market, public and private (and other forms of) 

ownership. Social policy emphasized the importance of welfare, 

health care, improved pensions, etc. Politically, the structures and 

institutions of liberal democracy became acceptable, involving the 

attempt to create a representative constitutional democracy, and 

a functioning civil society protected by the rule of law. In philo¬ 

sophical terms, the new ethos was an amalgam of “watered down” 

collectivism and possessive individualism. Gorbachev’s ideological 

platform evolved to the point where the wholesale borrowing of 

“Western” concepts and values had displaced whole sections of the 

former “orthodoxy”. 
Evaluating hds is not easy. It is vital to take account of the 

context (rapidly accelerating pace of change), and of the evolution¬ 

ary process which the ideas of Gorbachev and his advisers under¬ 

went. It seems clear that the initial phase of perestroika (c. 1987-90) 

was an attempt at a social democratization of Leninism: more market, 

more private initiative, greater political autonomy for non-party 
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groups, but all within a socialist, one-party system. Subsequent 

developments witnessed the abandonment of the framework of 

neo-Leninism. The attempt to synthesize the elements of neo- 

Leninism (a one-party system and revitalized Soviets) with some 

elements of Western liberal democracy collapsed. Ideas, values and 

concepts that were alien to Soviet Marxism-Leninism were injected 

into it. Instead of revitalizing the patient, the medicine hastened its 

demise. The result was the rapid evolution of a concept of social¬ 

ism that at times appeared to be little more than a form of welfare 

capitalism or perhaps a relative of European Social Democracy. 

The problem was that in reacting against statist socialism, and 

asserting the importance of individual autonomy and freedom, hds 

found it increasingly difficult to prevent itself collapsing from social 

democracy into welfare capitalism and radical liberalism.130 

The 1991 draft party programme stands as a testament to the 

momentous changes the ussr and the cpsu underwent in the period 

after March 1985. Before the cpsu had the opportunity to implement 

hds, the system was embroiled in the August coup. Scientific social¬ 

ism was dead. Ethical socialism was swept away in the tumult 
surrounding the demise of communism. 
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Conclusion: history and 
Soviet socialism 

Q: What is the definition of socialism? 

A: The longest road from feudalism to capitalism. 

A number of obituaries for the Soviet Union, and for Soviet social¬ 

ism are beginning to emerge as the dust from 1989—91 settles. His¬ 

torians, political scientists and other commentators have reflected 

on the critical significance of these events, marking either the end 

of modernity, the end of “The short twentieth century”, the demise 

of the political project derived from the Enlightenment, or even the 

end of History.1 Two issues conclude this analysis of the origins, 

evolution and demise of the Soviet model of socialism. The first is, 

what does this analysis tell us about the historical development of 

Soviet socialism, and of the importance of ideas in shaping the 

history of socialism in the Soviet Union? Secondly, what does the 

future hold for “socialism” as a political doctrine? 

Soviet socialism in historical perspective 

The adoption of an historical perspective on the unfolding of Soviet 

socialism throws up some extremely interesting insights. Extrapo¬ 

lating from the above analysis, the key factors in shaping the Soviet 

model of socialism were as follows. First, the understanding of the 
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transition phase they inherited from Marx, Engels and Kautsky, 

mediated through the experience of the German war economy 
during the First World War. As Feher has noted, 

Marxism-Leninism was an even more arbitrary selection 

from the menu of Marxian philosophy, and resulted in the 

philosophy’s curtailment and fragmentation . . . Marxism- 

Leninism threw overboard the entire humanistic legacy of 
Marx’s philosophy.2 

The Bolshevik preference for certain socio-economic and political 

forms - non-market, centralist, statist, planned, technocratic - was 

reinforced by the circumstances of economic, cultural and techno¬ 

logical backwardness, chaos, war and international hostility after 

1917, which led to the erosion of the democratic, decentralizing, 

radical, emancipatory strand of Bolshevism. The other defining 

moment came with the revolution from above and the develop¬ 

ment of “socialism in one country”. The need for “haste”, the accent 

on Bolshevik tempos and the project to “overcome backwardness” 

now co-existed in Bolshevik discourse with the project of con¬ 

structing socialism. This had two effects. First, the precise meaning 

of concepts such as planning” were finally resolved (and were to 

maintain virtually unchanged until 1990). Secondly, as Hobsbawm 

has noted, “Bolshevism turned itself into an ideology for rapid 

economic development for countries in which the conditions of 

capitalist development don’t exist”.3 The Bolshevik emphasis upon 

the growth of the productive forces in order to lay the foundations 

for material abundance was displaced by the commitment to growth 

at any cost as quickly as possible. The rationalist, productivist heart 

of Leninist Bolshevism was replaced by the autarkic, crudely 
productivist heart of Stalinist Bolshevism. 

Soviet socialism displayed a great deal of heterogeneity over this 

period, along a number of axes. The first of these relates to the 

rhythms of the process of building socialism: radical, energetic phases 

of activity (war communism, revolution from above, Khrushchevism, 

perestroika) which would give way to more gradualistic, measured 

phases of development (nep, the Brezhnev era). This rhythm is 

overlain by a further contrast between methods of building social¬ 

ism that were centralist and statist (war communism, Stalinism, 
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Brezhnevism), and those that favoured a greater degree of decen¬ 

tralization and liberalization (nep, Khrushchevism, perestroika). 

The method of building socialism under Bolshevism displayed a 

remarkable degree of diversity and heterogeneity. 

A third issue is the relationship between theory and practice in 

the successive phases in the building of socialism. In the eras of 

“war communism”, nep, Khrushchev and perestroika, theory was 

modified and refined in the light of the changing practice of the 

cpsu, albeit within the parameters of the general understanding of 

socialism in Bolshevik discourse. The two exceptions to this were 

the Stalinist era (in which “socialism in one country” preceded the 

economic and social transformations of the 1930s), and the Brezhnev 

era (where Developed Socialism was elaborated concomitant with 

the abandonment of Khrushchevite practices). It is no surprise that 

these two eras are seen as the most dogmatic, conservative, intel¬ 

lectually stultifying times of Soviet history, as the elaboration of 

theory helped to encase the structures and practice of Soviet social¬ 

ism within a narrow constricting framework that vastly reduced the 

optional paths of social development open to the party leadership. 

Bearing this diversity in mind, one of the striking features of the 

theory and practice of Soviet socialism was the degree of continuity 

and stability exhibited between 1917 and 1985. The worldview of 

Bolshevik Marxism-Leninism - constructivist, rationalist, produc- 

tivist, technocratic - continued to underpin the process of building 

socialism in the ussr after 1917 (and indeed remained during the 

early stages of perestroika). The cpsu also maintained a striking 

commitment to the core features of “socialism as a transition phase, 

as derived from their readings of Marx, Engels and Kautsky and 

from the practice of the German war economy: central planning, 

state ownership, central direction of social processes, leading role 

of the communist party, proletarian internationalism. The stability 

or rigidity of the core features of the ruling ideology has long been 

remarked upon by Western commentators.' Although the precise 

meaning of many of these features was subject to periodical re¬ 

interpretation in the light of political imperatives (especially the 

leading role of the party, and the commitment to proletarian inter¬ 

nationalism), the party maintained that socialism was a transitional 

society defined according to a set of structural features to be con¬ 

sciously constructed. 
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How important have these ideas been in the course of develop¬ 

ment of Soviet history? Malia has recently argued that, 

Thus, the essence of the communist system and the unity 

of the Soviet experience are defined by a single and su¬ 

preme task - the “building of socialism”. And it is because 

Western social science has by and large refused to take this 

ideological aim seriously that Sovietology has failed so 

woefully to understand its subject.5 

The views set out here concur with this statement. The understand¬ 

ing of “socialism” as a transitional society profoundly shaped the 

practice of Soviet socialism. However, it is important to qualify this 

by locating each particular interpretation of the transition phase 

generated by Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev and Gorbachev 

within the specific Soviet/international context out of which it arose. 

There was something of a dialectical relationship between the un¬ 

derstanding of socialism and Soviet reality which forged successive 

syntheses of Soviet socialism after 1917. Only through the adoption 

of an historical perspective, which affords the possibility of tracing 

the degrees of continuity and change, is it possible to perceive the 

central role of the ideas, beliefs and presuppositions of the cpsu in 

determining the course of Soviet history, and at the same time to 

perceive the areas in which real life refused to yield to Bolshevik 

diktat, causing a refining of their theory in the light of this new 

practice. Soviet history requires a knowledge of the ideas, values 

and beliefs that animated its leaders, as they significantly deter¬ 
mined the course of events from 1917-91. 

One final point. What of socialism as a political doctrine after the 

“failure” of the Soviet “experiment”? The reasons for this failure are 

manifold, and deeply disputed. Economic failure, ethnic protest, 

political stasis, international pressure have all been identified as 

central factors in the collapse of the Soviet system. But what of the 

doctrinal roots of this process? To what extent was the failure of 

Soviet socialism the inexorable outworking of tendencies inherent 
within either socialism or Marxism? 

The Marxist roots of Soviet socialism have been widely discussed 

by a number of theorists, both East and West.6 Kolakowski argues 

that Marx s aspiration for universal human emancipation was rooted 
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in a desire to achieve a perfectly unified human community. As 

civil society is a forum for the expression of private, and conflicting 

interests, it is necessary to dissolve civil society in the political 

society of public life (that is the state). He goes on to state that, 

far from promising the fusion of civil with political society, 

the Marxian perspective of unified man is more likely to 

engender, if put into practice, a cancerous growth of quasi- 

omnipotent bureaucracy . . . and the dream of perfect unity 

may come true only in the form of a caricature: as an 

artificial unity imposed by coercion from above.8 

Aleksander Tsipko also searched out the Marxist roots of Stalinism 

during the late 1980s. He blamed the flawed concept of human 

nature in Marx, arguing that this led the Bolsheviks to attempt to 

mould individuals and to engineer a particular form of personality 

among its citizens, which became the rationale for the intrusion of 

the state into all areas of the lives of Soviet citizens.9 
Blackburn has responded to the question of Marxism’s responsi¬ 

bility. He argues that while it is one-sided and distorted to argue 

that Marxism was directly responsible for Soviet socialism, Marxists 

and other socialists cannot argue that there is no link between the 

two. He argues, 

So with Marxism the gaps, errors and inadequacies in what 

Marx had to say about, for example, the rule of law, or the 

rights of the individual, or the need for checks and bal¬ 

ances in political structures, or the abolition of commodity- 

money relations, do not constitute the essence of Marxism, 

as some would like to claim; but they may have some 

responsibility, direct or otherwise, for the practices of what 

used to be called “actually existing socialism”.10 

The many critiques of the practice of Soviet socialism from a variety 

of Marxist perspectives testify, according to Blackburn, to the endur¬ 

ing validity of Marxism as a doctrine, and to its ability to develop 

critical perspectives on all forms of oppression and exploitation. 

Malia and Kolakowski extend their critique of Marxism to social¬ 

ism as a whole. Malia argues that there are two components to 
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socialism: a moral one and an instrumental one. The former refers 

to “democratic equality”, the latter to the abolition of private prop¬ 

erty. To achieve this goal, the market must also be overcome, and 

this requires the massive imposition of state power. Transplanted to 

Russia, the absence of the necessary socio-economic prerequisites 

for the building of socialism required the intervention of a political 

body (in this case the Leninist vanguard) to carry this out, accumu¬ 

lating state power in the hands of a few individuals. In other words, 

Malia argues that the entire Soviet experience was a direct result 

of socialism itself, of the contradictory impulses running at the 

heart of the doctrine itself.1' He states that, “the Soviet experiment 

turned totalitarian not despite its being socialist but because it was 
socialist”.12 

Many theorists, by way of contrast, have sought to rescue 

socialism as an ideal and a political movement in the wake of the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. There are two aspects to this project, 

a doctrinal one and an historical one. In historical perspective, the 

situation faced by contemporary socialists centres on their ability to 

explain the failure of the Soviet system as a particular, specific set 

of circumstances peculiar to the ussr between 1917-91. Hobsbawm 

argues that the Soviet experiment was not designed “as a global 

alternative to capitalism”.13 On these grounds it is not permissible 

to universalize the experience of “actually existing socialism”. It 

must be analyzed within its particular historical context. In doctrinal 

terms, the particular mix of socialist values that emerged after 

1917 (synthesizing rationalism and egalitarianism in Berki’s terms)14 

has no bearing on the other variants of socialism within the world. 

The collapse of Soviet socialism represents the demise of the 

Enlightenment-based strand of socialist theory, which expressed the 

emancipatory power of knowledge and human reason. Its like will 

not be seen again, and not many people have mourned its passing. 

The viability and validity of varieties of socialism that outline moral 

or ethical imperatives, and which express a fundamental yearning 

for a fairer, not a more rational society, remains intact. But has 

socialism become little more than a purely moral standpoint?15 

The enduring issue to be addressed is the lack of practical ex¬ 

amples of societies that are functioning according to broadly socialist 

principles. The crisis within the countries of European social- 

democracy (particularly Sweden and Austria) in the 1980s seemed 
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to confirm the conservative criticisms of socialism. But as attention 

has switched to the continued defects and flaws within capitalism 

among contemporary social theorists, so there has begun a renewal 

of socialist thought and doctrine. Most socialists now accept that 

the attempt to abolish or overcome market relations was a deeply 

flawed project. On the other hand, the bankruptcy of the New 

Right faith in unfettered market forces has been demonstrated by 

the results of “shock therapy” in eastern Europe and elsewhere.16 

The pressing problems of the world - global poverty, environ¬ 

mental degradation - have thrown the spotlight onto the flaws and 

defects of contemporary capitalism. The key processes for social¬ 

ists, according to Blackburn, were 

to explore ways in which economic processes can draw on 

the skills and initiative of millons of independent agents, 

and yet remain responsive to democratically agreed social 

priorities . . . and to socialise the market.1 

Socialism will continue the attempts to synthesize liberty, equality 

and justice. Its appeal will remain, as Hobsbawm argues, because 

“socialists are there to remind the world that people, and not pro¬ 

duction come first”.18 Such an epitaph could be fittingly inscribed 

on the tombstone of Soviet socialism. 
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Chronology of party conferences 
and congresses 

1st Congress of rsdlp 

2nd Congress 

3rd Congress 

1st Conference 
4th (Unification) Congress 

2nd Conference 
5th Congress 

3rd Conference 

4th Conference 
5th Conference 

6th Conference 
7th Conference 

6th Congress 

7th Congress 

8th Congress 

8th Conference 

9th Congress 

9th Conference 

10th Congress 

10th Conference 

11th Conference 
11th Congress 

12th Conference 

12th Congress 

13th Conference 

13th Congress 

March 1898 

July-August 1903 
April-May 1905 

December 1905 
April-May 1906 

November 1906 

May-June 1907 
August 1907 

November 1907 

January 1909 
January 1912 

April 1917 
August 1917 
March 1918 

March 1919 

December 1919 
March-April 1920 

September 1920 

March 1921 

May 1921 
December 1921 
March-April 1922 

August 1922 

April 1923 
January 1924 

May 1924 
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14th Conference April 1925 
14th Congress December 1925 
15th Congress December 1927 
16th Conference April 1929 
16th Congress June-July 1930 
17th Conference January-February 1932 
17th Congress January-February 1934 
18th Congress March 1939 
18th Conference February 1941 
19th Congress October 1952 
20th Congress February 1956 
21st Congress January-February 1959 
22nd Congress October 1961 
23rd Congress March-April 1966 
24th Congress April 1971 
25th Congress February-March 1976 
26th Congress February-March 1981 
27th Congress February 1986 
19th Conference June-July 1988 

28th Congress July 1990 
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Chronology of main ideological 
texts of Soviet socialism 

1902 What is to be done? (Lenin) 

1903 Adoption of Party Programme 

1916 Imperialism: the highest stage of capitalism (Lenin) 

1917 State and revolution (Lenin) 
Can the Bolsheviks retain state power? (Lenin) 

1918 The immediate tasks of the Soviet Government (Lenin) 
The Proletarian Revolution and the renegade Kautsky 

(Lenin) 

1919 Second Party Programme Adopted 

ABC of Communism (Bukharin & Preobrazhensky) 

1920 Terrorism and communism (Trotsky) 

The economics of the transition period (Bukharin) 

1921 Tax-in-kind (Lenin) 
Fourth Anniversary of the October Revolution. 

The New Economic Policy and the tasks of the Political 

Education Departments. 

Report on the New Economic Policy. 
The importance of gold now and after the complete 

victory of Socialism. (All Lenin). 

1922 Testament (Lenin) 

1923 On co-operation (Lenin) 
How we should reorganize Rabkrin (Lenin) 

Better fewer but better (Lenin) 

1924 Foundations of Leninism (Stalin) 
October Revolution and the tactics of Russian 

Communists (Stalin) 
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1925 

1926 

1928 

1929 
1931 
1939 
1952 
1958-60 

1961 

1967 
1986 

1989 

1991 

Concerning the New Economic Policy and our tasks 

(Bukharin) 
The road to socialism and the Worker-Peasant Alliance 

(Bukharin) 
On the problems of Leninism (Stalin) 
Notes of an economist (Bukharin) 

A year of great change (Stalin) 
The tasks of business executives (Stalin) 

A History of the CPSU (B): Short Course. 

Economic problems of Socialism (Stalin) 
Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism 

Fundamentals of Marxist philosophy 

History of cpsu 

Anthology of Soviet literature 
Conference Statement of 81 Communist and Workers’ 

Parties 

Third Party Programme 
Elaboration of concept of Developed Socialism 

Third Party Programme (Revised Edition) 
Socialist idea and revolutionary perestroika (Gorbachev) 

Draft Party Programme Adopted. 
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Glossary of key terms/acronyms 

apparatchiki 

artel' 

ARCS 

cc 
CHEKA 

CPSU 

chistka 

glasnost’ 

glavki 

GOELRO 

GOSPLAN 

GPU 

Gulag 

HDS 

KGB 

khozraschet 

kolkhoz 

kombedy 

kommuna 

Komsomol 

kulaks 

member of the apparatus 
Organizational form of collective farm, mixing 

collective and private practices 

All-Russian Congress of Soviets 
Central Committee of Communist Party 
Extraordinary Commission for Suppression of 

Counter-revolutionary Sabotage and Speculation 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union 

purge or cleansing 

openness 
Management organs of Soviet industry, arranged 

vertically into branches. Became a force for 

centralization in economic structure. 

State Electrification Commission 

State Planning Commission 

State political administration 
Chief Administration of Camps 

Humane Democratic Socialism 

Committee of State Security 

profit and loss accounting 

collective farm 
Committees of Poor Peasants 
Organizational form of collective farm, in which 

everything is socialized 

Communist Youth League 

“rich” peasantry 
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MTS 

Narkomprod 
Narkompros 

NEP 

NKGK 

NKVD 

NOT 

NPT 

OGPU 

perestroika 

prodnalog 
Prolet’kult 

RABKRIN 

razverstka 

RSDLP 

RSFSR 

smychka 
sovkhoz 

sovnarkhoz 
Sovnarkom 

SR 

STO 

STR 

TOZ 

uchraspred 
uskorenie 
USSR 

vsNKh/ Vesenkha 

VTSIK 

Zhenotdel 

zhenskii vopros 
Zhensovety 

Machine Tractor Stations 

Commissariat of Food Procurement 

Commissariat of Enlightenment 

New Economic Policy 
People’s Commissariat of State Control 

Commissariat of Internal Affairs 

Scientific Organization of Labour 

New Political Thinking 
secret police 

restructuring 

tax-in-kind 
Proletarian Culture Movement 

Commissariat of Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspection 

Requisitioning of grain from the peasantry 
Russian Social Democratic Labour Party 

Russian Socialist Federation of Socialist Republics 
economic alliance 

state farm 
Regional Economic Council 

Council of People’s Commissars 
Socialist Revolutionaries 
Council of Labour and Defence 

Scientific and Technological Revolution 

Organizational form of Collective Farm, loosely 
organized on collectivist principles 

Account and Distribution section 
acceleration of socio-economic development 

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
Supreme Council of the National Economy 

Supreme Council of the National Economy 

The Women’s Department of the CC Secretariat 
Woman question 
Women’s Council 
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A short history of 

“[This book] will be put on my student lists immediately 
on publication” Martin McCauley 

Communism has collapsed in Eastern Europe, 
sparking off new debates on the nature of the ideas 
which drove Soviet foreign and domestic policy for 
most of the 20th century. A short history of Souiet 
socialism by Mark Sandle provides a valuable survey 
of the changing character of Soviet socialism from 

the 1917 Revolution to the collapse of communism in 1991. He also 
analyses the extent to which these policies were ideologically driven 
and illuminates the complex relationship between ideas and 
political practice in the USSR. 

Beginning with a survey of the historiographical debates, the author 
goes on to chart the emergence, establishment and demise of the 
orthodox models of socialism from Lenin to Brezhnev and their 
replacement under Gorbachev by the concept of Humane. 
Democratic Socialism. This work provides fresh insights and new 
interpretations of events in Soviet history. The radical departure 
made by Gorbachev from his predecessors and his monumental 
changes to the Soviet model are examined in detail. 

In this perceptive analysis, the author links debates surrounding the 
nature of Soviet socialism to current debates concerning the future 
of socialism as a doctrine in the 21st century. A short history of Souiet 
socialism will prove essential reading for students of history, politics 
and Russian studies. 

Mark Sandle lectures in Russian and East European History at 
De Montfort University, Leicester. 
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