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INTRODUCTION

I conceived the idea of this book as the 10th anniversary of the collapse
of the Soviet Union approached. It seemed a logical moment to revisit
one of the most unexpected and puzzling events of the 20th century, “the
failure of the Soviet experiment.” In November 1991 Western scholars at
the annual conference of the American Association for the Advancement
of Slavic Studies in Miami were discussing the possible fate of the Soviet
Union. None of the presenters I heard gave any indication that its demise
was imminent. On the contrary, most Soviet specialists seemed to think
that Gorbachev would recover from his problems and continue in office
for many years to come. The keynote speaker at the conference banquet
warned that the national republics, such as Ukraine, would descend into
anarchy and civil conflict if they attempted to declare independence. One
month later all suppositions had become academic. The Soviet flag was
lowered from the Kremlin on December 25. The Soviet era had ended,
just over 74 years after the Bolsheviks seized power in Petrograd. Few
mourned its passing, at least initially, though in general celebration in
Russia was muted. The national republics welcomed a new period of inde-
pendence, or, in many cases, a new experiment with nation-building.
Those who saw the fall of the USSR as part of the Cold War declared that
the West had emerged victorious from the lengthy postwar standoff.
What happened? How could these events be explained?

The question that intrigued me most pertained to the nature of the Soviet
system, and specifically Russia’s place in it. I had spent most of my aca-
demic career studying the two non-Russian Slavic republics, Ukraine and
Belarus. Thus I hardly approached the topic from a Russocentric position.
Quite the opposite! Yet it seemed to me that Russia was the lynchpin of
the events of the summer of 1991, which concluded a long period of
Soviet decline. Without the disaffection of Russia (and possibly Ukraine),
the Soviet Union might have survived. It seemed to me that Russia and
the Soviet state were, decidedly, not one and the same thing, but that at
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some point a working alliance had been formed, and the interests of the
two had merged for mutual convenience and enhancement. Soviet
strength reflected on Russia. The Soviet structure promoted and worked
through Russian patriotism. The latter existed within the Soviet system
from the very beginning. Lenin had warned against Russian chauvinism
among the Bolshevik leadership as early as 1922. This was not surprising.
Russia had been a vast empire until February 1917, based on a system that
combined the autocratic tsar, the Russian Orthodox Church, and the
mass of Russian peasantry. Peasant consciousness was always strong in
Russia. When peasants moved to the towns the rural mentality came with
them. In that sense Russia possessed the most rural urban workforce in
the world. Many workers at the turn of the century returned to their vil-
lages for seasonal work; the links to the land remained intense. As in the
19th century, the amorphous mass of the peasantry appeared to represent
the essential “goodness” (to use a term of the Populists), humility, mysti-
cism, and faith of the Russians, the soul of old Russia. The towns may
change but the village remained as it had been for centuries. I am using
platitudes here for the sake of simplicity, but there seems to me no ques-
tion that there was a link between the way Russian intellectuals perceived
Russia and the simple Russian peasant who represented the nation.

How did the Soviet system deal with this phenomenon? The Bolsheviks
as an urban party represented something on the outside. The leading
Bolsheviks were virtual strangers to Russia. Most of them had been
abroad or in exile for long periods, completely cut off from political life
in their homeland. Marxist doctrine, itself a Western European creed,
hardly seemed applicable to the Russian situation. Russia was a rural
country based on a peasant population. Thus the critical question
throughout Soviet history was the relationship of the regime to the coun-
tryside. Despite periods of reprieve, such as the New Economic Policy of
1921–1928, the relationship was an unhappy one. Agriculture stands out
as the greatest failure of the Soviet regime. The rural population began to
decline. Materially it was the poorest stratum. Under Stalin, the regime
imposed its power by force over the countryside, smashing the alleged
links developed during the so-called worker-peasant alliance. The link
between the ruler and the ruled, however, was not completely lost. It was
re-established by the cult of Stalin, and by the upsurge of patriotic feel-
ing that occurred when faced with an invasion by a brutal foreign power,
namely Nazi Germany. History is hardly static, and mass urbanization
soon brought the peasant outlook, customs, and views to the towns. The
Soviet regime also introduced a collective way of life in several respects.
Family life was shared with others. Individuality disappeared and the
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population could be subjected to a daily round of propaganda, praising
the virtues of the Soviet system and denouncing its enemies. How far
Soviet residents believed in the system was a moot point, but there were
moments when patriotism reached very high levels. It was only in the
late 1980s that it became possible to criticize past Soviet leaders in the
media, and then only on a selected basis. For most of the Soviet period,
despite changing interpretations, the Soviet regime was sacrosanct. As it
grew in power and expanded its territory, it took the form of a new con-
tiguous empire. 

Once the Stalin regime revived links with the tsarist past, the conception
of 1917 as a distinct break in history was undermined. Only the form of
government had changed in Russia, from a despotic tsarist system to a
totalitarian Soviet one. Though no regime has ever managed to control
all aspects of civic life – and certainly the Soviet Union increasingly
became inefficient – state control was imposed on and became deeply
rooted among the population. Change and progress depended on the
leadership, its ideas, imagination, and inventiveness. When the leader-
ship became dull and geriatric as in the late 1970s, so the Soviet state lost
its drive. But the impact and importance of Russia on the USSR, which
became evident by 1945, only increased. The Soviet system was the form
of power, in other words, and Russia was its spiritual equivalent. On its
own, the Communist Party of the Soviet Union could never have
counted on the loyalty of its citizens. On the other hand, the system that
the Bolsheviks created had many anomalies. Russians paradoxically felt
that they were losing touch with their traditions and history through a
system that relegated them to a subsidiary role as a federation within the
Union. Conversely, several non-Russian republics began to develop
national identities during the Soviet period and precisely as a conse-
quence of Soviet policy. The Communist leaders of Central Asia, for
example, combined national (ie, of their national republics) and party
interests to establish powerful fiefdoms. As Ronald Suny notes (Suny,
1993), in these republics, corruption developed alongside nationalism. In
resource-rich Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, local elites controlled the
cotton and oil industries. The Communist ideal, certainly after
Khrushchev, had begun to fade and the Russians, as the prime group in
the USSR, saw their influence decline among local non-Russian republi-
can leaderships. How could one equate the legendary events of October
1917 with shambling leaders reading speeches on cue cards and having
to be helped off the podium? The symbols of the Soviet state were
important for a time, but they receded after Stalin. For one thing, the
leader himself was no longer such a force or power. Khrushchev had been
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thrown out of office, and for very human failings. Brezhnev by any stan-
dards was a mediocrity. The cult of the leader may have continued, but it
convinced fewer and fewer people. Only one figure remained.

Though Lenin proved to be the last idol to fall in the Soviet Union, how
the Soviet people perceived him throughout Soviet history is a question
of the utmost importance. He remained the one constant. The depictions
of his life were based mainly on legend. He was quoted ad nauseam, his
qualities praised in every school, in poems, on buildings, in speeches to
the Congress. Even Stalin, a far more powerful figure, could not dispense
with Lenin. On the contrary, he based his authority on being Lenin’s dis-
ciple and rightful heir. But what was it about Lenin that was so revered,
that caused thousands of tourists, Russian and foreign, to line up at the
edge of Red Square and trudge their way slowly to see his corpse, a small
man in a cheap blue suit? Ultimately, Lenin was a cult figure of Russia as
much as the Soviet state, which he had founded. He had replaced God as
the official object of worship and he had become the authority, the claim
to legitimacy of the Soviet regime. One can argue endlessly the causes of
the collapse of the USSR, and there were indeed many. Yet one might
equally note that it was not simply the disintegration of a system, but the
reason why Soviet citizens did not resist it that constitutes the key point.
By 1990, Lenin was no longer an object of veneration. Like prisoners
offered their first glimpse of freedom, writers and intellectuals turned sav-
agely on the symbol of their long imprisonment. It became the norm not
simply to reject Lenin, but to denigrate and abuse him. He was not
simply denounced, but dismissed as a cruel, ruthless, pitiless fellow, the
lowest form of life, epithets far more damning than anything offered by
Churchill in 1917–1918. It is hardly surprising that the most popular
Western academics in Moscow in 1990–1991 were those who had taken
the staunchest anti-Soviet positions from the beginning of the Cold War.

The aim of this book is to review the period of Soviet history, and to
examine the reasons for the ultimate failure of the Soviet experiment,
while paying special attention to the simultaneous growth of Russian
nationalism in the 20th century. I have tried not to make valued judge-
ments but to offer a perspective from the early 21st century of the rise
and fall of a regime that appeared to many to endanger the future of the
world, but which was regarded by others – for a time – as the new utopia.
I do not believe necessarily that the value or worth of a system should be
based on its longevity or even on its popularity. Every system has its fail-
ings and its assets. The Soviet Union has been described variously as the
first socialist state and a prison house of peoples. Perhaps rather it should
be perceived as a period in Russian history, one of great change and trans-
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formation, but ultimately ending in self-destruction because there was no
longer public will to sustain it. To rural Russians, perhaps, a group of
intellectuals mainly based abroad hitherto had taken over the country for
several years until Lenin revived the image of Russia (“the Motherland is
in danger”) during the civil war. Under Stalin, achievements were
immense, matched only by intense cruelty and suffering. Under Stalin
also, the old Russia resurfaced as the main state within the USSR, the
center and fulchrum of a new empire. The Communist regime struck a
temporary alliance with the Russian Orthodox Church, and even the
party for a short time ceased to be an elitist organization. The war ended
with the expansion of the Soviet territory and sphere of influence. By the
late 1960s this empire reached the apogee of its power, despite flawed
leaders, and despite abysmal relations with a new Communist power that
threatened its leadership of world Communism, namely Mao’s China. It
then drifted, until Gorbachev’s abortive attempt to rule the country with-
out the support of the Communist Party. At that point Yeltsin, following
his ceremonial coronation as a new Russian president, took Russia on a
different path. While not denigrating the progress to independence of
the other Soviet republics, they clearly responded to the collapse of the
Moscow center. There was no other path for them to take. Yeltsin’s
takeover, while based on popular support, was nothing less than a coup
d’état, every bit as decisive as that of the Great October Revolution. The
future of Russia would enter a new phase.

Though this book covers most aspects of the Soviet period, it is not
intended as a textbook per se. There are various gaps. It focusses on poli-
tics and foreign relations more than social or cultural history. It covers
some of the historical debates on issues on which there is still no con-
sensus. I have focussed on the national question when it became, in my
view, critical. I tend to agree with scholars such as Suny, who regard the
national question as pivotal in the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. On
the other hand, I have kept in mind that there has been a spate of recent
books in English focussing specifically on the former Soviet nationalities
(Olcott, Suny, 1998, Gleason, Anderson, Hewitt, and others). Belarus and
Ukraine represent special cases in any examination of Imperial or Soviet
Russia. It seemed to me that although one can make an argument that
Belarus was a model Soviet state, at least partly assimilated into a Soviet
and Russified culture (Marples, 1999), Ukraine proved to be a dilemma for
the Soviet state on many occasions. On the one hand, ethnic Ukrainians
were an important partner of the Russians, especially in the economic
development of Siberia, and the formation of the Communist Party elite.
On the other, they posed potential problems of so-called “bourgeois
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nationalism,” or a pro-Western direction, particularly after the incorp-
oration of the East Galician provinces during the war. The histories of
Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine merge in the medieval period; two sets of
official historians have staked claims for the legacy of Kievan Rus’, often
without much focus on the likelihood that the medieval state nurtured
all three East Slavic groups. Ukrainian historians today generally negate
the historical links with Russia, and regard the 1654 Treaty of Pereyaslav
as something akin to a colonial treaty, through which the Russian Empire
took possession of Ukrainian lands. Accordingly I have given more atten-
tion to Ukraine than to the other non-Russian republics, at least until the
Gorbachev period. I have tried to incorporate the newest available infor-
mation wherever possible, but there may be passages that require updat-
ing. The historian has to specialize in certain aspects to the neglect of
others, and thus some areas may appear more original than others. And
having stated that this is not a textbook, it is not a work of primary
research either. My main goal has been to try to explain the period now
that it is over and in the face of what seemed to me for a time almost
unforgivable neglect in Russia itself. Recent visits to Moscow and other
cities have persuaded me that Russian historians are once again wrestling
with the issues of the Soviet period, at least based on the number of new
books and articles in periodicals. One should add also that in 2002, it is
far easier to be a historian of Russia in the West than it is in Russia itself.
The economic climate for academics there became very difficult after
1991 and few could afford the luxury of being a scholar if it meant living
on an official salary. As for Western scholars, we tend to move with the
times. At conferences in the United States and Canada post-Miami 1992
and especially in the past two years, it has been a matter of interest to
compare how many panels are offered on different topics – Putin, as a
figure of interest, far exceeds Yeltsin, who in turn seems to attract more
interest than Gorbachev (though there are exceptions). One positive note
is the number of Russian academics offering their views at such gather-
ings, many of them based temporarily at Western institutions. With the
end of the Cold War, one hopes for new assessments of various aspects of
the Soviet period, assuming regular access to archival material. One
might hope also that there is more reluctance to judge various actions
from a moral or political standpoint. In that regard, terms like “failure”
and “defeat” seem inappropriate ways to describe the Soviet Union and
its renunciation of the Cold War. These events, nevertheless, remain too
close to us to expect complete objectivity, always supposing this to be
possible. 
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Map 1. Political-administrative map of the USSR until 1991
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Map 2 The German invasion of the USSR 1941–42
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Map 3 Soviet territorial gains in Europe 1939–49
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PLATE 1 Lenin and his wife Nadezhda Krupskaya sitting by a telescope at their country
estate, Gorky, Moscow region, in 1922. Reproduction by ITAR-TASS.
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PLATE 2 L.D. Trotsky in the uncharacteristic pose of a fisherman. Reproduction by 
ITAR-TASS.
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PLATE 3 A Georgian war veteran kisses a portrait of Stalin on Victory Day in Tblisi, Georgia.
Photo: ITAR-TASS.
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PLATE 5 A portait issued to commemorate I.V. Stalin’s birthday (21 December, 1879). Photo:
ITAR-TASS.
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PLATE 6 Nikita S. Khrushchev attends the All-Union Agricultural Exhibition in 1956. Photo:
ITAR-TASS.
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PLATE 7 Leonid I. Brezhnev receives a group of American journalists in the Kremlin in 1973.
Photo: ITAR-TASS.
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PLATE 8 Mikhail S. Gorbachev returns to Moscow following his house arrest in the Crimea
during the failed putsch of August 1991. Photo: ITAR-TASS.
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1
FROM TSARISM TO
REVOLUTION, 1896–1917

THE EMERGENCE OF MARXISM

Russia at the turn of the century was a peasant nation, a feudal empire
of vast territory that was reliant almost exclusively on agriculture for its
national income. It was the world’s main agricultural producer in 1897,
though the situation in the villages, home to 97 million people, was
strained. The emancipation of the serfs in 1861 had alleviated the worst
vestiges of the economic system of serfdom, which had tied the peas-
ants to the land, but it had hardly ameliorated the plight of the peas-
ants, burdening them with redemption payments that ultimately
exceeded the value of the land now in their possession. Often the plots
of land that these peasants worked were smaller than the amount
required for subsistence, forcing them to lease land, often from their
former landlords. Methods were primitive, and manual labor was the
norm. The late 19th century also saw a rapid expansion of the popu-
lation, causing the further division of the land plots and the departure
of many peasants from the villages to the growing towns, or else to
Siberia or even abroad. Droughts and famines occurred frequently,
partly as a result of the adverse climatic conditions, and partly as a con-
sequence of the way Russian agriculture was organized. The basic issues
of village life were dealt with by the village community – the mir – an
organization that many political agitators had envisaged as the
instrument of a social revolution.

1
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The period was also one during which the vast Russian Empire slowly began
to experience the beginnings of major industrialization. Russian industry
at the turn of the century was characterized by the workshop and by
seasonal workers, who would return to the villages to assist with the harvest
in the fall. In the larger cities, such as St. Petersburg, however, the factories
springing up were often huge affairs, employing thousands of people.
Under Prime Minister Sergey Witte, Russia embarked on a campaign to
build railways, and in the last decade of the 19th century some 27,000kms
of railways were constructed. By the turn of the century, the empire had sev-
eral established industrial areas – regions of Poland, such as Warsaw and
Lodz, the major cities of St. Petersburg and Moscow, and the Donbas region
of Ukraine. For the most part the major investors in the development were
foreign – French, German, Belgian, and British. By 1913, the urban popu-
lation had risen to 18 percent of the total, and was mostly occupied in
industry, construction, trade, and technical industries. Nevertheless over
70 percent of the population remained in the agricultural sphere.

The tsarist autocracy represented a forbidding but weakening leadership.
Russian expansion since the 16th century had been chaotic, often
unplanned, frequently conducted by individualistic freebooters, and
partly as a result of conquests arising from warfare. In the 19th century,
a small group of the intelligentsia devised different revolutionary ideas
and methods to bring about change. None came to fruition, other than
the assassination of Tsar Aleksandr II in 1881. Terrorism as a means to
bring about change was discredited by this time. Populism, the attain-
ment of a socialist revolution through the village community, also
appeared to have failed. Increasingly those who wished to bring about
political change in Russia considered that it was no longer possible for
Russia to avoid the capitalist stage of its development. More traditional
political parties began to emerge. The Social Revolutionary Party, using a
peasant base, was formed in 1900 and was generally the largest of all
Russian political parties, though lacking in organization and leadership.
The Russian liberal party, the Constitutional Democrats or Kadets, was
founded in 1905 after a Congress of Rural and Urban Activists. Russian
Marxism was not new, but for some years it had been confined to emi-
gration. In 1898, however, the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party
held its first “congress” in a wooden hut in the city of Minsk. It was
attended by nine delegates from Social Democratic organizations, with
others from the Jewish Bund, and the newspaper Rabochaya gazeta. Most
of the participants were well known to the secret police, the Okhrana, and
were arrested immediately afterward. Little that occurred in the 1898
meeting seemed to herald anything of import.

2 MOTHERLAND
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The 2nd Congress held in 1903 had to be held abroad, though it was still
facing pressure from the police, this time of Germany, eventually moving
from Stuttgart to London. The immediate goals of the party were radical
enough – to overthrow at once the tsarist autocracy and establish a demo-
cratic republic, while introducing rights for workers such as an eight-hour
day, eliminating the remains of the feudal system in the village, and
allowing full rights to non-Russians, including self-determination. The
maximal goal was even more utopian – the establishment of the dicta-
torship of the proletariat through a socialist revolution. The goals were
more deep-rooted than those of the European trends of the day, particu-
larly in Germany where Economism had taken root: the belief that the
workers’ demands could be satisfied gradually through the trade union
movement without having to resort to outright revolution. Such views
were anathema to the Social Democratic leaders. The Russians were also
divided on tactics, however. One group, initially the largest, and led by
Yuliy Martov, considered that the party could incorporate not only com-
mitted and hardened revolutionaries, but also sympathizers. The other,
led by Vladimir Ilich Ulyanov (Lenin), following guidelines laid out in his
1902 pamphlet, What Is To Be Done? preferred a small, disciplined party
that could guide rather than be guided by the mass of the workers. As the
Congress progressed, and disputes led to the departure of several dele-
gates, this faction was found to be in the majority, and designated by
Lenin with the title of Bolsheviks. Martov and his now-minority group
were termed the Mensheviks. Though the divide seemed frivolous and
temporary, it proved to be permanent, mainly thanks to the intransi-
gence of Lenin.

Though the revolutionary Marxist party was very small, there appeared
to be some hope that it could have an impact on Russian political life. By
the turn of the century, Russia was suffering from unemployment in the
towns, and mass peasant unrest after the difficult years of famine. In the
period between 1900 and 1904, 1,205 peasant “disturbances” were
recorded. Many of the intelligentsia also clamoured for reforms. Partly at
the behest of the authorities, the Jews became a scapegoat for the diffi-
culties, and 1903 was notorious for its anti-Jewish pogroms in cities in
Moldavia, Belarus, and Ukraine. At the turn of the century, the Jews, con-
fined to the Pale of Settlement, formed a majority in most of the major
towns in the western borderlands. In the summer of 1903, oil workers in
Baku initiated a general strike, and were quickly joined by workers in
other parts of the Caucasus, comprising more than 100,000 people, again
reiterating the demand for better working conditions, including an eight-
hour day. The industrial centers of Ukraine and south Russia then joined
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in. The Social Democrats did not organize these strikes but they did infil-
trate them and were able to spread effectively their propaganda. The first
legal trade union was formed in this same year, the Assembly of Russian
Factory Workers. Its leader was a priest, Georgy Gapon, who was a double
agent working for the tsarist Okhrana. As often in such cases, however, it
was difficult to know where Gapon’s real sympathies lay. The police
would try to control such movements through infiltration, but often the
movement seemed to be beyond their reach. By April 1905, when the 3rd
Congress of the RSDWP was held in London, and Lenin had been elected
as the Chairman of the Congress, the possibility of a “bourgeois-demo-
cratic” revolution in Russia appeared to be much greater than hitherto.
The party issued a new newspaper, the Proletarii, and divided activities
between a Russian section and one abroad, with Lenin appointed as the
chairman of the latter. 

THE WAR WITH JAPAN

The main possibility for further expansion lay in the Far East, and at the
expense of China. Nikolay II, who had ascended to the throne upon the
death of his father Aleksandr III in 1894, had no clear ambitions. Rather
his approach was traditional – to continue the legacy inherited from his
robust and warlike father, and to maintain and strengthen the existing
realm. Thus he was far from adverse to colonialism, but had run into a
new problem – the emergence of Imperial Japan as a new colonial power
in the Far East. To date, the Japanese had not posed a serious threat to the
Russians, but they were equally anxious to benefit from the weakness of
China, and in Japan’s case the goal was to use Korea as a springboard for
further encroachment. In 1894–1895, Japan had defeated China, using
the victory to gain control over part of the Liaotung Peninsula including,
at its tip, Port Arthur. Almost at once the Great Powers had intervened to
prevent this “outrage” by an Asian power, and Japan, resentfully, had
been forced to relinquish its conquests. The immediate beneficiary was
Russia, which in 1897 obtained a lease over both the Liaotung Peninsula
and Port Arthur, which was linked to the new Trans-Siberian Railway
through the Chinese territory of Manchuria. Japan was concerned that
the next target for the Russians would be Korea, and decided that the
most preferable alternative was a war with Russia.

There were several disadvantages for Russia at the outset of the war. The
main one was logistics. To fight a war so far from the center of the empire
required the transportation of the Russian army and supplies and equip-
ment over a lone route, that of the Trans-Siberian Railway, which was
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single-tracked. The Japanese by contrast could easily replenish their
resources from the Japanese islands. Both the Russian Pacific Fleet and the
Russian Far Eastern Army were based on the Liaotung Peninsula, but both
were put under immediate pressure by Japan. On January 27, 1904, the
war began when Japanese units attacked the Russian Pacific Fleet at Port
Arthur. Though the attack was repelled, the Fleet was effectively hemmed
in, and it became the focus of further Japanese assaults. In May, the attack
was renewed, when Japanese forces based in Manchuria began a long
siege of Port Arthur. Though Japanese losses were extraordinarily high,
the port finally fell on December 20, 1904, after the Japanese had begun
to use 11-in Howitzers hurling shells that weighed almost 500 lbs.
Russian losses in the battle were considerably less than those of the
Japanese, but the Russian commander at Port Arthur, General Stessel, had
to scuttle the Pacific Fleet’s ships. Thereafter, the fate of the Russians at
sea would depend on the Baltic Fleet, which was dispatched on a remark-
able journey of 33,000kms in October 1904, with the aim of reaching
Vladivostok.

In the meantime, the Russians suffered a series of defeats in land battles.
Military operations had begun in April 1904, with the Japanese deploy-
ing four armies. Two great battles were fought, neither of which was con-
clusive, but the outcome of each was that the Japanese army held the
battlefield at the conclusion. At the Battle of Liaoyang between August 11
and 21, 1904, a slightly larger Japanese force defeated a Russian force led
by General Aleksey Kuropatkin, and each side suffered more than 17,000
casualties. A Russian counter-offensive at Sha Ho was a disaster, resulting
in around 40,000 casualties. Generally, however, the trench warfare was
equally catastrophic for both sides and a prelude to what was to occur
during the First World War. By February 1905, the two sides met at
Mukden with enormous armies. One estimate is that more than 600,000
troops from both sides took part in this battle, and casualties were huge
(more than 150,000). The Japanese victory, though a narrow one, was
achieved largely because of the army’s numerical superiority in machine-
guns. Mukden proved to be the most decisive land engagement of the
war, and the Russian defeat was a major embarrassment for the govern-
ment of Nikolay II. An expected easy victory over an Asian opponent had
failed to materialize.

At sea, matters were to take an even worse turn for the Russians. The
Baltic Fleet, under the command of admirals Z.P. Rozhestvensky and N.I.
Nebogatov, managed the considerable feat of circumnavigating most of
the globe, only to run into an ambush by the large Japanese fleet
under Admiral Togo. The Russian losses were unprecedented at sea, and
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included 19 major warships out of the 30 dispatched. Only four ships
from the Baltic Fleet reached the port of Vladivostok, and almost half the
Russian sailors lost their lives. However, mainly through the diplomatic
skills and wiles of Witte, the Russian side did not fare particularly badly
as the Treaty of Portsmouth, mediated by the Americans in September
1905, moderated considerably Japanese demands for the transfer of the
entire Liaotung Peninsula to Japanese control, the seizure of the entire
Sakhalin Island, control over Korea, and the removal of the Russian army
from Manchuria. Japan did receive the southern part of Sakhalin, and was
permitted to control Korea, and Russia agreed to transfer its lease over the
peninsula. Though the results of the treaty were less harsh than might
have been anticipated, the military and naval defeats reduced the pres-
tige of the tsarist government at a time when outright revolution had
broken out in the capital, St. Petersburg. The first real dent in the 300-
year Romanov dynasty had been rendered. In later years, Soviet leaders,
and particularly Stalin, were to avenge the disastrous defeat by Japan, a
sign of how deeply such an event rankled, even among avowed socialist
activists.

By 1905, Russian standing as a world power had fallen sharply. Less than
a century earlier, the Russian Tsar, Aleksandr I, had been in Paris helping
to supervise the abdication of Napoleon Bonaparte. By contrast, Nikolay
II, a pleasant and courteous family man, had suffered the most ignomin-
ious defeat in living memory. Britain, one of Russia’s main rivals in the
Near East, no longer regarded Russia as a serious threat to its empire, and
India in particular – the two countries would sign an alliance agreement
in 1907. Henceforth, Russia would seek to re-establish itself on the inter-
national stage, often as a means of diverting attention from growing
domestic (and especially economic) problems. The tsarist autocracy was
in theory the most powerful ruling family on the continent and landmass
of Eurasia. In practice, the tsars had become vulnerable. A weak tsar, like
Nikolay, was dependent on his ministers and on Russia’s international
standing. In his own view, his task was to retain the powers that he had
inherited from his father, the robust and warmongering Aleksandr III.
Partly as a result of circumstances beyond his control, but partly through
his own inadequacies, such a goal proved to be beyond his power. 

THE 1905 REVOLUTION

The revolution of 1905 began with a strike movement, something quite
common in the Russian Empire during this period. Working conditions
were extremely difficult. Employers generally ignored a flurry of laws
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issued in the later part of the 19th century to reduce working hours and
improve labour conditions. However, the demands of the strikers at the
outset suggest that there was already a political dimension to the protests.
The strike began on January 3 at the giant Putilov munitions factory in
St. Petersburg, and spread to several other factories throughout the week.
The strikers demanded an eight-hour working day, a rise in wages, and
the cessation of indirect taxes, but also the transfer of lands to the peas-
ants and the convocation of an assembly based on equal and general
voting rights. Less than a week later, a large group of demonstrators took
their protests directly to the Tsar, with a peaceful procession to the
Winter Palace. The priest Gapon led the marchers. The Tsar was absent,
but the Cossacks under the command of the Grand Duke Vladimir fired
on the protestors, killing an estimated 1,000 of them, and injuring about
five times as many. The event became known as Bloody Sunday and cat-
alyzed the protests of 1905. By the end of the month more than 400,000
Russian workers had joined the strike.

The strike movement continued over the next several months, despite an
abortive government commission to ascertain the causes of the workers’
discontent. Another famous event was the mutiny on the battleship
Potemkin, immortalized by the Soviet film director Sergey Eisenstein,
which took place in Odesa in mid-June. The sailors had refused to eat
poor-quality meat, taken command of the ship, and hoisted the red flag.
The battleship made a raid on Odesa before returning to the Black Sea.
Lacking fuel, the mutineers eventually landed in Romania and gave
themselves up to the local authorities. By October the strike had spread
to the Russian railway workers, on the main lines between Moscow and
several cities further east and south, such as Kursk and Kazan. On October
13, various factories in St. Petersburg had begun to elect representatives
to a new council (Soviet) of workers’ deputies. In the meantime, the
tsarist regime had agreed reluctantly to establish a state parliament
(Duma), provided with legislative authority. The Duma was to comprise
representatives from the landowners and factory managers, and the peas-
ants were to receive one out of every eight seats. The workers, however,
were not enfranchised because they did not own property. Thus the
initial law antagonized the very forces that had initiated the strike. On
October 17, as worker discontent reached a crescendo, Nikolay II agreed
to freedom of speech and assembly, along with a parliament that wielded
real authority – a concession called the October Manifesto. 

The period of the 1905 Revolution also saw the formation of two new
political parties. The Kadets were fortunate that Witte was seeking liberal
support for the government in a move to drive a wedge between those

FROM TSARISM TO REVOLUTION, 1896–1917 7

PE3387 ch01.qxd  6/6/02  13:56  Page 7



groups prepared to compromise and the more hardened revolutionary
elements. By late October a number of Kadet leaders, including the his-
torian P.N. Milyukov, took part in discussions with the government. The
Kadet goal was for the party’s leaders to be invited into the government,
a prospect that began to fade with time. In mid-October, the Kadets had
held an Extraordinary Congress in Moscow, which combined the goals of
two organizations – the Union of Liberation and the Union of Land
Constitutionalists. Though a relatively small party, the Kadets remained
influential for many years, and included members of the landed aristoc-
racy and the liberal intelligentsia, along with academicians. Its guiding
light was Milyukov. The Kadets sought a constitutional monarchy (close
to the British model), freedom of assembly and the press, universal suf-
frage, and the establishment of a Duma that would exert significant con-
trol over the government. Their goals were radical in 1905, and the
prominence of their members in public life ensured that the party would
not be ignored. However, the eventual polarization of political life in
Russia ensured that the Kadets gradually began to move further away
from the more radical tendencies that followed the military defeats
during the First World War.

Another party was formed as a result of the tsarist Manifesto, namely the
Union of October 17 or Octobrists. They represented a more affluent
group of merchants and landowners, and were led by M.V. Rodzyanko and
A.I. Guchkov. The latter, a well-known banker from a thriving Moscow
family, emerged as the main leader. The party had around 75,000 mem-
bers within its first two years (making it larger than the Kadets), and pre-
ferred a more conservative monarchical system, though the existence of
the party ostensibly was to ensure that the regime adhered to the conces-
sions made in its manifesto. The party included some of the more promi-
nent landowners, such as D.N. Shipov. Both the Kadets and the Octobrists
were moderate parties with limited goals. In 1905, they constituted the
major parties at a time when the direction of events was never very clear.
The 1905 Revolution, as opposed to a general strike situation and mass
protests, was confined to a brief period at the very end of the year, when
the more radical elements tried to unite the workers and the more disaf-
fected elements of the peasantry. The tsarist Manifesto was used as the
spark for numerous meetings and demonstrations against the autocracy
in the larger cities of the empire. On October 18, the Central Committee
of the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party denounced the Manifesto
as a betrayal of the working masses. In fact, it was a dangerous document
to the revolutionary movement as it threatened to divide the protestors
into the satiated and those who sought outright revolution.
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The events of the 1905 Revolution occurred rapidly. On October 13, the
St. Petersburg Soviet had been formed, and eventually it came under the
chairmanship of a Social Democrat, L.D. Trotsky, at that time somewhat
distant from Lenin and the more hard-line Bolshevik members of the
RSDWP. On October 26, sailors at the Kronstadt naval base began a revolt,
and were arrested by the authorities. The ensuing trial in St. Petersburg
led to a general strike in the capital on November 2. Martial law had been
declared by this time in Poland as a result of bloody clashes between
demonstrators and the authorities in Warsaw and Lodz. On November
11, sailors of the Black Sea Fleet mutinied. Ten days later, a Moscow Soviet
of Workers’ Deputies was formed that included members of the RSDWP
(Bolsheviks and Mensheviks), Social Revolutionaries, and members of the
Jewish Bund. The Bolshevik leadership in Moscow at once demanded of
the Soviet that it declare a general strike in the city, in the hope that it
would lead to an armed uprising. By December 8, the strike was wide-
spread, involving more than 150,000 workers. From Moscow, the strike
spread to other cities, notably St. Petersburg and Minsk. On the next day
barricades appeared in the streets of Moscow, and ultimately the uprising
embraced more than 30 major cities of the empire, including some in
Poland, Ukraine, Siberia, and southern parts of Russia. Yet the protests
died as quickly as they arose, mainly because of the lack of unity among
the demonstrators. The more moderate elements were contented with
the offer of a legislative assembly; the revolutionaries wished to over-
throw the regime, expropriate lands for the peasantry, and introduce a
republic in Russia, all demands that in this period were perceived as unre-
alistic and frightening to the majority of the merchants and landowners.
Despite the presence of Trotsky in the capital, the 1905 Revolution was
essentially leaderless. No single leader had a vision of where the protests
should lead or was prepared to provide direction. 

On the other hand, the two events of 1904–1905 – the catastrophic war
with Japan and the 1905 uprising – had, whatever the short-term out-
come, seriously undermined the tsarist autocracy of the Romanovs.
Thereafter, there would always be the Duma in place, an arena in which
potential orators could sound off against the worst excesses of the tsarist
system. Moreover, the tradition of a general strike would remain, always
a threat beneath the surface when the economic situation became bleak.
The revolutionaries also learned lessons from 1905, and the organization
of the Soviet signalled that the workers were prepared to turn to their
own devices if the new legislature could not satisfy their demands. The
royal family, in turn, had lost credibility as a result of Bloody Sunday,
which created an impression of remoteness from the masses. Hitherto
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there had always appeared to be a link between the Tsar and the mass of
impoverished workers and the peasantry, hence the naivety with which
a petition was offered directly to Nikolay II. However, only the combi-
nation of factors rather than one key issue can explain the gradual demise
of the Russian monarchy after the 1905 Revolution. For the moment, the
Tsar seemed to have avoided a disaster even worse than the defeat by
Japan. The question was how to consolidate the situation and ensure that
such protests did not re-emerge. The first matter was the convocation of
the new assembly, the First Duma.

THE TIME OF THE DUMAS

On December 11, 1905, the electoral law was modified, providing a com-
plex system of voting that disenfranchised several groups of the popu-
lation, including women, those under the age of 25, those in the military,
and those people without a fixed abode. The voting of delegates was
weighted in favour of the propertied classes and the wealthier merchants.
Whereas the nobility could elect one delegate per 2,000 people, for
workers this was one per 90,000. In addition, as the regime recovered
from the anarchy of recent events, it placed a barrier between the new
Duma and the monarchy, namely the manifesto of February 1906, which
gave the State Council the right to approve any laws issued by the Duma.
The First Duma, elected in March–April 1906, provided a plurality of
votes for the Kadet Party, which won 279 seats, followed by the Labour
Group (Trudoviki) with 97. Non-party groups received 105 seats. Though
the results from the perspective of the monarchy could have been worse,
the Octobrists and other right-wing groups had fared poorly. On the left,
the Bolsheviks had boycotted the election, but the Mensheviks also
remained on the periphery with only 18 seats. By April, the State Council
and State Duma gained legal authority through the issue of the Basic
(Fundamental) Laws of the Russian Empire. Less than four months later,
the regime dissolved the Duma, leading several deputies to flee to Vyborg
where a rival parliament was hastily established. The government had
been dissatisfied with demands to remove the restrictions imposed on the
Duma by the Fundamental Laws. It had also requested control over the
state budget and agrarian reforms that included the division of landown-
ers’ estates among the peasantry. The Tsar was so dissatisfied with the lack
of compliance in the new legislature that he dismissed Count Witte on
April 14, 1906, replacing him with I.L. Goremykin. 

The Second Duma, which lasted only from February to June 1907, was
even less satisfactory in the eyes of the monarchy. Though the Octobrists
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and supporters of the monarchy had performed much better, gaining 54
seats, they were outnumbered by the Social Democrats (including the
Bolsheviks) with 65. The Labour Group was now the largest faction, fol-
lowed by the Kadets. Before the convocation of the Third Duma, there-
fore, the electoral law was altered, raising the number of electors from the
nobles and merchants and reducing the number of seats allocated to the
peasantry and lower middle stratum of the towns. More than 200 mem-
bers of the nobility were elected, while the monarchists and Octobrists
had gained almost 270 seats. The Third Duma sat from November 1907
to June 1912. Making sense of these three elections is not easy. The over-
lap between the various groups prevents any clear deductions. One can
discern some trends, however. On the far right were extremist and pro-
monarchy groups. The most fervent were the Black Hundreds, notori-
ously anti-Semitic, but prominent in several areas. Their closest allies
were the Octobrists, since both groups were happy to preserve the monar-
chy intact and to accept a Duma without any significant powers. At the
center of political life were the Labor Group, the Kadets, and occasionally
the more moderate of the socialist groups, though it would seem an error
to ascribe to the Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries the tactics of
compromise that they embraced in 1917. The Bolshevik faction in par-
liament also was not notably more extreme than its socialist counter-
parts, but it was more isolated. The Duma continued into the war years
(the Fourth Duma), and though reduced in power from the original body,
its significance should not be underrated.

STOLYPIN’S REFORMS

On April 26, Petr Stolypin became the Minister of Internal Affairs, and
later in this same year succeeded to the position of Chairman of the
Council of Ministers. Born in 1862, he had run the distant western guber-
nia of Grodno and subsequently was head of the Saratov region.
Politically it is hard to place Stolypin. He was a man who saw the need
for progressive reforms in agriculture, while seeking to preserve the
powers of the tsarist autocracy and promote the cause of Russian nation-
alism. Yet he had been known to curb the excesses of the Black Hundreds
in his own area of administration. Considered the scourge of the revol-
utionary movement, he was also disliked by the nobility for his sudden
rise to prominence. Stolypin’s attention turned primarily to agriculture
and the mir or obshchina, the village society that effectively ran the vil-
lage. He proposed that the peasants should have the right to consolidate
their landholdings, a move that would prevent the desired division and
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redistribution of the estates of the landowners, but would also allow the
peasants to become small landholders in their own right. Through an
Ukaz of November 9, 1906, the peasants gained the right to leave the vil-
lage society. The goal was the dissolution of an institution that had
gained authority after the Emancipation of 1861 but which in Stolypin’s
view was the main impediment to real change at village level.

Another goal of the reform was to resolve the problem of rural overpop-
ulation, particularly in the central regions of Russia. By dividing the lands
this way, the government considered that a portion of the population,
freed from the ties of the village community, would seek employment in
the towns, whereas those more inclined to agriculture would become
established smallholders. The reform worked insofar as it was imple-
mented prior to the outbreak of war. By 1916, for example, some three
million heads of households had left the village community, with the
bulk of the departures taking place in 1908–1909, and more than 25 per-
cent of community households had consolidated their lands by this date.
The newly consolidated farms took the form of otrubs, uniting several
smallholdings, or else enclosed farmsteads known as khutors. Altogether
about 1.6 million new farms were established. A large number of people
(more than 2.5 million) had migrated from their villages, mostly east of
the Urals. By the first year of the war, these new farms accounted for
about 50 percent of the grain production of the Russian Empire, and they
were particularly successful in the key agricultural regions, such as the
Volga region, the Ukrainian steppes, and Siberia. In 1912, the Russian
harvest reached a new peak, and grain exports rose accordingly. 

The reform, however, was not an unqualified success because the bulk of
the peasants (around 75 percent of the total) remained in the village com-
munity, and even the mass migration was insufficient to resolve the prob-
lem of rural overpopulation. In general, the peasantry was not well
disposed toward change, and the new farms were at first not very prof-
itable. The transformation of the village envisaged by Stolypin was to be
a protracted reform that might take 20 years to complete. Stolypin him-
self, however, did not live to see its implementation. On September 1,
1911, he was killed in Kyiv by D.G. Bogrov, an anarchist reputed to be
working for the Okhrana. His death limited the effects of the agrarian
reform, and prevented a concomitant reform of industry that would have
seen significant benefits accrue to the workers. Stolypin’s plan was to
ensure that workers’ demands were met in a similar way to those of their
counterparts in Germany, so that revolutionary tendencies could be
assuaged. He also planned to introduce a system of general education in
Russia. On the other hand, while these goals might be considered pro-
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gressive, the Prime Minister sought only to enhance the power of an
autocracy weakened by revolution. As a result, Stolypin was almost uni-
versally unpopular. Could the tsarist system have been reformed? In the
prewar years, despite revolutionary outbreaks and peasant revolts, there
are signs that the Russian economy was developing rapidly. But the
reforms were not sustained and there is little indication that the monar-
chy was seriously interested in changing the social structure of the
country. Stolypin, like Witte, seems to have been a brilliant choice of
minister (the latter, though, was appointed initially by Aleksandr III
rather than Nikolay II). But there were far less inspired and even highly
dubious choices, and under the tsarist system, with a tsar disinterested in
the affairs of state, the poor quality of ministers was to be a critical factor. 

In the period 1906–1912, the revolutionary movement ostensibly faded,
and the possibility of the emergence of more democratic parties
increased. The Bolshevik Party determined to go its own route. In 1912 at
a conference in Prague, the party formally separated from the Mensheviks
and launched its own newspaper, Pravda. This move coincided with the
rekindling of the strike movement in the empire, which was sparked in
turn by an incident in the gold mines of the Yakutia region, when the
militia fired on striking workers, killing more than 250. In 1912–1913,
the empire again seemed to be engulfed in strikes and protests. The
Bolsheviks now had six deputies in the Fourth Duma, but there was little
common ground between the Duma and the government. In 1912, I.V.
Stalin first emerged as a Bolshevik theoretician with a rambling pamphlet
entitled Marxism and the National Question, in which the native Georgian
stressed the right of non-Russians to self-determination within the
empire. Such sentiments appealed to groups that were gradually losing
their autonomy, such as the Finns and Poles, and those regions in which
national consciousness was developing rapidly, like Ukraine and
Armenia. On the other hand, in 1913, the Romanovs could celebrate 300
years in power with an ostentatious ceremony, featuring Nikolay II and
his German wife Aleksandra, both descendants of the English queen,
Victoria, and seemingly oblivious to the coming storm of war and revol-
ution. Through Victoria, the then incurable disease of hemophilia had
struck Aleksey, the heir to the throne, leading the royal couple to turn to
a series of mystics and faith healers in an attempt to ensure their son’s
survival. In 1912, Rasputin was introduced to the court, where he would
remain a critical influence for the next few years.
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THE ALLIANCE SYSTEM

International diplomacy in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
revolved around an alliance system that was complex and restrictive. The
defeat in the war with Japan paradoxically led to an improvement in
relations with the main enemy, the British Empire, which had clashed
several times with Russia in the Near East (Afghanistan and Iran) and in
Tibet. The Anglo-Russian Entente of 1907 in effect formed a triple
alliance, as both countries already had agreements in place with France.
It was signed in St. Petersburg by A. Nicholson, the British Ambassador,
and A.P. Izvolsky, the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, and the weak-
ened Russia renounced its interests in Afghanistan while dividing Iran
into a neutral zone in the center, a zone of Russian influence in the north
and British influence in the south. Both sides agreed to recognize China’s
prevailing influence in the nominally independent Tibet. Instantly the
new entente appeared to be directed against the other alliance system in
Europe, embracing Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Italy. In
this same year of 1907, Russia also signed an agreement with Japan. It did
not yet mean, however, that two hostile alliance systems had perma-
nently divided Europe. Such an outcome developed because of the vari-
ous policies pursued by these powers in the interim. The alliance with
France and Britain received support from the noted Kadet leader, Petr
Struve, who considered Russia’s correct path to be toward Europe rather
than adventurism in the Far East.

From Russia’s perspective, the most important factor about the alliance
system was the tension in the Balkans. Russia felt obliged to come to the
aid of Serbia, which in turn appeared to threaten the stability of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. In 1907–1908, it seemed possible that an
Austro-Russian compromise would be reached on several key questions –
Austria agreed that Russia should have the right to send its naval vessels
through the Dardanelles, and in return Russia supported Austria’s wish to
annex the territory of Bosnia-Herzegovina and incorporate it into its
empire. In practice, nothing went right for Russia. The Austrian govern-
ment acted very swiftly to occupy these territories, whereas the Western
powers resisted the Russian move through the Dardanelles as it would
have further weakened the crumbling Ottoman Empire. In 1909, S.D.
Sazonov was appointed Russian Foreign Minister. Sazonov saw Germany
as the main impediment to Russia’s interests and tried to solidify the
Triple Entente. Once war had started, Sazonov was at the forefront of
demands for Russia’s territorial expansion at the expense of Austria and
Turkey. Germany, in turn, supported Austrian interests in the Balkans
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with impunity, in the belief that the area was beyond the sphere of
British and French interests, and would not be the cause of a rise in inter-
national tension.

For the Russians, the alliance system brought few tangible gains and
numerous problems. Two agreements were made with Japan in 1910 and
1912, the first of which allowed Japan a free hand in Korea, and the
second divided the two countries’ spheres of interest in northeast China
and Mongolia. Thus Russia could avoid the threat of a two-front war. The
Tsar visited Berlin in November 1910 for talks with his cousin, Kaiser
Wilhelm II, and the two countries reached an agreement at Potsdam the
following year, in which Russia accepted the German request to build a
railway to Baghdad, while the Germans recognized Russian control over
northern Iran. How seriously the Germans tried to wrench Russia from
the Entente is a matter for debate, but the Western powers took the threat
seriously and raised objections. Two factors should be noted in the events
that led to the outbreak of war in August 1914 – first, Russia was as
ambitious as any of the other powers in its wish to expand its territory
and defend its interests in the Near East and Eastern Europe; but second,
of the major powers (with the possible exception of Britain), Russia had
the least to gain from the outbreak of a new war. Russian prestige was at
stake, however; the Austrian decision to punish Serbia after the assassin-
ation at Sarajevo of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austrian
throne, followed two setbacks for Russian diplomacy during the Balkan
Wars of 1912–1913, when the Serbs were unable to fulfill their demands
for an outlet to the sea. Austria, for its part, had to deal with a multi-
ethnic empire that had long been divided between Germanophones and
Slavs. A dual monarchy with Hungary since 1867, the old empire could
not withstand a stronger Serbia, which would provide encouragement to
fellow Slavs seeking more powers.

THE FIRST WORLD WAR

After the death of the Archduke, Austrian artillery bombarded Belgrade
on July 29, 1914, before it had mobilized its army. Russia responded with
a general mobilization on July 30, following a period when it had tried to
mobilize forces against Austria, but not against Germany. The Tsar still
hoped to come to terms with the Kaiser, and a flurry of notes was
exchanged. For the Entente, the readiness of the Russian army was para-
mount; though the full details of the Schlieffen Plan were not known to
the Entente powers, it was anticipated nonetheless that the bulk of the
German forces would be thrown against France, and thus Russia was
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asked to mount an offensive in order to divert German troops eastward.
Mobilization, however, made war far more likely. The Central Powers
(Germany and Austro-Hungary) had anticipated that any Russian mobi-
lization would be slow, taking up to six weeks to complete. The amended
version of the 1905 Schlieffen Plan (devised by Count Alfred Von
Schlieffen, chief of the German general staff from 1891 to 1906) therefore
foresaw a rapid German thrust into France, sweeping to the Channel and
to the west of Paris, in an effort to end the war in the West before Russian
mobilization had been completed. Hence once the Russians mobilized, it
became essential that Germany do the same, unless the Russians could be
persuaded to desist. When the Russians did not respond to a German ulti-
matum, Germany declared war on Russia on August 1, 1914. 

In retrospect, the German plans, while ingenious, were seriously flawed.
For one thing the adherence to such a strict timetable was contingent
upon Belgian neutrality and an undamaged railway system. For another,
it ignored the fact that while the Russian mobilization would take time,
Russia nonetheless could have a substantial army (up to 800,000 troops)
in place within two weeks. It has often been said that Russia was unpre-
pared for war in 1914. The point is accurate, but needs to be qualified.
Russia’s main weakness lay in its artillery and in the readiness of its fleet.
But it was not wholly unprepared. It had planned for both a defensive
and offensive operation, depending on German action. The defensive
plan would have been put into play had there been a major German
assault from East Prussia at the outset of the war. However, under pressure
from the French and the British, it was the offensive operation, known as
Plan A, that was used, which encompassed a Russian assault on both East
Prussia and the Austrian territory of Galicia. The Russian army, under the
Grand Duke Nikolay, an imposing figure of 6 ft 7 in, did not assign clear
priority to either campaign, though once the German army began to
move through Belgium, the French Ambassador in Petrograd (as the cap-
ital had been renamed at the war’s outset) requested an immediate
Russian attack on East Prussia. The area was a difficult one to tackle as it
consisted of forests, swampy land, and numerous lakes, and Russian com-
munication was amateurish, being made over open radio. The East
Prussian operation lasted from August 17 to September 15, 1914, and
from Russia’s perspective, it was an unmitigated disaster. 

Russia used two armies in this assault. The 1st Army was under General
P.K. Rennenkampf, a 60-year-old cavalry general, who had commanded
an army group in the war against Japan. Rennenkampf was ordered to
attack from the north, in an attempt to cut off the German 8th Army
from the city of Koenigsberg. The Russian 2nd Army was under the 
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command of A.V. Samsonov, a man five years Rennenkampf’s junior, but
with whom he had a history of bad relations. According to the Russian
plan, Samsonov was to attack from the south and west, joining up with
the 1st Army and encircling the German forces. At Gumbinnen on
August 17, Rennenkampf achieved initial success, but did not follow up
his gains – indeed, he seems to have been over-apprehensive of the threat
of a German counter-attack. The inertia of the 1st Army raised the confi-
dence of the Germans, who had hitherto considered the complete aban-
donment of East Prussia. Instead, they transferred two army corps and a
cavalry division from the Western Front, thus providing much-needed
relief for the French. Samsonov, meanwhile, was trying to ascertain his
exact position, seemingly unaware that he was being encircled by
German armies which inflicted a crushing defeat at Tannenberg. In this
battle, the Russians suffered more than 50,000 casualties and some
150,000 men were taken prisoner. Samsonov committed suicide. At the
ensuing Battle of Masurian Lakes, Rennenkampf’s 1st Army was driven
out of East Prussia. The Russian army did not set foot on German soil for
the remainder of the war. Russia may have saved the French, but it had
suffered a grievous loss.

Further south, the Russians fared better. The Galician Operation took
place between August 18 and September 21. The Russian army of the
Southwestern Front under General N. Ivanov drove the Austrians back
over the Danube, while four Russian armies attacked the L’viv region, vir-
tually eliminating the Austrian 3rd Army. Both sides suffered heavy losses
in this campaign, which saw the Austrian forces retreat to the Carpathian
Mountains. That they were able to recover at all was a result of the
Russian failure to capitalize on the successful attack. By November, with
the Austrians on the verge of a total defeat, the Germans were obliged to
divert troops to their aid, and a portion of the German army was trans-
ferred to Upper Silesia. On November 12, Turkey joined the war on the
side of the Central Powers, but suffered a major defeat at Sarykamysh,
when its 3rd Army sustained more than 90,000 casualties. By 1915, the
Germans, having failed with the Schlieffen Plan, redirected their major
operations to the Eastern Front. In May 1915, the Germans and Austrians
achieved a decisive breakthrough in southern Poland, and by the follow-
ing month the Russians had pulled out of Galicia. As the year continued,
with German forces consolidated, Russia suffered a series of setbacks,
vacating the whole of Poland, Western Ukraine and Belarus, and the
western districts of the Baltic States. Up to this point, the Russians had
suffered over 3.5 million casualties. In addition, on the advice of his wife,
the Tsar took over military command from the Grand Duke on September
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18, 1915, leaving the capital in the hands of Aleksandra and her chief
adviser, the disreputable Rasputin. It was to prove a fateful decision
because it left the country leaderless at a critical economic and political
period, and it also directly associated the monarchy with the results of
the military confrontations. 

The year 1916 is best remembered for two colossal battles on the Western
Front – Verdun, in which the Germans tried to defeat France at its east-
ern border fortress through a campaign of attrition; and the Somme,
which lasted from June until November, and constituted a disastrous
British offensive to relieve the French. The Russians were again asked to
play a contributory role, with a new offensive that would be preceded, for
the first time in the war, by the provision of adequate artillery, machine-
guns, and rifles to the Russian troops. In March 1916, General A.A.
Brusilov was appointed commander-in-chief of the Russian army of the
Southwestern Front. He had been in charge of the Russian 8th Army in
Galicia. Reserves were moved covertly to the front, and plans were made
to link an artillery barrage with a sudden, surprise attack on Austrian
troops. The tactics worked well, and on a wide front the Russians
advanced in waves all the way to the foothills of the Carpathian
Mountains. Austrian losses were enormous, and were estimated at about
1.5 million. Once again, the Russians appeared to be very close to a decis-
ive victory over Austria-Hungary, but Brusilov’s problems increased as the
attack continued. He lacked reserves and had no answer to the German
response, which was to transfer 34 divisions from the Western and Italian
Fronts to prevent its ally from being defeated. Once again, the Russians
had come to the rescue of their French ally (there was no French defeat
at Verdun), but at too high a cost. Brusilov’s offensive came to a halt by
the end of September 1916.

Further south, Russia had gained some ground against the Turks in the
Ezerum Operation, targetting a Turkish citadel defended by the 3rd
Turkish Army. In this battle, which lasted from January to March 1916,
Turkish casualties were as high as 50 percent, and Russia received the
plum from its Entente allies of the potential annexation of Turkey’s lands
in the Black Sea area at the end of the war. However, Russia’s position at
the end of 1916 was far from secure. Its troops were suffering from supply
problems, heavy casualty rates, and disillusionment with the war. At
home, there were already long lines for food and acute shortages in the
towns. Furthermore, the people began to believe rumors of pro-German
sentiment at the Russian court, with Aleksandra widely regarded as
treacherous to the Russian cause. Such suspicions were fuelled by the
retirement of Sazonov in the summer of 1916 and his replacement by B.V.
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Shturmer, the Chairman of the Council of Ministers who took temporary
control of foreign policy between July 7 and November 10. Aleksandra,
meanwhile, refused to heed the advice of the Duma. Russian plans were
often orchestrated by Rasputin, who retained the confidence of the royal
family because of his apparent ability to stop the Tsarevich’s bleeding
when he fell, a result of his hemophilia. Rasputin’s debauched behavior
served to discredit the monarchy and led to his assassination by members
of the royal family in December 1916. By this time, Russia’s situation in
the war was desperate. Fierce attacks that could not be sustained had
resulted in major losses of the empire’s western lands. As the Germans
continued to advance into the Baltic States, they posed a threat to
Petrograd itself. 

Tsarist Russia was on the verge of collapse. The causes were varied. First,
one needs to look at the historical context. Several old empires were to be
eliminated by the First World War – the Ottoman, the Austro-Hungarian,
and the Russian (in addition to the Prussian Hohenzollern monarchy, a
relatively new empire). In each case their demise followed several cata-
clysmic military defeats, but in the case of the first two, the fall of the
monarchies might have been predicted. In the Russian case, the situation
appears less clear-cut. Was there any one factor that caused the sudden
end to the Romanov dynasty? Can it be ascribed to the folly of entering
another war, the earlier defeat by Japan, revolutionary ferment in the
capital, peasant discontent, or the inadequacies of the ruling family? The
key element seems to have been the dissatisfaction in the major cities of
Petrograd and Moscow, combined with a mutiny in the Russian army –
in the end the generals and their men lost confidence in the Tsar and per-
suaded him to abdicate, but it is hard to discern what sort of system they
wished to see in place of the monarchy. A constitutional monarchy
seemed to be one possibility, but once the Tsar, along with his brother,
the Grand Duke Mikhail, declined to rule further, there was surprisingly
little desire among the population to resuscitate the autocracy. Of the
famous cousins of Europe, only George V remained in place in Britain,
and his powers were severely limited. However, even he felt insecure
enough to deny his homeland as a haven to the deposed Romanovs. The
First World War had brought great suffering everywhere and no monar-
chy remained untarnished by it. It was almost as though the postwar era
constituted not only an end to conflict but also a new world in which the
defeated nations, especially Germany and Russia, would need to find
their own direction.
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THE FEBRUARY REVOLUTION

The revolution of February 23–27, 1917 (March 8–12 New Style, by the
Gregorian calendar) was directly linked with the economic and social
problems that had been exacerbated by the war. In Petrograd, the crisis
had begun at least two years earlier, and the course of events repeated
those of 1905 and 1912, with added impetus. No common ground could
be found between the Duma and the Cabinet, and in the former a
Progressive Bloc had been formed that sought a new Cabinet that could
inspire the confidence of the public. At the beginning of the year, there
were widespread protests in the capital at the lack of bread. At the giant
Putilov factory, a catalyst for many earlier protests, workers again downed
tools, demanding a rise in wages and the re-employment of workers who
had been laid off. Mass protests coincided with International Women’s
Day (March 8, NS) and continued unabated for four days, developing into
a general strike in Petrograd. The fate of the government depended on
the Petrograd military garrison, and its response to the demands of the
Tsar on March 10, that it put an end to the disorders in the capital. Its
commander, General Khabalov, had set up a special military district in
Petrograd to deal with the mass protests some three weeks earlier. He
complied with the order, and within a few hours more than 130 protes-
tors had been killed. The following day, however, soldiers began to frat-
ernize with the workers. The government had lost control over the
capital. The same day, the Duma was dissolved and barricades reappeared
on the streets. By March 12, both the main arsenal and the Winter Palace
had fallen into the hands of revolutionaries.

The main question at this juncture was whether a new source of auth-
ority would emerge. Because of its dissolution, the Duma could form
only a temporary committee. Some of its prominent members, such as
Rodzyanko, wished to preserve the monarchy, and began in effect to
occupy the main ministerial functions, though without significant popu-
lar backing. Rodzyanko communicated several times with the Tsar,
whose train had reached the headquarters of the Northern Front in
Pskov, on March 14. With no support from any of his generals, the Tsar
quietly agreed to an act of abdication on March 15, initially in favor of
his son, but after a change of heart in favor of his brother. The latter had
no desire to take over in such circumstances, and indeed it appears
unlikely that he would have survived long had he done so. He declined
the throne on the following day, placing hopes instead in the convoca-
tion of a new Constituent Assembly that would decide the future of
Russia. By March 15, the Petrograd Soviet was recreated, occupying, like
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the temporary Duma committee, a room in the Tauride Palace. These two
bodies would between them determine the immediate direction of
Russia. The temporary committee retained the semblance of continuity
with the Duma, but lacked popular backing; the Soviet represented the
demonstrators on the streets, but was from the beginning a large and
unwieldy body.

In these early days of the revolution, about 3,000 delegates sat in the
Soviet, though most of them were not members of any political faction.
The country’s future direction, however, was under the influence of the
more politically aware members, particularly those of the Menshevik and
Social Revolutionary parties who began to play a dominant role. The
Social Revolutionaries remained the largest political grouping in the
country, while the Mensheviks perceived the revolution in strictly
Marxist terms – as a bourgeois revolution that should be supported and
consolidated, in order to prevent a return to a monarchy. The temporary
committee of the Duma, together with the Petrograd Soviet, decided that
a new Provisional Government should be formed, which would rule the
country until the elections to the new legislature. A compromise candi-
date for prime minister was found – Prince G.E. Lvov, a prominent
landowner known to hold progressive views. Lvov had been the head of
the Zemstvo Union. Within the new government, the Kadets played the
major role (supported by the Octobrists), occupying six out of the 12
established Cabinet posts. In particular, the historian P.N. Milyukov, as
Minister of Foreign Affairs, began to play the leading role. Milyukov had
been an outspoken critic of the tsarist regime in the former Duma. At first
there were no socialists in the Cabinet, the Menshevik faction’s leader
N.S. Chkeidze having declined to join. However, Aleksandr Kerensky, a
prominent Social Revolutionary lawyer who had made a name for him-
self with speeches in the Duma, agreed to join the Cabinet as Minister of
Justice, and became the only leading figure to have a foot in both the new
organizations. 

In theory, the Soviets, as the representatives of the popular masses, could
have taken power in March 1917. Instead, they confined themselves to
the more immediate goals, such as ensuring that soldiers based in the
capital did not have to return to the front. The most notable example of
this was Order No. 1 issued on March 14 which the Soviet forced on the
government, and the details of which were published in the Soviet news-
paper Izvestiya before it officially became law. The order ended the
primacy of officers in the Russian army, banned ranks and saluting,
and enforced the supremacy of committees in making major decisions.
The Soviet also encouraged peasants to take over landowner estates in the
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countryside and advocated workers’ control in the factories. Essentially,
however, its main role was as a watchdog over the actions of the govern-
ment and to ensure that it carried out the progressive reforms advocated
by the Soviet. It formed an inside pressure group that could not be
ignored, but at the same time did not wish to take over power. Though
some Bolsheviks had joined the body, the party was in no position to dic-
tate policy. It had suffered more than the other revolutionary parties
from tsarist repressions. Most of its leaders were abroad or in exile, and
those who had remained in Petrograd were unsure of how to react to the
tumultuous events. The Bolsheviks thus supported the policy of compro-
mise with the government.

The early measures of the Provisional Government brought about a dra-
matic transformation of Russia. An eight-hour working day was intro-
duced, and a seven-point program embraced many of the demands
advanced by the Soviet, such as an amnesty for political prisoners, free-
dom of the press and assembly, and the rights and freedoms of all citizens
regardless of nationality or background. In late March, tsarist holdings
became state property, and a Central Bureau of Trade Unions was created
in Petrograd and Moscow. The government also recognized in principle
that a permanent government would only be decided once the
Constituent Assembly had been elected. The scope of the new measures,
however, was limited by two key factors. The first was Russia’s continuing
participation in the First World War and its commitment to its Entente
allies, Britain and France. Though the two countries welcomed the demo-
cratic changes taking place in Russia, they were more concerned that
Russia did not renege on its agreements, thus allowing the German army
to divert divisions back to the Western Front. The seven-point program
avoided mentioning the war, though Order No. 1 implied that the
Russian army would become severely restricted as a fighting force. The
Lvov Cabinet also was reluctant to commit itself to the goals of the past.
On April 9, Milyukov declared that what was needed was a just peace
without annexations. The Entente powers, however, dispatched a special
mission to Petrograd in the same month to ensure that Russia abided by
its obligations. In the Soviet, the Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries
also advocated the signing of an immediate peace without annexations. 

The war question came to the fore on May 1 when Milyukov sent a note
to the Entente allies, confirming that Russia would abide by its wartime
aims and commitments. War Minister A.I. Guchkov also approved the
statement. The note was intended primarily to appease the Western part-
ners, but its contents became known from the telegraph office. By May 3,
there were mass demonstrations in the streets of Petrograd demanding
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the resignation of Milyukov. Some historians have perceived this event as
the first uprising against the Provisional Government, but the protests
were limited to the capital, and the crowd assuaged by the dismissal of
Milyukov and Guchkov. Though there were some pleas for the Soviet to
take power, the Menshevik and Social Revolutionary majority had no
such desire. The protests – sometimes referred to as the April Days – indi-
cated the extreme sensitivity of the war question. Nevertheless, the
Provisional Government made no attempt to end Russian participation
in the war. Guchkov’s replacement as War Minister was Kerensky. In
addition, the new Cabinet formed in mid-May 1917 (the First Coalition
Government) included several Menshevik and Social Revolutionary
leaders, such as Tsereli (Posts and Telegraph), M.I. Skobelev (Labor) and
V.M. Chernov (Minister of Agriculture). Henceforth, the flaws of the gov-
ernment would reflect on these parties and undermine their standing in
the Soviet.

THE RETURN OF LENIN

The Bolshevik leader Lenin had failed to predict revolution in Russia in
1917. A firm opponent of Russian participation in the First World War,
the events of February–March found him in Switzerland, desperate to
return home, and furious at the tactics being applied by Petrograd
Bolsheviks. The main culprits were Stalin and Kamenev, who had taken
over the editorial direction of Pravda, and produced some articles concil-
iatory toward fellow socialist parties and in favor of working with the
Provisional Government. In his “Letter From Afar” Lenin advocated that
the Soviet refrain from further support for the government and take
power itself. He maintained that the revolution was in transition to a
second phase when the workers, together with the “toiling” peasantry,
would take over the reins of power. At this point, Lenin’s comments were
inconsequential. He was simply out of touch and, away from the capital,
could do little to influence events. His return in the so-called “sealed
train,” along with some 20 of his comrades (including his wife Nadezhda
Krupskaya and close associate Grigory Zinoviev), occurred at the behest
of the Germans, who were willing to make a small investment to cause
further chaos in the capital of Russia. In some ways it was a necessary sac-
rifice for Lenin, though it was a rash one as he never quite escaped the
accusation that he had collaborated with an Imperial power – and an
enemy of Russia – in order to return home. After a long journey to the
Baltic coast, by boat to Sweden, and then by train through Finland, Lenin
arrived at the Finland Station in Petrograd on April 16. There he was met
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by a brass band and representatives from the Soviet, including its chair-
man, Chkeidze, only too happy to welcome a seasoned socialist leader to
the new utopian Russia. Lenin, ignoring Chkeidze, immediately gave a
speech in which he welcomed the forthcoming socialist revolution. The
“bourgeois” revolution was hardly over, and already he was anticipating
the next phase in Marxist doctrine. Lenin had grown hungry for power.

The following day, Lenin elaborated his thoughts in the April Theses, a
rambling and angry collection of slogans entitled “Concerning the tasks
of the proletariat in the revolution.” The theses attacked the Provisional
Government for its continuation of the war, and reiterated that the time
was ripe for the change from a bourgeois government to one ruled by the
workers and the poorest stratum of the peasantry. The Soviet had to take
power, said Lenin. The Bolshevik demand in the future must be “All
power to the Soviets!” Land should be socialized, and all banks merged
into a single socialist bank. The course of events had produced a remark-
able and unprecedented situation, in Lenin’s view:

The second highly important feature of the Russian Revolution is
the fact that the Petrograd Soviet of Soldiers’ and Workers’
Deputies, which, as everything goes to show, enjoys the confidence
of most of the local Soviets, is voluntarily transferring state power to
the bourgeoisie and its Provisional Government, is voluntarily
ceding supremacy to the latter, having entered into an agreement to
support it, and is limiting its own role to that of an observer, a
supervisor of the convocation of the Constituent Assembly . . . This
remarkable feature, unparalleled in history in such a form, has led
to the interlocking of two dictatorships: the dictatorship of the bour-
geoisie . . . and the dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry.

In short, the usual path of a bourgeois revolution, which might be
expected to result in a lengthy period of bourgeois rule, had been
diverted, mainly because many “ordinary citizens” had begun to take an
active role in politics. As a result, according to Lenin, the normal laws of
Marxism no longer applied. It was possible to give the revolutionary
process a push in order to attain a dictatorship of the proletariat.

As for dual power, the Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries were
already in league with the government, and had become bourgeois them-
selves. Only the Bolsheviks, therefore, represented the workers. The
Bolshevik Central Committee debated the theses briefly and rejected
them by 13 votes to 2. Lenin had become isolated in his own party, the
leading members of which believed that he had misjudged the situation.
Plekhanov thought the comments “nonsense.” Over the next several
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days, however, Lenin began to persuade individual Bolsheviks to change
their mind, using the force of his personality as much as arguments.
Gradually his views began to prevail – they did after all offer a clear path
for the future – and when the party held its Seventh All-Russian
Conference between May 7 and 12, Lenin’s views were widely accepted.
By then they could be reduced to three basic, yet appealing, slogans,
“Bread, peace, land.” The Bolsheviks were to become the political oppo-
sition of 1917, and the only party seeking actively to overthrow the
Provisional Government (something of a contradiction in terms).

Gradually the exiles began to return to the capital. They included
Aleksandra Kollontay, a 45-year-old feminist veteran of the Russian Social
Democratic Workers’ Party, and another member of the post-February
Pravda editorial board. By mid-April, Kollontay had become a member of
the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet. In May, Lev Davidovich
Trotsky, leader of the Interdistrict Group, returned to the capital from the
United States. Trotsky approved of Lenin’s new course of action, which
he believed was much closer to his own line. In fact, like Lenin, Trotsky
foresaw an armed uprising as the immediate route to power. The alliance,
with Lenin as the leading partner, may have been opportunistic, but was
to prove a critical factor in the later Bolshevik triumph. Trotsky had abil-
ities that Lenin could not match – his oratory, his rapport with the
workers, and his activism. For all his leadership qualities, Lenin was
hardly the man to be fighting at the barricades alongside workers (the
American historian Richard Pipes goes so far as to imply an innate cow-
ardice). Trotsky’s arrival coincided with a dramatic rise in tempo of rev-
olutionary sentiment among the masses (Koenker et al, 1990). Between
April and July 1917, there were three increasingly strong demonstrations
in the capital. The Bolsheviks participated fully in only the third, but the
Soviet in all three cases placed its support behind the government.
However, the sentiment in the capital and in Moscow was often out of
step with the feeling in the provinces, where much of the population had
suffered several years of deprivation. The revolution had been welcomed,
but the number of those who now sought further political changes was
limited. For some time, therefore, the Bolsheviks remained on the periph-
ery of political life. 

At the First Congress of Soviets on June 16, out of 822 delegates there
were 105 Bolsheviks. The Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries, with
248 and 285 delegates respectively, composed a clear majority. However,
the mood of the Congress was falling out of step with that of the masses
in the streets, who were demonstrating with slogans demanding that the
Soviets take power. On July 1, a massive demonstration in the capital

FROM TSARISM TO REVOLUTION, 1896–1917 25

PE3387 ch01.qxd  6/6/02  13:56  Page 25



attracted around 500,000 people, many of them carrying red banners
bearing revolutionary slogans identical or similar to the Bolsheviks’.
Lenin was always exceptionally sensitive to the mood of the masses. In
the meantime, Kerensky, the Minister of War, easily the dominant figure
in the government after the dismissal of Guchkov and Milyukov, made
the fatal error of embarking on a new military offensive in the summer
of 1917. Progress was almost a carbon copy of the assault of the previous
summer under Brusilov. At first, progress was good, and Russian forces
pushed back the Austrians in Galicia. However, the Central Powers
regrouped and Germany came to the aid of its ally. The Russian army’s
retreat turned into a rout and its soldiers began to desert en-masse. The
Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries in the Soviet had supported the
attack. Its failure led to renewed demonstrations in Petrograd – the so-
called July Days of July 16–17 – which for the first time were also directed
against the Soviet for backing the Kerensky offensive.

THE JULY DAYS

The July Days upheaval was the most serious in the capital since the over-
throw of the monarchy. The Bolsheviks were forced to respond, though
there seems to be little evidence that Lenin welcomed the opportunity to
lead the masses into an armed uprising. Workers and soldiers were joined
by sailors from the Kronstadt naval base. The Bolsheviks could not ignore
the events without losing credibility, but their contribution seems to
have been half-hearted. They did not have the numbers or authority to
take power, even though by this time they were the only party that was
firmly opposed to the war, supported workers’ control of industry, and
backed peasant demands to take over landowner estates. Ultimately the
rising failed, and the government and Soviet attempted to restore order
in the capital. Several Bolshevik leaders were arrested, including Trotsky,
who would have been insulted not to have been included among those
locked up. The government also disseminated widely the rumor that
Lenin was a German agent, along with Zinoviev and the other exiles who
had travelled to Russia from Switzerland. The government ordered the
arrest of the Bolshevik leader for espionage. Rather than suffer arrest
Lenin fled to Finland, where he remained for the next several months, his
main activities limited to writing frantic letters to his comrades in the
capital. Meanwhile, troops burst into the Bolshevik headquarters and dis-
mantled the printing equipment of the newspapers Pravda and Trud. The
former newspaper, along with the soldiers’ organ, Soldatskaya Pravda, was
closed down. New order was established in the Russian army. The death
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penalty was reinstated, and the more militant protestors among the
troops based in Petrograd were sent to the front. The Lvov government
was dissolved, and Kerensky formed a Second Coalition Government that
combined Kadets, Social Revolutionaries, and Mensheviks.

The youthful Kerensky, like Lenin, was born in Simbirsk in 1881, 11 years
after the Bolshevik leader, and was a lawyer by training. He had been elec-
ted a member of the Fourth Duma in 1912 as a member of the Labor
Group, and gained prominence with his passionate speeches. Kerensky’s
time in office, however, was brief, and he failed to gain the support of any
major faction. Once in power he seemed to be assailed from all sides, and
unable to resolve any of the burning issues. He received support from the
Entente powers as long as he was prepared to continue the war effort, and
he is widely regarded today as presiding over a brief period of democracy
in Russian history. On the other hand, he vacillated, frequently changed
direction, and ultimately became little more than a convincing orator,
but one who could not sway the masses or convince them to be patient.
Kerensky’s Cabinet in July included seven Social Revolutionaries and
Mensheviks, and four Kadets. In political terms, as the situation became
polarized as a result of mass demonstrations in the streets, Kerensky
began to move toward a more hard-line position, relying on the military
to enforce his wishes. Consequently, several historians have suggested
that had the Kerensky era continued, it would likely have led to a mili-
tary dictatorship. The point has been obscured by the Kornilov uprising
when, after some hesitation, Kerensky resolved to defend the gains of the
February Revolution against the threat of a military dictatorship.

Following the failure of the July Days, the Bolsheviks changed tactics at
the 6th Congress of the RSDWP, which was held between August 8 and
16. It was no longer feasible to retain the slogan “All power to the
Soviets!” as long as the Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries – regarded
as counter-revolutionary forces – held the majority. At the same time, the
program for an armed uprising was affirmed, as was the main goal to con-
duct work to take over the Soviets through the support of the masses.
Trotsky’s group was now officially incorporated into the Bolshevik Party
and its leader elected as a member of a Central Committee that included
Lenin, Kamenev, Zinoviev, and Stalin. Both Stalin and Sverdlov were
principal speakers, in the absence of Lenin and Trotsky, but they relied on
messages from Lenin urging new party tactics in the light of the rapidly
changing political situation. Not all delegates supported a direct path to
revolution. Some, such as Evgeny Preobrazhensky, maintained that a rev-
olution in Russia should not precede a socialist revolution in Europe, and
could not succeed without one. By August 1917, the power of the
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Bolsheviks had grown considerably. Its membership had tripled since
April, rising from 80,000 to 240,000, but at the same time, delegates rec-
ognized that more time would be needed before the working class was
solidly behind the party. 

THE KORNILOV REVOLT

On July 31, on the orders of Kerensky, General Lavr Kornilov replaced
General Brusilov as commander-in-chief of the Russian army. Brusilov
had been a tolerant figure. Kornilov was adamantly opposed to
Bolsheviks and committed to restoring order in Russia. A dour figure of
limited intelligence, he had served in the Far East and gained a reputation
for efficiency and ruthlessness. Once appointed by Kerensky, he immedi-
ately embarked on a power struggle with the Prime Minister. The first
opportunity he had to express his views was a State Assembly in Moscow,
set up by Kerensky to try to find a new basis for a stable government in
Russia. The arrival of Kornilov and his armed guards caused a sensation
in Moscow, and the general made a speech supporting the establishment
of a military dictatorship. The State Assembly itself seemed to signal a
new move by Kerensky to consolidate power and dispense with the
Soviets, and as such sparked a large protest in Russia’s largest city, involv-
ing about 400,000 people. What is less clear, and has engendered a pro-
tracted debate, is Kerensky’s attitude toward the statements and goals of
his new commander-in-chief. Had Kornilov simply reneged on his agree-
ment to serve the Kerensky government from the outset? Or had
Kerensky appointed him simply to restore order by imposing a military-
backed regime in which, presumably, Kerensky would retain his position
as the head of the government?

Soviet sources hold to the latter view, arguing that Kerensky had prepared
the revolt from Petrograd with the support of the Kadet Party, and with
the backing of the Entente powers. In this way, a simplistic “move to the
right” can be established, opposed by the democratic populace with the
support of the Bolsheviks. However, it seems more likely that Kerensky
wished to restore order without conceding the vestiges of the democratic
Russian state. He maintained in retrospect that the Kornilov Revolt was
the decisive factor leading to the Bolsheviks seizing power. The pro-rev-
olution forces in the capital had to be armed, Bolshevik prisoners
released, and a virtual civil war situation developed in Petrograd. On
September 7, Kornilov ordered the 3rd Cavalry Corps under General
Krymov to march on Petrograd, along with the so-called Savage Division
from the Caucasus, and put an end to disorder being fomented by the

28 MOTHERLAND

PE3387 ch01.qxd  6/6/02  13:56  Page 28



Bolsheviks. At the same time, Kornilov arrogated to himself supreme
power over the military and the Russian government. Kerensky’s response
was to give himself similar powers. He announced that Kornilov had been
dismissed, and formed a Directory of four members, of which he was the
head. No Kadets were included. However, he needed above all the support
of the popular masses, and thus appealed to the Soviet and to the factory
workers, soldiers, and sailors to support the gains of the revolution
against a military dictatorship. The result was an outpouring of support
for the only party that had stood resolutely against the Provisional
Government and the war effort, namely the Bolsheviks. In defence of the
capital, the Red Guards could muster 25,000 armed volunteers. The
Petrograd Garrison and the Baltic Fleet were also firmly against Kornilov.
Revolutionary agitators established control over most of the railways
leading from the major cities to the Western Front, and including the
route taken by Krymov’s army. The road to Petrograd was blocked.

The Kornilov Revolt petered out quickly. Krymov’s troops fraternized
with local workers and refused to march on Petrograd, and their com-
mander committed suicide on September 13. In the immediate term,
Kerensky benefitted from the collapse of the uprising. He had appointed
himself commander-in-chief on September 12, and had Russia pro-
claimed a republic two days later. In late September, he convened yet
another body, the Democratic Assembly, which had the task of laying
down the principles of a future government before the election of a
Constituent Assembly. Its first step was to form a Pre-Parliament. On
October 8, Kerensky formed the Third Coalition Government, which
included 10 Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries. By this time, the
country was in a state of chaos. The transport system had broken down,
resulting in widespread shortages of bread in the towns. Many of the
larger factories stopped work. Industrial output had fallen by 50 percent
compared to 1916. Prices rose sharply for key goods, such as coal and
iron. In the countryside, peasant disturbances continued unabated.
Kerensky seemed incapable of preventing the descent into anarchy. On
September 13, the Petrograd Soviet accepted a Bolshevik resolution that
demanded an end to further cooperation with the bourgeoisie. A new
election had brought about a Bolshevik majority. Soon, Trotsky was
released from prison and within a week was to be elected once again the
Chairman of the Soviet. By September 18, the Moscow Soviet also came
under the control of the Bolsheviks.

Under such circumstances, the slogan of “All power to the Soviets!” could
now be revived with a realistic chance of success. The Bolsheviks
possessed the largest political grouping in the capital and clearly had the
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support of the revolutionary elements. Lenin’s role was minor. He was
confined to writing letters, demanding an armed uprising that combined
the soldiers, workers, and sailors at such a critical moment. He feared the
opportunity might be missed. By October 20 (NS) he had returned to
Petrograd in disguise, and a meeting of the Bolshevik Central Committee
was convened three days later to discuss the possibility of an armed upris-
ing. Only Zinoviev and Kamenev were opposed. They had argued, not
without reason, that the party should await the forthcoming 2nd
Congress of Soviets (scheduled for November 7) and the formation of the
Constituent Assembly. The majority, including Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, and
Sverdlov, believed that only the Bolsheviks could carry out an armed
uprising. A compromise with other socialist parties was not necessary, nor
was it wise to await a decision of the Second Congress of Soviets. The
Bolsheviks must seize power and then present fellow socialists with a fait
accompli. The alternative was to become involved in endless discussions
that would achieve nothing. In his letter “Marxism and the Uprising,”
Lenin discussed details of the takeover of power, which was to be under-
taken through a combination of the Red Guards, the Kronstadt sailors,
and the soldiers of the Petrograd Garrison (at that time not yet commit-
ted to the Bolshevik cause). These troops were to occupy key parts of the
city (government buildings, train stations, telegraph offices) and to place
under arrest members of the Provisional Government and leading gener-
als at the front who did not support the rising. 
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2
THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION,
1917–1921

Such is the controversy surrounding one of the pivotal events of the 20th
century that the word “revolution” may be inappropriate. It took place
from November 6 to 8 (NS), 1917, and involved the seizure of power by a
relatively small, urban-based party under a fanatical leader, backed by
Trotsky’s leadership over the Soviet. Historian Richard Pipes maintains
that the uprising was in fact a coup d’état rather than a revolution. Other
historians (see Acton, 1990 and Suny and Adams, 1990) have pointed to
the strong sentiment toward the Bolsheviks by the fall of 1917, their con-
trol over the Petrograd and Moscow Soviets, the growing dissatisfaction
with the Kerensky government and its inability or unwillingness to resolve
the major questions of the day – the ending of Russian participation in the
war; the division of land among the peasantry; and the provision of
enough food to the people. The concept of a change of regime was hardly
unusual. In fact the Bolsheviks could easily have gained a foothold in the
Cabinet, given their support, or a fully socialist government could have
come to power. Such ideas were completely alien to Lenin. For the
Bolshevik leader the route was clear. The Bolsheviks could never link
themselves to the unpopular government, could never compromise with
their fellow socialists (already denounced as counter-revolutionaries). The
party which had been created essentially through the principles outlined
in Lenin’s 1902 pamphlet What Is To Be Done? had to seize control over the
state. In adhering to such a rigid procedure, Lenin was acting like a
Marxist, albeit one who did not adhere closely to doctrine.
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In the years since the end of the Soviet Union in December 1991, very
little of the official Soviet version of the events of November 1917 has
retained any credibility either in Russia or the West. The image of Lenin
as a quasi-deity has changed into that of an almost comical figure – a
small man dressed in a shabby suit and cap. (In Moscow’s Red Square in
2001, two actors were making a good living from tourists by impersonat-
ing Lenin and Marx, and posing for photographs.) Lenin’s voluminous
works have vanished from bookstores. Only small groups of elderly
Communists retain much affection for him, though the curious still form
long queues to view his mummified corpse in its Mausoleum. The
country has been “de-Leninized,” though the process is relatively recent.
Conversely, the dethroning of Stalin, whose crimes were either much
worse or more widely known, took place over several decades, from 1956
to the Gorbachev period (with a notable break during the leadership of
Brezhnev). In general, Russian historians are not devoting much of their
research to a re-examination of Lenin (though a new collection of docu-
ments, many unpublished hitherto, appeared in Moscow in 1999).
Western historians have presented their views over a lengthy period in
such an outpouring of literature that one might assume that there is
nothing new to say about the subject. What new can possibly emerge
from the events of November 1917? Were they really so important in the
context of Russian history? Are not the signs of continuity between the
tsarist and Soviet regimes more significant than the changes that
occurred in a relatively swift and bloodless change of power? As long as
the Soviet regime remained in power in the 20th century, in other words,
the revolution could retain its majesty. But in the post-Soviet era, when
the social and economic situation changed with such definitive rapidity,
and a new generation emerged that did not merely scorn Lenin but
ignored him, then, ipso facto, the historical image changed too.

Did the image become more accurate? The denigration of Lenin’s role by
historians may have been equally as harmful as their earlier uncritical
stances. Lenin should be acknowledged as the key figure in the October
events. Without him there would have been no uprising, whatever his
personal participation or lack of it. One should note also that Western
historians have continued to publish new studies of Lenin that have
added considerably to our knowledge of the Bolshevik leader (Service
1985–1995, 2000, White, 2001). Lenin’s goals have long been debated.
More than any other player, Lenin’s motivation seems to have been
power. Taking over the state in the conditions of November 1917 was not
so difficult, but the correct moment had to be picked. In theory, the
Soviet could have taken power at any time. In the spring of 1917 it would
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have received the support of the military garrison. Matters were simpli-
fied when the Soviet resolved to create a Military-Revolutionary
Committee (MRC) on October 25, 1917, ostensibly for the defence of
Petrograd, but covertly to be the organ that prepared forces for an armed
uprising. It included not only Bolsheviks, but also members of the splin-
ter groups that had broken away from the other socialist parties – the Left
SRs and the internationalist wing of the Mensheviks, as well as some
anarchists. Bubnov, Uritsky, Stalin, Sverdlov, Antonov-Ovseenko,
Dybenko, and Krylenko, all prominent Bolsheviks by this time, joined
the MRC. Its activities were under the guidance of Trotsky, the Chairman
of the Petrograd Soviet. Within a week, and largely thanks to the work of
Trotsky, the Petrograd Garrison had ended its neutrality and committed
itself to the Bolshevik uprising.

The change of regime was unspectacular, though well organized. Its main
architect played a relatively minor role, other than to harangue those
who stood in his way. On October 29 there took place another meeting
of the Bolshevik Central Committee that also included the Petrograd
committee’s military organization, factory committees, and trade unions.
Though most of those who attended supported the idea of the uprising,
Kamenev and Zinoviev again voiced their disapproval. Two days later,
they published their views on the pages of an opposition newspaper,
Novaya zhizn, an extraordinary act of disloyalty, but one that also demon-
strates their desperation, a belief that the uprising would destroy the
party. In this way, they gave the authorities advance warning of Bolshevik
intentions (though the Kerensky government could hardly have been so
ill-informed as to be completely ignorant of Bolshevik goals). On
November 2, the Central Committee reconvened to discuss the fate of the
two dissidents. Several Bolsheviks were unwilling to act harshly, includ-
ing, ironically, Stalin and Uritsky, later two of the more intolerant per-
sonalities. Lenin had been angry enough to want the dissidents’
expulsion from the party. Instead, the committee let Kamenev and
Zinoviev off with a warning, ordering them never again to speak out
against an officially accepted party decision.

As the Pre-Parliament lapsed into rather meaningless debates – Kerensky
having refused to deal with the questions of the war and land – the
Provisional Government made a weak attempt to forestall Bolshevik
plans. It ordered the cruiser Avrora to leave its mooring opposite the
Winter Palace and put out to sea, knowing that the fleet was heavily pro-
Bolshevik. Army officers, meanwhile, targetted the Bolshevik press. They
cut off the telephone links to the Bolshevik headquarters at the Smolny
Institute, closed down bridges over the Neva River, and ordered troops to
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defend the Winter Palace. At best, those involved carried out the orders
half-heartedly. Within a few hours, the cruiser had returned to its base,
the Bolshevik papers were being printed, and the forces defending the
Winter Palace were never substantial. The government sent the Death’s
Head Women’s Battalion to the palace, evidently in order to shame regu-
lar troops into joining it. No more than 3,000 soldiers were present, and
their commitment to the cause of the ailing government was question-
able. The Bolshevik Central Committee, meanwhile, gathered at the
Smolny Institute to divide up final duties for the uprising. Compared
with the traumatic and very public revolution of March 1917, the “Great
October” event was a quiet affair. The MRC sent its proclamations via the
Avrora’s radio. The armory at the Peter and Paul fortress was secured.
Dzerzhinsky led forces that took over the post and telegraph facilities.
Others, led by Bubnov, were sent to take over the railways. Little could be
done of a military nature until the arrival of the most committed revol-
utionary element, the Kronstadt sailors, and they were late. By the
evening of November 6, the capital had been basically secured by the
Bolsheviks, including the Neva bridges and the post and telegraph offices.
Lenin arrived in disguise at the Smolny Institute, frantic with worry that
something could still go wrong.

Early on November 7, the main railway stations and electric power
station were taken over by the insurgents. Next they occupied the State
Bank and Central Telephone Exchange. There was little opposition. After
his rather feeble attempt to curb the uprising, Kerensky fled from the cap-
ital in the US ambassador’s car and made his way to the headquarters of
the Northern Front. Members of his Cabinet remained debating issues in
the Winter Palace. The Marinsky Palace, where the Pre-Parliament had
been convened, was in Bolshevik hands by mid-day on November 7.
About 5,000 sailors had by now arrived from the Kronstadt base. The
force was to be more than sufficient to ensure the success of the uprising.
Compared to the July Days, the capital appeared relatively quiet. This
same morning the MRC had issued an appeal “To the citizens of Russia,”
declaring that the Provisional Government had been dissolved, and that
state power had been transferred to the Petrograd Soviet. Only the Winter
Palace had yet to be taken. The assault began at 6pm, though once again
it appears to have been delayed for several hours. In Soviet historiogra-
phy and films, the storming of the Winter Palace is the key event of the
revolution. In fact, the Red Guards and Kronstadt sailors, under the lead-
ership of Antonov-Ovseenko, entered by the main gate, burst into the
palace, and arrested the Cabinet members. Six people were dead. The
mob looted the palace.
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That same evening, the 2nd Congress of Soviets convened at the Smolny
Institute with 673 delegates. The Bolsheviks outnumbered their rivals,
with 390 delegates, compared with 160 Social Revolutionaries and 72
Mensheviks. The Menshevik leaders (about 50 people) protested bitterly
at the Bolshevik takeover of power and promptly walked out of the
assembly, ridiculed as they did so by Trotsky who confined them to “the
rubbish heap of history.” Only at 4am could the impatient Congress pub-
licize the news that the Winter Palace had fallen. It then accepted decrees
on peace and land, and the “Declaration of the Rights of the Peoples of
Russia.” A new Central Executive Committee of the Soviet was elected,
with 101 members, of which 62 were Bolsheviks and 29 were Left Social
Revolutionaries. In this way, Lenin could claim to be sharing power. In
these early hours after the uprising, these declarations were more sym-
bolic than realistic since few people in Russia could have been aware of
another change of government. The Declaration on Land, for example,
which transferred ownership of all land to district Soviets of Peasant
Deputies and Volost Land Committees, was merely a reflection of
changes that had already occurred without Bolshevik guidance.
Opposition seemed very likely. The Mensheviks and Social
Revolutionaries met at the city Duma with the Kadets, and established a
Committee for the Protection of the Motherland and the Revolution.
Kerensky had escaped and was likely to return with military backing,
though the extent of his support was by now questionable. The 2nd
Congress confirmed the success of the uprising, and the takeover of
power by the Bolsheviks. The uprising itself posed few problems, despite
Lenin’s nervousness. The Congress announced the formation of a new
government on November 8, called the Council of People’s Commissars,
and headed by Lenin as its Chairman. The other Cabinet members were
as obscure as had been those of the Provisional Government in March,
with the exception of Trotsky.

Despite the ease of the takeover, several early difficulties presented them-
selves. The first was the threat from forces raised by Kerensky and led by
General Krasnov from the Northern Front in Pskov, numbering at their
peak about 5,000. These troops began to occupy settlements en route to
the capital, including Gatchina and Tsarskoe Selo, but the gains were
temporary. The Bolshevik government sent a delegation to Gatchina, and
it had little difficulty persuading the troops to desist and even to arrest
their leaders. Kerensky’s threat was over, and he fled the country. Krasnov
promptly switched sides. The second threat came from the large union of
railway workers, which was not opposed to the general course of events,
but which demanded a government that included all socialist elements,
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rather than just the Bolsheviks and Left Social Revolutionaries. The union
was under the leadership of committed Mensheviks. Kamenev and
Zinoviev, who seem to have been out of step with Lenin at every juncture
in these events, were not averse to this idea. Another prominent figure
who supported a coalition government was Aleksey Ivanovich Rykov, like
Lenin educated at the law faculty of Kazan University. Rykov had been a
member of the Central Committee since August, and of the Petrograd
Soviet since September. After the uprising he had been appointed the
People’s Commissar of Internal Affairs. However, Lenin would not accept
the notion of sharing power, and the three figures were removed from
their positions in the Central Committee and the government. Sverdlov
took over from Kamenev as Chairman of the Soviet Central Executive
Committee, and Grigorii Ivanovich Petrovsky, a native of Kharkiv,
Ukraine, replaced Rykov in Internal Affairs, a position he was to hold
until March 1919. 

The change of Cabinet was important but not a decisive break with the
dissidents. Lenin still valued the contribution of figures like Zinoviev,
Kamenev, and Rykov, and their demise was temporary. All three were to
be given key roles in the future Soviet government. The issue did signal,
however, some serious differences in outlook within the party, particu-
larly concerning the legality of the takeover. It still seemed inconceiv-
able to many that a party with such a narrow base of support – the
major urban centers – could rule alone in a largely peasant country.
Power-sharing would have resolved the issue of Bolshevik legitimacy, but
it would have prevented Lenin from wielding the sort of power he
desired. Above all he feared the prospect of endless debate and being
unable to get his way on a number of issues. The Mensheviks in par-
ticular were perceived as more doctrinaire Marxists. As far as Lenin was
concerned he had broken with them five years earlier. Yet to some
Bolshevik leaders, it seemed unlikely that power could be retained if the
Bolsheviks elected to rule alone. However, Lenin and Trotsky in particu-
lar were convinced that revolution in Europe would soon solidify the
change of government in Russia. Though the majority of the party fol-
lowed their line, their authority was never as pronounced as it may have
appeared. Time and time again, the Central Committee would prove
unable to secure unanimity of opinion on a key issue, despite the cajol-
ing and persuasion of Lenin.

Though the uprising had succeeded in Petrograd, the situation in
Moscow was never so clear-cut, and dividing lines between the parties
were not fully demarcated. By the time the MRC was formed in Moscow,
an open conflict had broken out. Moreover, the MRC comprised both
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Bolsheviks and Mensheviks and was not the decisive force it had been in
the capital. A Committee for Public Safety (CPS) had also been created.
Rather than seizing power, extended discussions began between the MRC
(led by figures such as P.G. Smidovich and V.P. Nogin) and the forces of
the CPS under the Social Revolutionary military officer, K.I. Ryabtsev. The
MRC agreed to leave the Kremlin and to relinquish control over post and
telegraph. Ryabtsev and military officers declared martial law and pre-
pared to defend Moscow with about 10,000 troops. After a brief but decis-
ive clash, the troops took over the Kremlin. In panic, Lenin began to send
loyal forces to assist the MRC in Moscow, including Red Guards from
various centers, Baltic sailors, and others. Railway workers began to
occupy the main Moscow stations. A sustained conflict seemed likely. In
fact, the process took about a week before revolutionary units moved into
Red Square and surrounded the Kremlin. On November 15, the CPS gave
up the struggle, and Bolshevik forces took over the Kremlin the following
day. 

Only the troops at the front were still to be pacified. Few were loyal to the
Kerensky regime. General Dukhonin, who had replaced Kerensky as the
commander-in-chief of the armed forces, proved to be unreliable. He was
in contact with Entente missions, which discouraged him from approach-
ing the Germans for armistice. The Soviet Russian government dismissed
him, replacing him with Nikolai Vasilevich Krylenko, a reliable member
of the Petrograd military organization of the party. Various missions were
sent from major cities to military headquarters, including one to Mogilev
(about 220kms east of Minsk) headed by Krylenko himself on December
1. The MRC soon took over the town and the headquarters, while
Dukhonin was lynched by an angry mob. The Northern and Western
Fronts had joined forces with the Bolsheviks. They had also gradually
begun to control several towns of European Russia. Thus within less than
a month, the main events of the uprising were over and the new auth-
ority consolidated. For the people of Russia the change of power at first
meant very little. The Bolsheviks were not unwelcome because they had
made promises to alleviate the major problems. At least they could be
given a chance. Lenin’s government never enjoyed the sort of euphoria
that had occurred after the fall of the monarchy. In March, tsarist auth-
ority had collapsed without any certainty as to what would replace it. In
November, however, Lenin’s group had seized power, isolating itself from
the other socialist parties. It now followed up with a flurry of decrees,
most of which aimed to centralize power in the hands of the party.

The main measures of the early period of Bolshevik rule were as follows –
The Declaration of the Rights of the Toiling and Exploited Peoples
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announced the standing of all citizens of Russia regardless of religion or
national background. On November 27, the Soviet Executive Committee
proclaimed workers’ control over production, establishing factory com-
mittees and a new organization – the Council of Workers’ Control. The
next day, the army was officially demobilized, following the disbanding
of the police service and the judiciary. The new commissariats took over
the buildings of the former ministries. In general, they were staffed with
new and usually inexperienced personnel. The Bolsheviks were obliged to
rely on the expertise of many specialists and technicians, regardless of
their political orientation. By December, further progress had been made
in bringing economic life under state control. The principal organ was
the Supreme Council of the Economy, which had branches throughout
the country. Many former international holdings in what had been the
Russian Empire were nationalized by the end of 1917, though a formal
decree about heavy industry coming under state control was issued only
in June 1918. The government nationalized banks on December 27,
1917, and foreign trade in April 1918. 

THE CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY

Lenin and the Bolsheviks, like the other socialist parties of 1917, had con-
sistently supported the convocation of a Constituent Assembly. By
November 1917, in Lenin’s eyes at least, there was no longer any need for
elections since the wishes of the working masses were embodied in the
institution of the Soviet. Elections had been scheduled for November 25,
however, and duly took place. They have been termed the last free elec-
tions in Russia (at least until the spring of 1989). The Bolsheviks per-
formed relatively well, gaining more than 50 percent of the votes in
Petrograd and Moscow, which evened out to 24 percent in the country as
a whole. Though these results may have owed something to intimida-
tion, they reflected the notable transformation in urban opinion over the
previous eight months. Elsewhere, however, the party remained on the
fringe of Russian politics. The Constituent Assembly was to have 800
seats, though only 715 were elected. Of this number, the SRs (in their
united form on the ballot) received 370, the Bolsheviks 175, the Kadets
17, and the Mensheviks 15. Clearly, the SRs would dominate the new
Assembly. Lenin and the Bolshevik leaders, therefore, decided to delay
the convocation for as long as possible, partly to “educate” the masses,
and partly to eliminate the Kadets as a force in political life. Before the
Assembly met, Lenin issued his Declaration of the Rights of Toiling and
Exploited Peoples, the goal of which was to encompass all the new laws
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issued by the Bolshevik government to that point, and these were to be
presented to the Assembly for acceptance. 

When the Assembly met on January 18, Sverdlov for the Bolsheviks tried
to take over the podium and push through the recognition of the
Bolshevik proposals. The majority did not support such a move, nor did
it refrain from sharp criticism of the Bolshevik uprising. Chernov, head of
the SRs, initiated a lengthy debate on the agrarian question. In the
gallery, armed sailors playfully pointed rifles at the speaker. In fact, many
delegates were taken aback by the atmosphere in Petrograd, as the city
had become a committed Bolshevik camp. After the failure to persuade
the majority to accept their proposals, the Bolsheviks and their Left SR
allies walked out of the Assembly. Lenin decided that it should be dis-
solved. In the early hours of January 19, the weary guards demanded that
the delegates should leave the building. When they returned later the
same day they found the doors closed. The Soviet Executive Committee
duly issued a decree on Lenin’s instructions dissolving the Assembly. The
delegates returned home to their villages, leaving the SRs and their
Menshevik allies to seek alternative means of support. Though there were
few initial protests at the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly, it
proved to be a uniting force for the anti-Bolshevik socialist and liberal
forces during the Civil War. How had it been dissolved so easily? Did it
signify the end of democracy in Russia?

It would surely have been more surprising had the Bolsheviks given up
power in January 1918 and agreed to follow the demands of the
Assembly. Few Russian citizens were accustomed to a democratic parlia-
ment, and moreover, the Constituent Assembly lacked a military force
capable of maintaining it or willing to maintain it. By January, the
Bolsheviks had begun to consolidate power, and they had not begun
badly. At that point, the regime was beginning to live up to its promises.
Negotiations were under way with the German High Command, redistri-
bution of land had been accepted and passed into law, and a start had
been made to resolving economic chaos. The Assembly, on the other
hand, threatened like the Pre-Parliament to get sidetracked by long-
winded and inconclusive discussions. Lenin’s view that the Soviet was a
more democratic institution was mere propaganda, but there is no doubt
that the Soviet was the decisive force in the capital. As if to prove the
point, three days after the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly, the
3rd All-Russian Congress of Soviets convened, and immediately “legal-
ized” the Declaration of the Rights of Toiling and Exploited Peoples. It
declared the All-Russian Congress of Soviets to be the highest organ of
power in Russia, and in between Congresses, this distinction applied to
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the Soviet Executive Committee. Though neither the Congress nor the
Executive Committee could take the place of the party or Lenin, they
served as a symbol of the new “democracy.” The dissolution of the
Constituent Assembly epitomized Lenin’s break with the past, his will-
ingness to resort to force to maintain power, and his final rift with fellow
socialist parties.

Two months later, at the 8th Congress of the Bolshevik Party, the old
appellation of RSDWP was dropped, and replaced by the more impressive
Russian Communist Party (RCP). Gradually, the other parties of 1917
were outlawed, even though they had never formally rejected the new
government or threatened to take action that might undermine it. By
mid-1918, the SRs and Mensheviks were formally excluded from the
Soviets, however. Increasingly the Soviets in Soviet Russia became
mouthpieces for party decrees, organs with no real authority. Lenin had
used them to take power, but had little need for them once power had
been secured. In July, the first Soviet Constitution was issued, that of the
RSFSR or Soviet Russia. The Constitution did not mention the leading
role of the party, though it proclaimed the dictatorship of the proletariat
in alliance with the poorest stratum of the peasantry. In essence Russia
had become a workers’ state. The period 1918–1920 can be considered
one in which Lenin and his party tried to transform Russia on the basis
of ideology. In the long term it was anticipated that other republics
would join the new federation, with solidarity from neighboring
European countries once proletariats had taken control in them. Whether
the Bolsheviks could remain in power, however, depended upon resolv-
ing the most important question – that of extracting Russia from the
quagmire of the First World War. In this instance, Lenin was to prove the
most pragmatic of the Bolshevik leaders.

MAKING PEACE WITH THE CENTRAL POWERS

On taking over the reins of state, the Bolsheviks had immediately issued
a Decree on Peace, a utopian document that presumed that the warring
powers would declare a peace without annexations. A second premise
was that the European powers were on the verge of revolution, and that
the working class of each country would find common ground against an
imperialist conflict. The Central Powers had the most to gain from such
a decree. Should Russia leave the war, then the Germans would be able to
transfer forces to the Western Front for a final assault on the Allies, pos-
sibly before the main contingent of American troops arrived on European
soil. The war had been a crucial stumbling block for Kerensky’s govern-
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ment. He had staked much on a final and successful assault through
Galicia. Lenin had no such illusions. An armistice was essential if the
Bolshevik state was to survive. The Central Powers were coming per-
ilously close to Petrograd, as the German army moved through the Baltic
States. After negotiations in Brest-Litovsk, an armistice was signed on
December 14, 1917, a temporary interlude that was to expire on January
1 the following year. The Germans, however, demanded territorial gains
and saw no reason why they should compromise with the bedraggled
group of revolutionaries that had come to make terms.

The war issue illustrated the limits of Bolshevik internationalism. The
party could reach no consensus. Trotsky, the War Minister, adopted a
supercilious attitude from the outset, convinced that the Imperial
German and Austrian Germans were living on borrowed time. On a per-
sonal level, Trotsky hardly endeared himself to the Germans in particular
(the Austrians being strictly a subsidiary partner). He was particularly
incensed that the new Ukrainian government had been permitted its
own delegation during the peace discussions. Bukharin led a group
within the Bolshevik leadership that considered it possible, following the
example of the French in the late 18th century, to fight a revolutionary
war. Lenin was prepared to sign a treaty under almost any terms, save the
relinquishment of state control, but he lacked support. Ultimately, the
3rd Congress of Soviets approved a meaningless formula put forward by
Trotsky, which declared that the Bolsheviks would not continue the war,
but nor would they sign a shameful peace treaty. In the meantime, the
Bolsheviks hoped that their delaying tactics would allow them greater
leeway once the Imperial government of the Hohenzollerns had fallen.
They waited in vain. The impatient Germans issued an ultimatum on
February 9, and the following day Trotsky issued his declaration of “No
peace, no war.” General Max Hoffmann, commander of the German
army in the east, responded to this nonsense in appropriate Prussian tra-
dition. One week later, the Germans resumed their advance, meeting
almost no opposition. The Russians had not even bothered to destroy
bridges in their path. 

For the Bolsheviks, it was a moment of crisis. There seemed every possi-
bility that the Soviet Russian government would be overthrown and,
equally worrying, that Russia itself would fall under the occupation of the
Central Powers. The German advance was relentless. Ukraine and Belarus
were quickly occupied. The seizure of Latvia and Estonia cleared the way
to Petrograd. Lenin’s reaction was to demand the immediate signing of a
peace treaty. He threatened to resign if this decision was not taken.
Simultaneously, all forces once more gathered to protect the capital, but
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on this occasion the aggressor was not the hapless Kornilov but the most
efficient army in Europe. Germany, ignoring the pleas of American pres-
ident Woodrow Wilson to abide by his Fourteen Points, issued new peace
terms that could not be amended. The Russians had three days in which
to agree. Even so, the Bolshevik Central Committee agreed to terms by
the narrowest possible margin, seven votes to five. Trotsky refused to
return to Brest-Litovsk to sign a humiliating treaty. It was left to second-
rank Bolshevik leaders such as Chicherin, Karakhan, Petrovsky, and
Sokolnikov to sign on Russia’s behalf at the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk on
March 3, 1918. Soviet Russia lost one-third of the population of the
former Russian Empire – more than 56 million people, and a total of
780,000 sq kms of territory. Many prized territories were lost – Poland,
Ukraine, Lithuania, Finland, Latvia, and Estonia. Russia recognized the
new government of Ukraine, it disbanded its army and fleet, and was also
asked to pay reparations. In the south, Turkey took over several disputed
territories.

Was the sacrifice worthwhile? In retrospect, the harshest treaty in living
memory would not last long, though Lenin and his colleagues could
hardly have anticipated that the war would end only eight months later.
The capital and the revolution had been secured, and many of the ter-
ritories ceded had been won by Russian imperial expansion; in the case
of Poland, by brutal partitions in the late 18th century. By leaving the
war, the Bolsheviks retained the support of the peasantry, who made up
the bulk of the disintegrating Russian army. They could look to the cre-
ation of a new army, and to the restoration of economic life (at least in
theory). Such was the fury at the treaty in some circles, however, that
the Left SRs could no longer serve as partners in the Soviet government.
At the 4th Extraordinary Congress of Soviets, which took place from
March 14 to 16 to ratify the Brest-Litovsk Treaty, the Left SRs walked out
in protest, vacating their three Cabinet posts of Agriculture, Justice, and
Posts and Telegraph. The alliance had never been an easy one, however,
and it had served its purpose, namely to present an image of a worker-
peasant alliance, which showed that the Bolsheviks were not averse to
power-sharing. By November 13, the Treaty was declared null and void
following the end of the war in Europe two days earlier. The Paris peace
treaties confirmed some of Russia’s losses – Poland and the three Baltic
States became independent. Over the next three years, however, the
Bolsheviks were to attempt to regain lost territories in Ukraine, Belarus,
and the Caucasus, albeit under the guise of spreading the cause of the
revolution.
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THE REVOLUTION OUTSIDE RUSSIA – THE EXAMPLE
OF UKRAINE

REVOLUTION IN UKRAINE

In the history of 20th-century Ukraine, no event is more confusing and
difficult to comprehend than the Ukrainian Revolution of 1917–1921. To
deal with these events in full would demand an entire volume. Here, we
will provide a summary of the main events and offer some analysis. The
first point to be made is that the term “revolution” is somewhat mislead-
ing. The revolution occurred in Russia, but affected Ukraine as a con-
stituent part of the former Russian Empire. With the vacuum of power in
Petrograd, Ukrainians in Kyiv were in a position to try to develop a new
form of government, either in cooperation with Russia as an autonomous
part of the new Russian regime, or else as a separate state. 

In March 1917, in response to the fall of the Russian monarchy,
Ukrainian intellectuals and activists in Kyiv formed a Central Rada. The
word Rada is the Ukrainian equivalent to the Russian Soviet (Council),
but what was formed in Ukraine was only partially linked to the
Petrograd Soviet that had become one of the influential organs in Russia.
The name of Ukraine’s Central Rada was derived from the Ukrainian
Central Council, a provisional legislative body set up in Kyiv. It had been
established by an organization called the Society of Ukrainian
Progressives, which was led by Ukraine’s most famous historian,
Mykhailo Hrushevsky. In an atmosphere of euphoria that had developed
in Ukraine, many political groups began to form and to operate overtly.
On March 22, 1917, the Central Rada laid out its aims in a formal state-
ment. They included the development of the Ukrainian language and
schools, but anticipated that before long, major issues in the territories of
the former Russian Empire would be decided by the convocation of a
Constituent Assembly.

In April the objectives of the Rada became more politicized, with a
demand for Ukraine’s autonomy within Russia. From April 17 to 21, an
all-Ukrainian National Congress was held, attended by 900 delegates, and
established a presidium of the Central Rada. Hrushevsky was elected
president, and S. Yefremov and V. Vynnychenko, vice-presidents. The
Congress also elected a Little Rada or Executive. The Congress reiterated
the demand for Ukrainian autonomy within Russia, but in general the
scope of the issues embraced by the Congress was fairly narrow. There
was no discussion of land or economic issues, for example, despite the
large number of peasant delegates in attendance. The political parties and
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professional and cultural organizations across what had been the
Ukrainian part of the Russian Empire elected 150 delegates to the post-
Congress Rada. 

The major political parties that had developed in Ukraine were to a large
extent similar in name and outlook to those that had existed since the
turn of the century in Russia. The largest – as might have been antici-
pated given Ukraine’s overwhelmingly peasant population – was the
Ukrainian Social Revolutionary Party (USRP), whose main goal was to
obtain land for the peasants through the expropriation of the estates of
the landowners without compensation. The Ukrainian Social Democratic
Party (USDP) was a small Marxist party, made up of intellectuals and the
professional classes, which concentrated on urban workers. Because of
this focus, its members were mainly non-Ukrainians, and the party’s
chances of expansion among the rural Ukrainians were limited. A third
party was the Society of Ukrainian Progressives (SUP), the main founders
of the Central Rada. They can be described as a reformist party that sup-
ported gradualist rather than revolutionary solutions to economic and
political problems. Besides Hrushevsky, its original leaders included
Ukraine’s other best-known historian, Dmytro Doroshenko, but it
remained the smallest of the three major parties and often suffered from
lack of contact with Ukraine’s peasantry. The demographic structure of
Ukraine thus effectively prevented the majority of Ukrainians from
taking an active role in the political transformation that had occurred, a
factor that was to prove highly significant with time.

The Central Rada included representatives from all three parties and
claimed to represent Ukrainians from all walks of life. However, one must
keep two factors in mind. First, the Rada at this stage did not constitute
a sovereign government, nor did it claim to do so. It met in the rather
mundane surroundings of the Pedagogical Museum in Volodymyrska
Street in Kyiv, and congregated beneath a Ukrainian flag and a portrait of
Taras Shevchenko (Ukraine’s national poet). Yet the slogan under the flag
read as follows – Long Live the autonomous Ukraine within a federated
Russia! Thus this was hardly a revolutionary setting. It merely recognized
the triumphal events that had taken place to the northeast, and at first
high hopes were placed on Ukraine’s future cooperation with the Russian
Provisional Government. Second, it is unlikely that the Central Rada rep-
resented the wishes of all or even a majority of Ukrainian people. It was
probably an impossible task at this juncture to gain such acceptance, but
the influence of the SUP in the Rada’s leadership made the body a mod-
erate and liberal, rather than radical, revolutionary organization. In this
may have lain its ultimate failure.
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At the end of May 1917, a delegation from the Rada led by Vynnychenko
went to Petrograd to seek acknowledgement from the Petrograd Soviet
and Provisional Government of Ukraine’s autonomy. They were treated
with disdain by a Russian leadership that was for the first time beginning
to find its feet, was enjoying a brief period of military resurgence in the
war against Germany and Austro-Hungary, and was in no mood to bar-
gain with the Ukrainians. The latter were obliged to wait for three days to
meet representatives of the Petrograd Soviet, after which they were
peremptorily dispatched instead to the headquarters of the Provisional
Government. The reception there was also cold. The Russians had by now
established a Legal Commission that dealt with constitutional issues, but
the Ukrainians were not regarded as official representatives of their
republic, since Ukraine was not considered to be a state. In short, the
Russian leaders were unwilling to countenance a change of status for
Ukraine, despite the collapse of the old empire, and an impasse devel-
oped between Russia and Ukraine.

On June 23, the Central Rada issued the First Universal, a title for a decree
that was based on those issued by the Hetmans (chiefs) of the 17th cen-
tury Cossack kingdom, and addressed to the workers, peasants, and “toil-
ers” of Ukraine. The First Universal was a Ukrainian response to the
unfriendly treatment of its delegation to Petrograd. It was a cautious
statement, nevertheless, which revealed that the Rada did not yet have
firm control in the Ukrainian capital. Noting first that Ukraine should
have its own parliament, elected by free universal suffrage, it added that
Ukraine would not be separating from Russia. The parliament would limit
itself to internal Ukrainian matters, whereas Russia would still enact state
laws applicable to Ukraine. The First Universal appealed to Ukrainians to
try to take over administrative control in areas that had fallen under the
sway of “Ukraine’s enemies,” and Ukrainian organizations were to levy a
voluntary tax on the population to assist the Rada in meeting its financial
needs.

Was this a proclamation of autonomy? The evidence suggests not. The
First Universal still required ratification from the All-Russian Constituent
Assembly. The Central Rada was impatient with Petrograd, but not in a
position to make demands upon it. Moreover, as the document indicates,
the Rada still faced strong opposition from within Ukraine. After its
issuance, the Rada established a General Secretariat, chaired by
Vynnychenko, as the general secretary for internal affairs, with Symon
Petlyura, the other leading figure, as secretary for military matters. The
fate of the Rada became dependent upon these two contrasting personal-
ities, and already the fact that the Universal had appeared aroused fears
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in all those circles that opposed further rights for Ukrainians. Ukraine’s
national minorities, whether correctly or not, feared that a strong
Ukrainian central government constituted a threat to their interests. One
such group that opposed the Rada was the Southern Bureau of the Jewish
Social Democratic Bund.

Six days after the publication of the First Universal, the Russian
Provisional Government issued an address to the Ukrainian people that
declared its agreement that Ukraine should play a prominent role in
“free Russia.” The address appeared to circumvent the question of the
Rada’s authority to represent Ukraine, but on July 12 a delegation of
Russian leaders travelled to Kyiv to negotiate with the Rada. It included
Kerensky, the War Minister; M. Tereshchenko, the Minister of Foreign
Affairs (a Ukrainian sugar manufacturer by background); and I.G.
Tsereteli, Minister of the Interior. In conjunction with the Russians, the
Rada then issued the Second Universal addressed to citizens of the
Ukrainian lands. This was a much more conciliatory document in
which the main proposed concession to Ukraine was Russia’s recog-
nition of Ukraine’s right to self-determination after the convocation of
the Russian Constituent Assembly. Otherwise, Ukraine appeared to
backtrack – it was said to be vehemently opposed to any thought of
separation from Russia; it was to support unity within Russia; and the
composition of the Rada was to be broadened by the inclusion of a sig-
nificant number of non-Ukrainians so that it could become the only
organ of revolutionary democracy in Ukraine. As a result, the Rada was
expanded to more than 800 members, with some 25 percent of them
non-Ukrainians.

Although Ukraine appeared to have made some concessions to Kerensky’s
Russia, the fact that the Russian leaders had consulted with them in Kyiv
was a significant departure. It was a result partly of further disastrous
military defeats at the front, and especially the failure of a summer offen-
sive organized by Kerensky. As a result of the military defeat, the issuance
of the Second Universal and other factors, there was a major upheaval
within the Russian Provisional Government with the resignation of the
ministers of the Kadet conservatives (Constitutional Democrats).
Kerensky became the premier, a role he had been playing in reality for
several months. In Kyiv, matters became more complex because of the
radicalism of some Ukrainian military units, which felt that the Central
Rada was too socialist by inclination and was entering into needless dis-
cussions with Russia before making important decisions. The
Khmelnytsky regiment forestalled the possibility of a military takeover of
Ukraine only after much hesitation.
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Matters became more difficult for Ukraine when in late July the Rada
asked the Russian government to approve a new statute for the adminis-
tration of Ukraine that was based on the Second Universal. The Russians
felt that Ukraine was exceeding its mandate and would regard the
Secretariat only as a temporary government pending the meeting of the
Constituent Assembly in Petrograd. Further, four of the nine provinces –
Kharkiv, Kherson, Ekaterynoslav, and Tauride – were not considered
within Ukraine’s jurisdiction because they were ethnically of mixed
population. Ukraine’s position was also undermined by its national min-
ority contingent, which was more anxious to cooperate with the Russians
than to antagonize them. Thus Ukraine was obliged to accept Russia’s
restrictions on its autonomous status.

On September 3, a new Ukrainian Secretariat was formed, headed by
Vynnychenko. By this time, the larger leftist parties – the USRP and USDP
– had left the Rada, making it a more moderate body, but one with even
less representation among the Ukrainian masses. How far the Russian and
Ukrainian governments might have reached a more permanent agree-
ment can only be conjectured. Neither operated from a position of
strength, and after August 1917, the lifespan of the Kerensky regime was
clearly going to be brief. The Bolshevik Party, as the more militant wing
of the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party, favored an armed revol-
ution by a small conspiratorial group rather than a general socialist upris-
ing, and took power on October 25 (OS, November 7 by the Western
calendar).

UKRAINE AND THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION

The seizure of power by the Bolsheviks caused serious repercussions else-
where, and particularly in the non-Russian parts of the former empire.
Ukraine was no exception, and for a brief period it appeared that the
Central Rada would join the Kyiv Bolsheviks (who were always small in
number) in welcoming the October Revolution and protecting its gains.
Thus on November 8 (NS), a Territorial Committee for the Defense of the
Revolution in Ukraine was organized. Many Ukrainians feared that the
alternative to Lenin’s government might be the return of the monarchy,
though in reality no group in Russia or elsewhere advocated such a step.
The Territorial Committee also encompassed the Jewish Bund and the
Kyiv Soviet. Support for the Petrograd revolution in Ukraine was short-
lived. Within the Central Rada many deputies opposed what was seen as
a coup d’état in Russia, and before long the majority in the Rada issued a
statement condemning the October Revolution. The Bolsheviks,
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therefore, left the Territorial Committee and fights soon broke out in the
streets of Kyiv between supporters of the revolution and its opponents.
Partly as a result of strong pressure from Ukrainian soldiers, who were
attending a military congress in Kyiv, the Central Rada led by its
Secretariat was persuaded to take steps that would define it as the main
civil and military authority in Ukraine.

On November 20, less than two weeks after the Bolshevik takeover in
Petrograd, the Rada issued its Third Universal elucidating Kyiv’s attitude
toward recent events. Addressed to the Ukrainian people and all peoples
of Ukraine, it observed that law and order had broken down in Russia and
no central administration existed. The Rada, therefore, proclaimed a
Ukrainian People’s Republic. In short, the Rada proclaimed Ukraine’s
autonomy and did so to embrace also the four provinces that the Russian
Provisional Government had claimed were ethnically mixed. Only the
Crimea, the Kuban region (which sought independence) and parts of
regions that were ethnically non-Ukrainian (Kursk and Voronezh, for
example) were excluded from the new Ukrainian government’s jurisdic-
tion. The Universal announced immediate land reform in Ukraine (emu-
lating Lenin’s example in Russia); an amnesty for political prisoners; and
freedom of speech, the press, and assembly. 

So far the Central Rada’s actions were similar to those of the Bolsheviks
in Petrograd. Was there a chance then that the two governments might
cooperate? The answer is a definite no – Lenin and Trotsky expected that
the Russian Revolution would be followed by working class uprisings
across Central and Western Europe that would seek solidarity with the
new Russian regime. Without such uprisings, it was thought doubtful
that the Russian state could survive. Its industrial proletariat, the basis of
a Marxist state, was the weakest of the developed European nations.
Moreover, the Bolshevik leaders, and especially Trotsky, displayed
increasing impatience with Ukraine. What had occurred in Ukraine was
considered at best a last-ditch effort by a bourgeois government (and a
self-appointed one at that) to hold on to power. Before long Petlyura, the
Ukrainian War Minister, was ordering his troops not to obey the
Bolsheviks. Ukrainians were also resentful that when negotiations began
with the Germans at Brest-Litovsk to end Russian participation in the
First World War, the Bolshevik delegation claimed to represent Ukraine as
well as Russia. Trotsky in particular was adamant that the Ukrainians did
not send their own delegation, though the Germans – in a position to
dictate the terms – paid little heed to him. For General Hoffmann and his
colleagues, Ukraine was a useful bargaining chip for dealing with the
Russians.
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In theory, the Ukrainians need not have feared the Bolshevik policy on
nationalities, as formulated in 1912–1913 by Lenin and Stalin, which
supported the self-determination of all national regions within the
Russian Empire that desired it. The idea, however, was never upheld with
regard to Ukraine, which economically was too important for the
Bolsheviks to allow it to leave. Ukraine was an agricultural region that
had a partially developed industrial sector with important communi-
cation networks. In the elections to the Constituent Assembly that fol-
lowed the October Revolution in Russia, the peasant Ukrainian Social
Revolutionary Party had outpolled considerably both its Russian and
Ukrainian rivals. Therefore the government of Soviet Russia decided to
create an “indigenous” Ukrainian Bolshevik movement in the hope that
it would be embraced by the population, and called for a Congress of
Workers’, Soldiers’, and Peasants’ deputies in Kyiv which would replace
the Central Rada and fall under the control of the Social Democrats in the
large Ukrainian cities such as Kharkiv, Kyiv, and Odesa. The city popu-
lations of Kharkiv and Odesa had never welcomed the formation of a
“national” Ukrainian state in contrast to Kyivans. Most East Ukrainian
Social Democrats regarded Ukrainian self-assertion as a counter-
revolutionary movement.

When the Congress assembled in Kyiv in December, however, the
Bolsheviks found themselves a tiny minority in a vast throng, outnum-
bered more than 20–1 by peasant deputies, and many of the latter sup-
ported the survival of the Central Rada. In this hopeless situation the
Bolsheviks walked out of the assembly at the second session, claiming that
the Congress had not followed the wishes of the toiling people. They con-
voked their own sessions in Kharkiv, where they were joined by other del-
egates from the Krivyi Rih and Donetsk Soviets. This rival Congress of
Eastern Ukraine soon proclaimed itself to be the Soviet Ukrainian republic
and the only legitimate authority in Ukraine. Yet there was little unity in
the pro-Bolshevik camp and before long it began to divide into various fac-
tions centered around individual cities which “seceded” from the Kharkiv
Ukrainian republic and formed their own mini-governments. Thus by
January 1918, the Ekaterynoslav group formed its own state, while the del-
egates from Donetsk and Krivyi Rih established the “KrivDonbas” repub-
lic. Altogether five separate Soviet governments formed in Ukraine
between December 1917 and January 1918. The Petrograd Bolsheviks,
however, recognized only the Kharkiv regime as legitimate (though they
did not abolish the others for some time). In mid-December, Lenin sent
the Kyiv government an ultimatum, noting that while the Bolsheviks sup-
ported self-determination for Ukraine, the Rada was in reality a bourgeois
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regime that was disarming Soviet troops and backing the Kadets in Russia
– originally a liberal party but because of the polarization of politics, then
the most reactionary political party in the country.

Lenin gave the Central Rada two days to change its policies, after which,
he said, a state of war would exist between Russia and Ukraine. In
response, the Ukrainians could only repeat previous affirmations that
Ukraine should have the right to run its own internal affairs and receive
appropriate representation within a Russian federal state. The Ukrainian
question had thus become the first real test of Bolshevik nationality
policy. At the end of 1917, Ukrainian-Russian relations had reached an
impasse: Ukraine had declared autonomy with its Third Universal, but no
agreement could be reached with the intractable Bolshevik regime regard-
ing future relations between the two states. Self-determination from the
Bolshevik perspective could be tolerated only in a Bolshevik Soviet
regime (and whether it would be accepted in practice was another
matter), and the distinction between a Soviet and a bourgeois regime was
a crucial one. The Central Rada – composed mainly of Kyiv intellectuals,
Ukrainian military leaders, and the nationally minded – was unaccept-
able to Russia. The latter’s position was strengthened by the fact that the
Ukrainian people did not fully support such a government. The future
was uncertain, however, because Ukraine’s own Bolshevik group was
weak and divided, and thus unable to take over power without help.

On December 29, 1917, the Soviet government formally recognized the
Kharkiv regime as the Soviet republic of Ukraine, tantamount to a dec-
laration of war on the Rada. Soviet Russian troops crossed the Ukrainian
border. During the conflict, the Central Rada issued a Fourth Universal on
January 22, which declared the Ukrainian People’s Republic to be an
independent and sovereign state. The declaration was made at a time
when the survival of the Rada was in doubt, and thus the independent
Ukrainian regime was forced to evacuate its capital less than three weeks
after its publication. In that period most major Ukrainian cities had been
captured by the Bolshevik army, including Ekaterynoslav ( January 10),
Odesa ( January 30), and Kyiv on February 9, 1918. The Central Rada
moved west to the town of Zhytomyr.

GERMAN INVOLVEMENT IN UKRAINE

The German army had enjoyed some spectacular successes on the Eastern
Front between 1914 and 1917, starting with the Battle of Tannenberg in
August 1914, though outright victory remained elusive. At this stage of
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the war, however, the German leaders were anxious to extricate them-
selves from commitments in the East so they could concentrate their
forces in the West. Generals Paul von Hindenburg and Erich von
Ludendorff had gained most of the credit for the victories in the East
(though the battle plans had been developed before their arrival on the
scene). They now believed a similarly positive result could be achieved in
the West to break the trench war stalemate of the previous few years. The
German situation was made more vulnerable by the entry of the United
States into the war. Germany had already played a key role in Russia’s
Revolution by permitting Lenin to return from exile in Switzerland by
train through German-occupied territory to the Baltic coast, and thence
by train to Petrograd in April 1917. The next step was negotiation for a
peace treaty between the Germans, Austrians, and the Bolsheviks at Brest-
Litovsk.

The chief negotiator on the Bolshevik side, as already mentioned, was
Trotsky, at first Lenin’s Commissar of Foreign Affairs and subsequently
Commissar for War. Trotsky was an internationalist by nature, a firm
believer that revolution could not succeed without a concomitant upris-
ing of the working class in Europe. He had little time, therefore, for
nationalist sentiment among the former nationality groups of the old
Russian Empire, particularly the Ukrainians, who sought an independent
role at the peace treaty meetings. At first Trotsky tried to introduce a
Bolshevik-manufactured “Soviet Ukrainian” delegation. The Germans
rejected the status of this group, having recognized how important
Ukrainian grain was to the German army. It also seems likely that the
German leaders, particularly General Hoffmann, recognized how useful a
separate Ukrainian delegation could be, especially if turned against the
Bolsheviks.

On February 9, 1918, the German High Command and the Austro-
Hungarian Empire signed a separate treaty with the Ukrainian People’s
Republic, which recognized Ukraine as an independent entity. The dis-
puted Kholm territory, which was claimed by Poland, was given to the
new Ukrainian state, while the western regions of Galicia (Halychyna)
and Bukovyna were to be given special language privileges within the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. Ukraine, in return, was to serve as the granary
of the German army, and was ordered to place all surplus food supplies at
the disposal of the armies of the Central Powers. Though the supplies
demanded cut into the subsistence needs of many farmers, the decision
over the amount of food allocated to German forces lay with the German
High Command. It was promptly set at no less than one million tons.
Because they had achieved such a strong position in the East, and
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particularly in grain-rich Ukraine, the High Command was not willing to
take a neutral stance in political events. In particular, the Germans were
opposed to a Bolshevik takeover of Ukraine. On February 16, the
Germans rejected the notion of an armistice on the Eastern Front (based
on Trotsky’s absurd conception of “No peace, no war”) and ordered the
army to advance further into the old Russian Empire. Within days, all
Ukrainian territory was occupied. Lenin now ordered his representatives
to sign the Brest-Litovsk Treaty at all costs. Meanwhile, the “Soviet
Ukrainian” government at Kharkiv was forced to dissolve itself on April
14, 1918. The Central Rada took advantage of the situation to return to
Kyiv accompanied by the Sich Sharpshooters military group that had
been organized by Ukrainian nationalists Evhen Konovalets and Andriy
Melnyk. The German leadership, however, had also become opposed to
the Rada, which it did not consider strong enough to guarantee con-
tinued grain supplies to the German army, and which had failed to gain
support among many sectors of the rural community.

On April 28, on the orders of General Wilhelm Groener, the German
plenipotentiary in Ukraine, the Central Rada was abolished. The
Sharpshooters offered token resistance, but generally the order was effec-
tively carried out. The Germans already had a replacement regime in
mind. Four days previously, Groener had met Lieutenant Colonel Pavlo
Skoropadsky, a prominent landowner, and the two had made plans to
establish a new Ukrainian government. Skoropadsky would be backed by
the conservative group, the League of Landowners, a mainly Russophile
body opposed to any manifestations of Ukrainian nationalism, and his
government would have the weight of the occupying military force, the
German army, behind it. On April 28, Pavlo Skoropadsky was proclaimed
head of the Ukrainian state.

The new regime had little real authority. The Ukrainian army was to be
strictly limited in size. Any hostile acts committed against German or
Austrian soldiers were to be investigated by military courts. The Germans
also had considerable influence over official appointments in the civil
service, land commissions, and other institutions. All Cabinet positions
had first to be approved by the occupiers, who also took responsibility for
joint border control. Ukraine was allowed to export grain or other com-
modities but once again the needs of the German High Command took
priority. Private landholding was decreed by law, a stipulation that earned
the Skoropadsky regime the immediate dislike of the majority of
Ukrainians.

On April 29, 1918, Skoropadsky was proclaimed Hetman of Ukraine at
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an impressive ceremony at St. Sophia Cathedral in Kyiv. The title itself
had not been used for 150 years, and no doubt through its usage the
Germans hoped to legitimize what essentially was a puppet regime. Can
one say that the Hetman state was a reflection of the naivety of some
circles of Ukrainian intellectuals? First, one should recall the relative
weakness of the Ukrainian national movement and the fact that – as far
as we can tell – the Central Rada had never commanded majority sup-
port among Ukrainians. Had this been the case, Ukraine might have
defended itself better against its foreign enemies. Near anarchy had pre-
vailed in Kyiv, and the Central Rada had appeared powerless to control
the situation. Moreover, Ukrainians constituted only a minority in
almost all the municipal councils of Ukraine, and faced powerful anti-
Ukrainian forces. The latter included both non-Ukrainians and those
subjected to the processes of Russification under the tsarist regime. Such
sentiments, as the present Ukrainian government has found, cannot be
eradicated overnight. Second, the city of Kyiv was somewhat isolated
from what was happening elsewhere in Ukraine. Whatever authority the
Central Rada had possessed was relevant mainly in that city. Many laws
issued in Kyiv could not be put into practice in the provinces because
of strong opposition.

Third, there had been serious disagreements between the leaders of the
Central Rada, particularly among the two principal Social Democratic fig-
ures, Vynnychenko and Petlyura, over what sort of Ukrainian state
should ultimately be created. In addition there were divisions between
the various political parties, and between Ukrainians and non-Ukrainians
who lived in Ukraine. Fourth, one can say therefore that there was no
solid leadership of Ukraine. Whereas in Russia at this time the political
leaders were seasoned and mature – Lenin, for example, was 48, and he
had been considered the leader of the younger generation of Russian
Social Democrats – the leaders of the Central Rada were comparatively
young and, more important, they were inexperienced. Vynnychenko was
only 37; his successor, Holubovych, was 32; Doroshenko, 35; and
Petlyura, 38. The historian Hrushevsky, at 51, was more experienced. The
Ukrainian Social Revolutionaries were led by students. Many of them
would indulge in endlessly protracted intellectual debates. What the
party was lacking were leaders with organization or administrative skills
during a period of crisis.

Hence one can assert that the Central Rada was doomed to failure in the
same way as the Provisional Government of Kerensky in Russia. This
period, nevertheless, provided a strong historical legacy, and the experi-
ence of the Central Rada was recalled during the events of August 1991
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in the Soviet Union. The reality, all the same, is that the Rada collapsed
more from its own internal weaknesses than from the actions of any out-
side force such as the Bolsheviks. It was a bold attempt to govern Ukraine
during a period of international upheaval. The events of the war and the
October Revolution both assisted and impeded the progress of the Rada –
its existence derived from the collapse of authority and army mutiny in
Russia – while its fall was inevitable given its lack of mass support and the
proximity and eventually dominant position in Ukraine of the German
army. As a Ukrainian historical tradition, it was to retain influence for
some time, particularly in the Ukrainian diaspora that moved to the West
during and after the Second World War. 

FROM SKOROPADSKYI TO THE SOVIET REGIME

Hetman Skoropadsky was a historical anomaly, a man who probably
belonged in an earlier period. He was a direct descendant of Hetman Ivan
Skoropadsky, who had led the Zaporizhzhyan Cossacks between 1709
and 1722. He had also worked for the Russian monarchy as a personal
aide to Tsar Nikolay II. The re-established Hetmanate proved short-lived
and lasted only until the end of 1918. As the First World War came to an
end, the German army began slowly to leave Ukraine. Without its sup-
port it was clear that Skoropadsky’s tenure was limited. Vynnychenko
and others feared that Skoropadsky was about to renew federal ties with
Soviet Russia, and decided to make another attempt to take over the
country. Their first step was to create a five-member Directory (somewhat
reminiscent of Napoleonic France), which would rule a revolutionary
government to replace the Hetmanate. Vynnychenko was appointed
president, and represented the Social Democrats, while Petlyura would
also be a member, as the representative of the Sich Sharpshooters. The
pretext for the takeover by the Directory was the restoration by the
Hetmanate of a regime that tolerated and supported the great landown-
ers and which constituted a counter-revolutionary, reactionary regime.
The Directory first met in Bila Tserkva, but at first found its path to Kyiv
cut off by German troops. The Germans were suspicious of Petlyura and
his forces, and considered him a potential future dictator. Until they
finally left Ukrainian territory, Skoropadsky was able to cling to power.

By December 12, the Germans realized there was little justification for
remaining in Ukraine. Declaring themselves to be neutral in Ukrainian
politics, they moved out of Kyiv. Two days later a Social Democratic-
inspired uprising ended with the establishment of a military government
by the troops of Konovalets. Skoropadsky beat an ignominious retreat
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from the capital disguised in German uniform and made his way with his
wife to German territory. The reasons for the collapse of the Hetmanate
are clear. It was a weak regime that depended upon the backing of the
Germany army and lacked significant support among both the
Ukrainians and non-Ukrainians in the proclaimed state. Ukraine, there-
fore, had yet another government in the shape of the Directory. Though,
as noted, there were technically five members of this organ, two of them
effectively held power, and in their outlook and aims lay fundamental
incompatibilities. Vynnychenko was an intellectual by nature, a socialist
with a profound humanitarian bent. By contrast Petlyura, with the back-
ing of the Sharpshooters, exhibited strongly Russophobic tendencies and
was determined to establish a Ukrainian state no matter what the cost.
For example, Russian-language signs were to be replaced with Ukrainian
ones within three days. This anti-Russian sentiment ruled out any possi-
bility of cooperation with Soviet Russia. In fact, the Bolsheviks had begun
to step up their own activities vis-à-vis Ukraine.

On November 17, 1918, the Bolsheviks had established what was
termed a Provisional Workers’ and Peasants’ Government of Ukraine
under Yuriy Pyatakov. The most influential figure in this proposed
regime was Kristian Rakovsky, a Romanian by birth, but a Bulgarian by
citizenship, who had been a member of the first abortive Bolshevik gov-
ernment in Ukraine. To make the new regime a reality, the Bolshevik
army began to advance into Ukraine in December 1918, led by
Antonov-Ovseenko, Stalin, and Zatonsky. In order to look at the back-
ground to this operation, let us briefly examine the position of the
Bolsheviks in Ukraine during that year.

THE BOLSHEVIKS IN UKRAINE

The Bolsheviks had remained a tiny party in Ukraine, uncertain over their
policy directions. In April 1918, an important party conference was held
in Tahanrih. There, the Kyiv delegation of Bolsheviks, led by Mykola
Skrypnyk, got the upper hand over the Russian delegations, and estab-
lished the Communist Party of Ukraine (CPU) as an independent politi-
cal party that was to have no organizational affiliation with the Russian
Communist Party (RCP). Yet two months later, when the First Congress of
the CPU was held in Moscow, this policy – perhaps inevitably given the
geographical circumstances – was reversed. The Kyiv group found itself in
open dispute with other factions, most notable of which was the Kharkiv-
Ekaterynoslav group. Eventually the pro-Russian influence prevailed,
but a strong nationalist opposition emerged within the Ukrainian
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Communist Party. It is also important to keep in mind that in the summer
of 1918 only 7 percent of party members were ethnic Ukrainians.

The Directory was clearly divided in January 1919. One month later, the
city of Kyiv fell to the Bolshevik forces. Vynnychenko had fled abroad
and Petlyura took over the presidency of the UNR (Ukrainian People’s
Republic) Directory. Over the next 10 months a series of battles and skir-
mishes took place between nationalist and Communist forces. The situ-
ation was further complicated by the situation in western Ukraine.
There, on November 1, 1918, as a result of the collapse of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, Galician and Bukovynian Ukrainians declared the
formation of a Western Ukrainian People’s Republic (WUPR). Under the
leadership of Yevhen Petrushevych, it included territories of Galicia east
of the San River, the Lemko region of the far west, and Ukrainian-popu-
lated parts of northern Bukovyna and Transcarpathia. WUPR troops
fought against both the Red Army and subsequently the Russian White
Army of General Anton Denikin. The situation was further confused by
the presence of significant anarchist forces under Nestor Makhno, a col-
orful figure who supported the UNR in most instances but was not
averse to changing sides from time to time and fighting on behalf of the
Bolsheviks.

Eventually the UNR army was trapped between the Bolshevik army to the
east and the Polish army to the west. Consequently, it stopped conven-
tional military operations on December 4, 1919, and resorted to guerrilla-
type warfare. In April 1920, the Poles and the UNR joined against the
Bolsheviks. Petlyura offered his assistance to a Polish invasion, and on
May 7, Kyiv fell to the Poles and the Ukrainians. What was known as the
Polish-Soviet war featured several dramatic turns. The Bolsheviks were
able to reorganize their armies under Budenny, and the Soviet counter-
offensive took them across the entire territory of Ukraine to the outskirts
of Warsaw. At that point, the French came to the aid of the fledgling
Polish state and the Polish army once again occupied parts of Ukraine. A
truce was reached between Poland and Soviet Russia on October 18, 1920,
one that could only augur badly for the UNR and its Directory, which was
once again trapped between two stronger powers. On October 21, UNR
troops ended their conflict and were interned in Poland.

ANALYSIS OF EVENTS

Some Western historians have been critical of the short-lived Directory.
Harvard University’s Richard Pipes, for example, maintains that once
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Kyiv was captured in February 1919, the Directory lost the support of the
peasants, most of whom deserted to the Bolsheviks. This also signified the
loss of Ataman (Cossack leader – the term comes from Turkic, meaning
father of horsemen) support and increased anarchy in the territories of
Ukraine. The Directory leaders were not in control of events. During this
period, anti-Jewish pogroms occurred on a mass scale. Some scholars
have laid the blame on Petlyura for these events, but they seem also to be
a reflection of the weakness of the Directory rather than its planned poli-
cies. The Directory had alienated the urban populations by the forced dis-
solution of trade unions. It had become – somewhat like its Hetmanate
predecessor but without the foreign occupation – very much a military
regime that had insufficient support among the general population.

As for the failure of the second Bolshevik government, one can say that
the Bolshevik leaders in Soviet Russia were divided regarding policy
toward Ukraine. Lenin himself wished to pursue a relatively enlightened
policy (possibly for reasons of expediency, to attract the Ukrainians to the
cause of Bolshevism) and encouraged the development of Ukrainian cul-
tural institutions, a form of Ukrainian national Bolshevism (termed
Borot’bism, after the Ukrainian word for struggle, borot’ba), and supported
the return of land to the peasantry. Denikin’s White Army, which
invaded Ukraine in the autumn of 1919, brought about the end of the
Soviet regime. The Bolsheviks, however, would return, whereas the
attempts to establish a Ukrainian national state had ended in failure.
There were three main reasons why this was the case. First, moderate
groups failed to establish a government acceptable to a majority of the
population. Second, the CPU had failed to develop an authentic
Ukrainian Communist movement that would distinguish the party in
Ukraine from its more powerful counterpart in Russia. Third, successive
Russian governments proved unwilling to accept an independent
Ukraine. Thus even in a revolutionary era, the Russian imperial idea,
which always included Ukraine – and Kyiv, the “mother” of Russian cities
– remained implicit in official strategy. 

BELARUS, THE BALTIC STATES, AND THE CAUCASUS

The third of the East Slavic groups, the Belarusians, had never been rec-
ognized by the Russian Empire as a separate entity and the Russian auth-
orities considered Belarusian to be a dialect of the Russian language.
Belarusian national consciousness came late to Belarus, despite the
lengthy history of a Belarusian (White Russian) people that could be
traced back a thousand years. Though nationally conscious Belarusians
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could point to a few peaks in the past, such as the use of a precursor of
the modern language in the Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth, it was
only early in the 20th century that Belarusian literature began to develop
in a mass form. Like Ukrainians, Belarusians were basically a rural popu-
lation, surrounding enclaves of other ethnic groups who lived in the
towns – at various times Russians and Poles, and by the turn of the 20th
century, predominantly Jews (much of the Pale of Settlement lay in
Belarus). Backed by another SR party, the Belarusian Hramada, a National
Rada tried to declare Belarus independent in December 1917, a policy
that would not have got off the ground without the support of the occu-
pying German army. An official declaration of March 25, 1918, remains a
day recognized by nationalists in modern-day Belarus, but it was by any
standards presumptuous. Initially the establishment of the Belarusian
Soviet Socialist Republic in 1919 (it was to take several forms and changes
in territory) was the least significant of the early republics of the USSR, a
tiny rump state based around the city of Minsk. On the other hand, the
BSSR itself became the foundation stone for the later manifestations of
Belarusian nationalism. The Belarusians could not be compared, in
degree of national self-assertion, with their Baltic neighbors Latvia and
Lithuania, or even with tiny Estonia. The three Baltic States benefitted
from the war and revolution to establish independent states in the inter-
war period, mainly under German auspices. Though increasingly author-
itarian, they nonetheless began the process of state building that was to
be interrupted by Soviet occupation at the start of the Second World War.
Finland, which had been permitted autonomous status and enjoyed a
privileged position in the empire until 1900, also gained its independ-
ence after a bloody clash between nationalist and Communist forces
ended in a decisive victory for the former.

Whereas Soviet Russia “lost” the Baltic States that had been part of the
former Russian Empire, it was able to retain other territories, including
the three Caucasus states, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia. All three
had broken away briefly from Russia during the civil war, when they
came under British protection. The Muslim republic of Azerbaijan con-
tained important oil reserves that had been under the control of
European powers and then Russian interests in recent times. Azerbaijanis
(the name was not used until the 1930s) did not consider themselves a
separate nation at the time of the October Revolution. They were rather
part of the Muslim world (Suny, 1993), and consisted of a blend of vari-
ous groups and tribes that had moved into the area at different times in
history. The small group of nationalists that tried to assert power in Baku
before the Bolshevik takeover used the help of Turkey and the British,
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without ever gaining a firm foothold. Armenians and Russians largely
controlled the economy and made up the majority in urban centers. The
animosity with Armenians was to remain a lasting sore that re-emerged
in the bitter conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh in the late 1980s. Georgia
and Armenia were ancient historical territories, and Georgia had been a
Christian state since the medieval period. It developed its own aristo-
cratic elite, which became enmeshed with that of tsarist Russia, following
the incorporation of Georgia into the Russian Empire in 1900. After the
revolution, however, the Mensheviks proved to be the most popular
party, and remained in power until removed forcibly by the Bolshevik
Party. For Armenia, the defining moment in their recent history had been
their systematic elimination by the Turkish military after 1915. This
tragedy changed the focus and prime location of Armenians toward
Russia, and territory around the city of Erevan. For Armenians, the new
Soviet state was a refuge from the threat of the Ottoman Empire, and
then subsequently of modern day Turkey. 

THE CHEKA AND THE BEGINNING OF THE 
RED TERROR

Between 1918 and 1921 Lenin and the Bolsheviks were preoccupied with
security. Retaining power proved to be exceptionally difficult, not least
because of the uncompromising nature of the new regime. In the period of
underground existence and exile, the Bolsheviks had cultivated an image
of martyrdom. The Okhrana infiltrated the party (rumors abounded for
years that Stalin was an agent of the tsarist police) and other radical groups.
Before November 1917, many Bolsheviks had deplored the existence of a
secret police. However, Lenin in particular recognized its value. The use of
terror to subdue members and potential members of the opposition was an
important tactic. Lenin was always willing to dish out merciless retribution
on his enemies, often as an example to the people (though his rhetoric was
often more venomous than his deeds). Consequently, the founding of the
All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for the Struggle with Counter-
Revolution and Sabotage (Cheka) was regarded as a necessary means for
preserving the Bolshevik government. Ostensibly, it was meant as a tem-
porary measure, one that could be rescinded once the period of struggle
was over. There was little chance of that, however, given the polarization
of political life in Russia. In any case, the Cheka was less a watchdog for
government security than an instrument of power and terror. Under its
fanatical leader Feliks Dzerzhinsky it had few restraints, wielding authority
to try and execute suspects without having to go through the courts.
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The Cheka was founded on December 20, 1917, ie, before the convocation
of the Constituent Assembly. By this time, the government had formally
outlawed the Kadet Party. The Kadets, however, were not the main threat
to the Bolshevik regime – the military situation was the most immediate
danger. On March 11, 1918, the capital was transferred from Petrograd –
perilously close to the front – to Moscow. Almost immediately the Cheka
swung into action to eliminate anarchist organizations there, and they
quickly became figures who aroused fear in the people. Ironically, the Left
SRs, the Bolsheviks’ partners, were also playing a leading role in the
Cheka. Once the Mensheviks and the mainstream SRs had been expelled
from the Soviet, the Left SRs emerged as the main domestic threat to the
Bolsheviks from the spring of 1918. There were several reasons for this.
First and foremost, the Left SRs were bitterly opposed to the Treaty of
Brest-Litovsk and tried to sabotage it. Second, as representatives of the
rural regions, they opposed the bitter class warfare taking place in the
countryside under War Communism and in particular the Committees of
the Poor, which represented Bolshevik authority. They also felt the
Bolshevik regime was reneging on some promises it made upon taking
power, most notable of which was the abolition of the death penalty.

Matters came to a head at the 5th All-Russian Congress of Soviets in
Moscow on July 4, 1918. Ukrainian delegates demanded that the party
support Ukrainian guerrillas in their struggle to remove German forces,
but Sverdlov, Chairman of the Congress, with strong backing from
Trotsky, refused to take any action that might provoke the Germans. In
addition, the ruthless policy of grain requisition in the countryside also
received approval, against the opposition of the Left SRs. Two days later,
the Left SRs started an uprising in Moscow. In order to undermine the
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, two members of the party get into the German
Embassy and assassinated the ambassador, Count Mirbach. Dzerzhinsky,
who was investigating the incident (according to some historians he was
implicated to some extent) was detained by the Left SRs, who took over
the office of Posts and Telegraph in Moscow and claimed power.
However, the Bolshevik government in the Kremlin was not seriously
threatened, and Bolshevik troops were able to round up 13 of the leaders
of the putsch. All were executed. Lenin and Trotsky offered their condo-
lences and apologies to the German government, averting the threat of a
renewed German invasion. The summer of 1918, however, was to mark
the beginning of Red Terror, directed against what appeared for a while
to be a serious threat to the Bolshevik regime. 

One of the first victims of the early Cheka Terror was the former Tsar
Nikolay Romanov and his family. Though their deaths were also linked
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to the progress of the White Army in the civil war, they were connected
more closely to events in the capital. Since March 1917, the royal family
had been under house arrest. They had been refused permission to leave
the country after their most likely host, Britain, declined to take them in.
Incarcerated near Ekaterinburg in the Urals, they posed little threat to the
Bolshevik regime. During the civil war, none of the White leaders sup-
ported a revival of the monarchy. On July 17, however, the family was
executed in the cellar of the house in which they were staying on the
orders of local Bolshevik leader Yakob Yurovsky. The story of the
execution needs no elaboration, but the grisly nature of the deed con-
tinues to repel. The bodies were doused in gasoline and thrown down a
mineshaft. Back in Moscow, Lenin and Sverdlov denied all responsibility.
One Bolshevik who regretted the executions was Trotsky, who would
have preferred to put the former Tsar on trial, while taking on the role of
prosecutor in a dramatic public spectacle. Lenin had no time for such
notions. The royal family had been eliminated with the ruthlessness that
became typical of the secret police. Arguably the former Tsar might have
been seen as an unacceptable symbol of the past. The same argument
could hardly be applied to his family, and less still to its bodyguards and
servants. Nevertheless, every member of the Romanov family in Soviet
Russia was hunted down and executed. 

On September 3, two events provided some justification for the increased
vigilance. In Petrograd, a student member of the SRs assassinated Moisey
Uritsky, the Chairman of the Petrograd Cheka. In Moscow on the same
day, Lenin was to address two meetings. After the second speech, a young
Anarchist – also affiliated at one time to the SRs – named Fanya Kaplan
shot him twice, leaving the Bolshevik leader badly wounded. Lenin
refused hospitalization, fearing he might be poisoned by hostile doctors,
and was tended at home. The two events do not appear to have been
linked. They did, nonetheless, lead to two changes in Russia. First, Lenin
became well known to the Soviet public for the first time. The Bolsheviks
put a lot of publicity into the threat to a leader who before this had been
able to walk down many Moscow streets unrecognized by passers-by.
Second, the events led to organized terror. Hundreds of people were
rounded up and executed as a result of the shootings. In Petrograd, some
500 people were shot, including a number of officials prominent in the
tsarist period, and the police chief Petrovsky proclaimed a new period of
state terror on September 2. The Left SRs, Anarchists, and the British and
French embassies were implicated in counter-revolutionary plots to over-
throw Lenin, Trotsky, and other leading Bolsheviks. (Hitherto, only the
German Embassy had been openly involved in political intrigue, but
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Bruce Lockhart, the British unofficial representative, was widely believed
by the authorities to be involved in espionage.) The Mensheviks, fearing
for their lives, proclaimed their loyalty to the Soviet government.

THE START OF WAR COMMUNISM

In 1918, the Bolshevik regime launched an economic program known as
War Communism, a system of extreme state control and nationalization
of industry, accompanied by forced requisition of grain from the peas-
ants. In some respects the system represented ideological Bolshevism in
operation, but Soviet sources claimed the new authorities had little
choice over the policy adopted. The land issue was a sensitive question,
and one on which the Bolsheviks could find little common ground with
their temporary partners, the Left SRs. However, as Russia was a peasant
country, the Bolsheviks could not afford to ignore the land question.
Lenin in 1917 was happy to agree to the peasant demand for land. There
was little responsibility involved, and for the most part, the peasants were
quick to take control of the estates of the former landowners once an
opportunity arose. Early in 1918, the Bolsheviks established norms for
usage of land. The peasants now began to demand the distribution of the
lands of the better-off farmers and the enclosed farmsteads that had been
formed after the Stolypin reforms. The Bolsheviks for their part preferred
to transfer these lands to newly established state farms (sovkhozy), the
ideal form of state control in the countryside. Elsewhere some artels and
communes were formed, but the process was a slow one, embracing only
a small percentage of peasant households. Grain prices had been fixed in
the time of the Provisional Government, and the Bolsheviks also adhered
to the same pattern of commodity exchange, whereby industrial goods
could be exchanged for agricultural. The difficulty with such a program
was the lack of industrial goods in the early years of Bolshevik power;
there was little incentive for the peasant to provide grain. Instead, many
individual peasant farms simply sowed less, and this policy led to a criti-
cal situation as the political tensions in Russia mounted with the out-
break of civil war.

Those observers who sympathized with the Soviet Union tended to place
emphasis on the necessity of grain collections during civil war con-
ditions. E.H. Carr, the noted British historian, believed that the civil war
made it a “matter of life and death.” The question, however, is which
came first – the assault on the countryside or the beginnings of civil con-
flict? The Bolsheviks maintained that kulaks had taken over grain supply
and were unwilling to release it to the state, and moreover, that foreign
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imperialist powers were supporting such action. The German occupation
of Ukraine exacerbated the crisis. By April 1918, the daily allowance of
bread in Moscow was 100 grams; in Petrograd it was only 50. The
Bolsheviks believed that starvation would bring about the fall of the
Soviet regime. The result was the establishment of a “food dictatorship”
in May 1918, when extraordinary powers were given to the People’s
Commissariat of Food Supply. To this body the Bolsheviks transferred all
authority for state purchase of grain at fixed prices. If the peasants were
unwilling to relinquish the grain, the authorities would requisition it by
force. On paper, they would requisition grain from the kulaks, though in
practice there was often little distinction made between the kulaks and
the middle peasants.

Evidence suggests that the class war in the countryside was fomented by
Lenin and his party. The squads of workers formed an alliance with the
Committees of the Poor (Kombedy), depicted as the natural allies of the
Bolshevik regime. The grain collected from the peasants – the surplus –
was to be used for the army and to feed the towns. In the atmosphere of
conflict, the peasants often tried to conceal the grain. In these cases, the
Bolshevik forces often took the entire surplus, leaving the peasant with
barely enough on which to subsist. In Soviet parlance, it was a war
against an internal enemy, and it was the first time that Bolshevik policy
toward the peasantry took a clearly hostile line. Their supporters in the
villages suffered heavily from peasant assaults, and much of Russia was in
a state of uprising. However, the Left SR uprising, initiated partly in
response to such policies, came only in July 1918 with the assassination
of German ambassador Mirbach. Up to then a semblance of unity existed
within the government. Thus one should see War Communism as the
application of pure Bolshevik ideology rather than a response to the
growth of kulak power, or the obstinacy of richer farms in refusing to give
up surplus grain to the state. 

THE START OF THE CIVIL WAR

The Russian army had been in a state of mutiny since late 1916, but it
had never formally been disbanded. It had twice been asked to embark
on new offensives during the last two years of Russian participation in
the First World War. Though it had begun to disintegrate in the spring of
1917, especially after Order No. 1, the army remained in place because of
the justifiable fear of a foreign invasion. On January 28, 1918, a govern-
ment decree announced the formation of a new force, the Red Army.
Trotsky, the Commissar for War, intended at first to form the new
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“worker-peasant” army on a volunteer basis. The recruits had to be Soviet
citizens over the age of 18, who could receive support from either a trade
union or army committee, and sign up for three months. They would
receive a regular salary and be provided with food, but in the vast
majority of cases no uniform. Under the harsh conditions prevailing in
early 1918 these incentives were enough for a mass movement to the new
army. Before long, more than 100,000 volunteers had joined the
makeshift force that operated according to committees, did not recognize
officers, rarely had weapons, and consisted of inexperienced and raw
recruits. Such an army could not fulfill any of the considerable tasks
Trotsky anticipated. It was unlikely that it could stand up to even a par-
tial assault by one of the European armies that had fought in the war. By
April, Trotsky had realized that a viable army would need the services of
former officers in the tsarist and Provisional Government armies.
Discipline would have to be restored, and this could be done only by
reviving many traditions, such as an officer caste, saluting, and the
prompt fulfillment of orders. But how was the old officer class to be per-
suaded to join the new army?

The answer was to hold families of former officers hostage. Those who
did not volunteer would be given menial and burdensome manual labor.
Gradually the Red Army began to take shape. On May 29 a new decree
stipulated that all citizens were required for duty in the Red Army, except
those unworthy because of their “moral qualities.” As early as May, it
seemed a new army would be required urgently. On March 6 to 8 British
troops had landed at Murmansk and Arkhangelsk to safeguard their sup-
plies of military goods, which they had placed at the disposal of the
Russians in 1916–1917. There was no immediate indication that the
landings were hostile to the Bolshevik government. Before long, how-
ever, these troops were joined by French and American units. By the
beginning of August there were further landings at Arkhangelsk. Among
signs of more sustained opposition to the Bolsheviks had been the for-
mation of the Voluntary Army of the Don on November 2, 1917. Several
generals had escaped from loose captivity, including Kornilov and Anton
Denikin, but their initial intention was to form a new army to continue
the patriotic conflict with the Germans. By the spring of 1918, generals
Alekseev, Kornilov, and Denikin had joined forces in the regions of the
Don and the Kuban. Officers fleeing from Trotsky’s enforced recruitment
made their way eastward to the Urals and Siberia, ready to lead any
future campaign against the Bolsheviks. On January 19, 1918, the
Russian Patriarch Tikhon had condemned the Bolshevik regime. Towards
the end of the month Germans had recognized an independent Ukraine.
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Further conflict seemed inevitable. On April 5, the Japanese army occu-
pied Vladivostok, clearly intent on further encroachment on Russian ter-
ritory. American forces reluctantly began to disembark there several
weeks later.

The Allies, recognizing that the Bolsheviks would have to be removed
from power before Russia returned to the Entente, began a half-hearted
attempt to build up forces in support of the White armies. Eventually
they decided to use the services of the Czechoslovak Corps, POWs cap-
tured from the Austro-Hungarian army, who had been formed and
trained as a potential army of the future government of Czechoslovakia.
The Entente had wanted to use this force in the First World War, but first
it had to be taken out of Russia. Trotsky insisted it should be disarmed,
and that it had to travel on the Trans-Siberian railway to the east rather
than take the shorter route to Europe through one of the northern ports.
The Corps did manage to retain some weapons, but skirmishes broke out
as it travelled east – one of them was with a train-load of Hungarian pris-
oners who had stopped as they travelled from the opposite direction. In
the spring of 1918, the Czech Corps was the best-organized military force
in Russia. By May, it had taken control of several towns along the railway,
evidently fearing that its men would be interned in a special camp were
they to surrender to local Bolshevik forces. This coincided with a largely
Bolshevik-created class struggle in many towns and most of the country-
side. The formation of the Committees of the Poor to requisition grain
was perhaps the main factor in the intensification of the conflict. Thus
what was rather a motley band of anti-Bolshevik military leaders soon
acquired the force of a mass movement, swelled by expropriated peas-
ants, merchants, adherents of the Orthodox Church, SRs, and
Mensheviks. Politically these forces often had little in common and they
would find it difficult to get support from sections of the population. 

This opposition group were called “Whites,” perhaps because of the aim
of preserving Holy Russia from the anti-Christ, namely the Bolsheviks.
Anti-Bolshevik uprisings spread across Siberia, where Bolshevik control
had always been nominal. In the summer of 1918 there were anti-gov-
ernment uprisings in Yaroslavl and Ashkhabad. In August, the British
occupied Baku, and Entente troops also arrived in Central Asia. In the
Caucasus, the invaders gradually moved northward, capturing Grozny
after a battle in November 1918. The Whites by this time had occupied
huge tracts of land, larger than that held by the Bolsheviks in the
European part of the country. The first leader of the Voluntary Army was
Kornilov. When he was killed in April 1918, Denikin replaced him.
General P.N. Krasnov was named Ataman of the Great Army of the Don
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in April 1918, and with the help of Cossack troops launched an attack on
Tsaritsyn in mid-August. The Whites occupied towns along major rivers
– on the Volga, for example, they captured Samara, Simbirsk, and Kazan
during the summer. Various anti-Soviet governments were created in
occupied towns (Ufa, Samara, and Omsk being three of the main centers).
On the Volga and in large parts of Siberia, peasants generally supported
the SRs – in Omsk, for example, the SRs had formed a Siberian Provisional
Government. The situation for the Bolsheviks looked desperate. In
September, a Revolutionary Military Council was formed to fight the new
war. Trotsky was its chairman, and I.I. Vatsetis the commander-in-chief of
the Red Army. Trotsky once again took on the main role at a critical time. 

The course of the civil war was determined largely by events in Europe.
Lenin, having broken with the Entente, was not prepared to sever the
treaty made with Germany at Brest-Litovsk. But once the war in Europe
ended on November 11, the situation in Soviet Russia also changed dra-
matically. The Allies became foreign occupiers. Revolution soon broke
out in Germany and Austria-Hungary, as Lenin and Trotsky had pre-
dicted. The great monarchies of Central Europe – the Habsburgs and the
Hohenzollerns – collapsed. The Germans began to evacuate their forces
from occupied regions of the former Russian Empire – the Baltic States,
Ukraine, Belarus, and the Caucasus. Lenin denounced the Brest-Litovsk
treaty on November 13. Several days later, the White forces were reor-
ganized. Admiral A.P. Kolchak, based at Omsk, was designated “Supreme
Ruler of Russia,” and Denikin was his subordinate in the southern part of
Russia. In the north by early 1919, the effective ruler was General E.K.
Miller, even though on paper he was answerable to an SR government.
Entente ships entered the Black Sea and troops were put ashore at major
ports – Novorossiisk, Odesa, and Sevastopol. In Estonia, where the
Bolsheviks managed to take power during November and December
1918, General N.N. Yudenich began to build up his forces. By late 1918
and early 1919, a bitter struggle had developed on (for the Bolsheviks) the
Eastern Front as Kolchak’s forces advanced, sustained by recognition
from the forces of the Entente, who now hoped for a rapid end to the
conflict in Russia.

RED VICTORY

The White forces were unable to coordinate fully their assault on the
Bolsheviks, hindered by geographical and communication difficulties,
although in the spring and early summer of 1919 they appeared close to
success. Kolchak’s great march westward was an impressive military feat
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along a front almost 2,000kms long. In March 1919 his army approached
the Volga River. Izhevsk and Ufa had fallen into his hands. Trotsky fran-
tically began to extend recruitment. Large numbers of Communists and
Komsomol workers were sent to the front. In May, Yudenich attacked
Petrograd. The former capital mobilized all men aged between 18 and 40,
and by June 19, the threat had been dealt with. Yudenich’s forces were
pursued through the Baltic States. Trotsky divided the army of the Eastern
Front into two forces to counter Kolchak – the Northern Group under V.I.
Shorin, and the Southern Group under M.V. Frunze and V.V. Kuibyshev.
Overall command was given to S.S. Kamenev and S.I. Gusev. Trotsky was
able to halt Kolchak’s attack, but felt obliged to divert troops to meet a
threat from the south. Kolchak’s prospects, however, now appeared slim.
Frunze was placed in command of the Eastern Front on July 13, 1919. He
was aided by commanders such as M.N. Tukhachevsky, head of the
Russian 5th Army, which advanced from Central Asia to occupy
Chelyabinsk in late July. 

Bolshevik success was helped by the political tactics of the Whites.
Aristocratic military commanders and the mass of peasants had little in
common; the peasants were generally loyal to the SR cause, but for the
most part were more anxious to sustain their livelihood. Under Kolchak,
the authorities confiscated peasant land, and forced peasants to join the
White Army. Before long peasant revolts against his administration were
common. There was much resentment against “White Terror” – the ready
execution of deserters or those unwilling to take up arms for the White
cause. Kolchak’s aid from the Entente powers also began to decline.
Intervention in the civil war was unpopular in Britain and France, with
both governments needing to deal with the unprecedented costs of the
First World War. By the spring of 1919, the Allies began to pull their
armies out of occupied regions of the Caspian and Black Seas (Odesa,
Sevastopol, and Baku). The northern ports of Murmansk and Arkhangelsk
would be abandoned by September and October. Kolchak was in full
retreat. Early in 1920 he would be captured by the Czech Corps, which,
disillusioned with the protracted conflict, had little hesitation in handing
him over to the Bolsheviks, who executed him in February 1920.
However, in July 1919, the main threat to the Bolsheviks came from
Denikin, who advanced from the south with the goal of capturing
Moscow. He applied a scorched earth policy as his army advanced,
making him unpopular with the peasants in Ukraine.

Denikin’s advance was the most dramatic event in the civil war. The fact
that he was moving through European, rather than remote Asian, terri-
tories accentuated the threat. By the end of June, he controlled much of

THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION, 1917–1921 67

PE3387 ch02.qxd  6/6/02  13:57  Page 67



Ukraine, including the major cities of Kharkiv and Ekaterynoslav, in
addition to Tsaritsyn on the Volga River. On July 3, the White general
ordered an attack on Moscow on three fronts. Lenin issued an appeal “All
for the struggle with Denikin!” The Bolsheviks mobilized all those over
the age of 16. The Whites’ progress was slow, impeded at every stage by
frantic resistance, but it was also relentless. By mid-October Denikin’s
forces were approaching Tula, the last step before the attack on Moscow.
However, Bolshevik organization and resistance were improving. Again,
Denikin’s policies did not help his cause. He was marching, he declared,
“for one and indivisible Russia,” a proclamation that would hardly
endear him to many non-Russians in the former empire (Ukraine, the
Caucasus, and other regions). It was obvious Denikin would support the
return of the landowner. The peasantry had little to gain by supporting
him. Also, despite his slogans, Denikin could not win the backing of
Russian patriots. Instead it was the Bolshevik regime that could appeal to
fellow Russians, to preserve Russia against an army supported and
financed by foreign powers. To many peasants, homegrown Bolsheviks
were preferable to a return of the landowner and foreign occupation (dis-
tant though that prospect may have been in reality). The Bolsheviks’ use
of terror to enforce conscription and deal with deserters and cowards was
not significant – the Whites also used terror as a means of coercion. The
people of Russia were in fact caught in a ruthless conflict with neither
side showing any mercy. There could be no moral crusade against the
Bolsheviks in 1919. 

Through counter-attacks starting in October 1919, the Bolshevik forces
were able to check the advance of Denikin’s army. By January 10, 1920,
Tsaritsyn and Rostov had fallen into Red hands (Stalin, the party leader
on the Southern Front, would claim credit for the former victory).
Budenny’s First Calvary Army and Tukhachevsky’s new Caucasus Front
were also instrumental in turning the tide of the civil war. By January, the
Allies had evacuated the remnants of Denikin’s forces from the Crimea.
One month earlier, the Red forces had virtually destroyed Yudenich’s
army in the northwest region. The British lifted their blockade of Russia
by the end of 1920. Much of Siberia was now in Bolshevik or pro-
Bolshevik partisan hands. Japanese forces still occupied the area around
Lake Baikal, where the remnants of the White Army had congregated.
Bolshevik forces had even occupied Vladivostok in late January 1920.
However, Lenin recognized the difficulty in maintaining control over the
Far East, particularly after the Japanese returned to occupy Vladivostok in
early April 1920. Instead he approved the formation of a buffer state – the
Far Eastern Republic (April 6, 1920) – that would not be linked directly to
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Soviet Russia, but would serve as a means to end Japanese intervention
on Russian soil. In the summer of 1920, Japan agreed to remove its forces
from the Baikal region provided the Bolsheviks did not interfere with the
authority of the Far Eastern Republic. This agreement ended the conflict
in the Russian Far East.

THE WAR WITH THE POLES

Following the end of the First World War, a debate began among the
Western Allies, the Poles, and affected neighboring territories regarding
the precise demarcation lines of the new Polish state. The Polish attack
on territories to the east coincided with the advance of Denikin in the
spring of 1919. The first towns occupied were those in Belarus and on the
Lithuanian border, including Grodno and Wilno (Vilnius), which were
captured between February and April, along with areas of Western
Ukraine. The occupation of Minsk followed in August, but the Poles were
unable to advance further than the Berezina River. In April 1920,
Pilsudski joined forces with the Ukrainians under Symon Petlyura, and by
May 6 the joint armies had occupied Kyiv. The Bolsheviks belatedly rec-
ognized the new danger and began to transfer forces from other fronts to
the west. Two new fronts were formed to combat the Poles – the Western
Front under Tukhachevsky and the Southern Front under A.I. Yegorov.
The Soviet forces, hardened by the civil war, made rapid progress against
the stretched Polish forces. The Red Army reoccupied Kyiv on June 12
and began a rapid advance to the west, facing relatively weak opposition.
By mid-August, the Bolshevik forces were nearing Warsaw. Further south
Budenny’s cavalry reached the western Ukrainian city of L’viv. 

For Lenin and Trotsky an enticing prospect now opened up – the forma-
tion of a Soviet government in Poland that would be the prelude to rev-
olutions in Europe. The nascent Bolshevik regime could thus export
revolution, supported by the working class in the occupied countries.
Poland would be the test case. On July 31, 1920, the Bolsheviks created a
Provisional Revolutionary Committee as the basis of a future Polish gov-
ernment. Among its leaders was Dzerzhinsky, head of the Cheka, along
with another Polish Communist, Yu Marchlewski. Circumstances, how-
ever, did not favor such ambitious plans. The Polish workers were content
to see the restoration of an independent Poland after more than a cen-
tury of subjugation by foreigners. They had no wish to see the arrival of
a new conquering army from the east. Tukhachevsky’s advance had
carried his army well ahead of its supply lines and – perhaps even more
important – it had lost contact with Budenny’s cavalry, which was still
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engaged in operations in Western Ukraine. The gap between the two
Soviet armies allowed the Poles to mount a counter-attack around Lublin.
The Warsaw battle continued from July 30 to August 2, and resulted in a
resounding defeat for Lenin’s army. The Poles, assisted by French military
advisers, threatened to encircle the Soviet forces. Following the recovery
at Warsaw, Polish forces were able to recapture much of Western Ukraine
and Western Belarus. 

Before an armistice was signed on October 12, 1920, the Poles had
advanced beyond the Curzon Line – the line demarcating the proposed
Polish post-First World War border, put forward by British Foreign
Secretary Lord Curzon – putting them in a good bargaining position for
the peace treaty that would eventually be signed in Riga on March 18,
1921. For Soviet Russia, the campaign had been the least successful of the
period of conflict between 1918 and 1921. Poland was able to hold on to
significant territories occupied by Ukrainians, Belarusians, and Jews
(Eastern Poland), in addition to the Wilno region. The three Baltic States
were to gain independence. The Soviet territory once again contracted.
More important, the goal of exporting revolution to the West had now to
be shelved. In any case, the Soviet economy could not cope with the con-
tinuation of the war. Transport was in a deplorable state, affecting the
supply lines, and the army was underfed and underequipped.
Tukhachevsky’s initial success was especially impressive given the state
the Red Army was in. Peasant uprisings had broken out across Russia in
the summer of 1920, the most notable being that in Tambov under the
leadership of A.I. Antonov. Wrangel had used the Polish-Soviet war to
advance from the Crimea. Though the White cause was already lost, he
caused major problems, and proved a more skilled and efficient com-
mander than his predecessors with grander titles. The Bolsheviks set up a
new Southern Front in September 1920, under the command of Frunze
and the Revolutionary Military Council, backed by the First Cavalry
Army. By November 3, Wrangel had been forced back into the Crimea,
where he barricaded himself in at the fortified outpost of Perekop.

Five days later, the Red Army stormed into Crimea and attacked
Wrangel’s stronghold. The remaining Whites were soon overcome. On
November 12, the Bolsheviks took Simferopol; the great prize of
Sevastopol was seized three days later. The British and the French were no
longer prepared to be involved in the fading White cause, but they did
consent to evacuate Wrangel and his troops via the Black Sea. The main
fighting of the civil war was over. In some regions it dragged on, however,
causing a drain on the Soviet state without really threatening its survival.
The Ukrainian anarchist Nestor Makhno led his band on raids through-
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out Ukraine, often switching sides, but by November 1920, with the
Soviet authorities victorious, he turned all his forces on the Bolsheviks.
(Makhno continued fighting until late August 1921, when he fled to
Romania and he and his troops were disarmed. He lived in Poland until
1924 when he was expelled, and spent his later years in Paris.) On
October 25, 1922, Vladivostok came under the control of the Far Eastern
Republic, as the Japanese withdrew their forces. The following month,
however, the republic was merged with the Soviet authority in the Far
East. The war had been devastating, but with the victory Bolshevik power
had at last been secured. Lenin had made few compromises, and had
managed to sustain his state despite the policy of War Communism, the
application of terror and coercion with his army, and without any form
of collaboration with his fellow socialists. In the process, the conflict had
left the country in a deplorable state. Famine spread through much of
central Russia and Ukraine. One estimate is that more than 23 million
people died between 1918 and 1921, more than twice the total number
of casualties on all sides in the First World War.

In the spring of 1921, a mutiny broke out on the battleship Petropavlovsk,
signalling the beginning of the Kronstadt rebellion. The uprising
involved some 14,000 sailors of the Baltic Fleet, along with Kronstadt
workers. The rebels demanded the release of political prisoners, the res-
toration of political freedom and new elections to local Soviets. Kalinin,
the Chairman of the Soviet Executive Committee who had been visiting
Kronstadt, was hustled off the base. On March 2, the insurgents called for
an end to the “regime of commissars.” The Bolsheviks could have reacted
in a variety of ways, but Trotsky, Commissar for War, regarded the upris-
ing as an outright rebellion and demanded that the sailors lay down their
weapons. Only those who surrendered voluntarily would be granted an
amnesty. On March 7, Trotsky ordered Tukhachevsky to occupy the base.
Twice, however, Soviet forces were repelled, and only on March 18 did
Soviet troops succeed in overcoming the resistance. The leaders of the
revolt were executed. The Bolsheviks gained little from this uprising.
Officially the insurgency was blamed on anarchist agitation among the
sailors. It was obvious to Lenin, however, that large segments of the
population had become disaffected with the Bolshevik government.
There could be no clearer warning than the demands of the Kronstadt
sailors, once the most reliable pro-Bolshevik force in the former capital of
Petrograd. Enemies, internal and external, had been overcome. It was
now time to restore the country, both politically and economically.
Ideological Bolshevism had failed. The civil war had been won, at least in
part, through uniting disparate forces to fight foreign occupation –
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Bolshevik propaganda consistently exaggerated the extent of inter-
national commitment to the Whites since it was in the interests of the
government to do so. The Bolsheviks won because they had better lead-
ership, were better organized, and they occupied key centers of industry
and communications in the very heartland of Russia. To many they were
merely the most preferable of several poor alternatives, mainly because
they did not threaten to bring about a return of the landowners or sub-
jugation to a foreign power. 
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3
THE PERIOD OF HOPE – NEP
AND REVIVAL, 1921–1928

THE FORMATION OF THE USSR

The civil war period meant that any early formation of a state embracing
non-Russian republics and regions would be complex. By the end of the
war there were six Soviet socialist republics – the RSFSR, the Ukrainian
SSR, the Belarusian SSR, Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia. In Central
Asia, Bukhara and Khorezmsk had founded people’s soviet republics in
1920, in the latter case comprised mainly of Uzbeks. Lenin’s compromise
Far Eastern Republic also remained in place. The events of the civil war
reached a peak in Ukraine, where governments changed hands several
times, and the Bolsheviks lacked substantial support among the indige-
nous population. In March 1919, the Bolsheviks issued a Constitution of
the Ukrainian SSR, for example, proclaiming the “sovereignty and inde-
pendence” of Ukraine. In February 1919, the fledgling and highly inse-
cure Belarus received a Constitution at the First Belarusian Congress of
Soviets. The three republics of the Caucasus region did not receive a con-
stitution until 1921–1922.

Within the Russian Federation, several autonomous republics and oblasts
(provinces) were formed, including the Bashkir Autonomous Republic in
March 1919, and the Kyrghyz-Kazak, Dagestan, Gorsk, and Tatar
autonomous republics in 1920. In other areas, communes were formed
rather than republics – this applied particularly to long-established
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groups such as the Volga Germans. One can say simply that the Russian
Federation was under construction but that its final form had not been
determined during the civil war period, a time when the entire state
seemed ready to self-destruct into many fragments. For the most part the
Russian regions were not yet ready to give up acquired powers. As early
as the summer of 1919, Kamenev, who was given responsibility for fed-
eration building, proposed to unite several commissariats in the Soviet
republics with the Russian variant, ie, to try to centralize administrative
control. Some agreements were duly made in the spheres of defense,
economic activities, and foreign relations. For the most part, however,
the regions still wanted to exert control over these areas, resulting in fric-
tion with Russia.

With the end of the civil war, the immediate question facing the
Bolshevik leaders was how to form a state that went beyond the terri-
tory of Soviet Russia to include the five smaller republics, the largest and
most desired of which was Ukraine. The Transcaucasian states of
Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, which historically, ethnically, and in
terms of religious persuasion were radically different, were lumped
together in one Transcaucasian SSR. Matters were not made easier by the
fact that the debate over the future entity coincided with Lenin’s first
serious illness. During this time Lenin alternated between periods of
activity and anger at what he perceived as the development of Great
Russian chauvinism in Bolshevik ranks, and times of almost total
incapacitation. The only viable thesis on the national question in
Bolshevik past had been a plea for self-determination of nations penned
by Stalin in 1912, though Lenin clearly had an influence on the final
product.

At the 10th Congress of the Russian Communist Party in March 1921,
Stalin, as the People’s Commissar for Nationality Questions, delivered a
speech in which he glorified the Russian SFSR as the ideal form of a state
union republic. In Stalin’s view, the non-Russian SSRs, together with the
autonomous republics and oblasts, and the communes, had to unite with
a Great Russian state under Bolshevik control. He noted that the process
was already well under way in the period 1918–1920, and thus it was only
necessary for the Bolsheviks to bring the question to its natural fruition.
The idea was the antithesis to the sort of vision that Stalin espoused in
1912, and it reflected in part an emerging Great Russian view that owed
much to the trials of the civil war. At the Congress, G.I. Safarov, a member
of the Turkestan Commission, accused the party of neglecting the
national question, and claimed that the Bolsheviks had already made
many blunders in Central Asia.
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Many Bolsheviks also found Stalin’s views unacceptable, and, after objec-
tions at the Congress, a special commission under V. Kuibyshev was
formed to examine the matter. Implicit in the formation of the com-
mission was the notion that Russia would gain overall control, but the
various components of the new formation would be granted some auton-
omy. Lenin, meanwhile, condemned Stalin’s ideas and supported the for-
mation of a Union state, in which the Russian Federation would not be
accorded any special rights over the other constituent republics. Stalin
and his associates, while obliged to heed Lenin’s views, which were
approved by a Plenum of the Central Committee of the Russian
Communist Party, were at liberty to interpret decisions their own way,
backed by military force and a crude approach to dealing with the com-
plex issues of nationality. 

Such an approach was illustrated in Georgia, where on October 21, 1922,
the entire Central Committee of the republican Communist Party
resigned. The Georgians demanded that they should enter the new
Union state as a separate nation rather than as part of Transcaucasia.
Their main obstacle was Stalin’s associate Sergo Ordzhonikidze, secretary
of the Transcaucasian regional committee, who physically attacked one
of the Georgian leaders. Both Stalin and Ordzhonikidze acted more out-
rageously toward the regional leaders of their own national group than
toward ethnic Russians. Georgia was under the control of a popular
Menshevik government before the arrival of the Red Army in February
1921 and the territory had been “cleansed” of Mensheviks over the fol-
lowing month. The Red Army’s invasion represented little more than an
act of local power grabbing by the Bolsheviks, engineered by Stalin and
Ordzhonikidze, the party’s two leading Bolsheviks of Georgian origin.
The republic was not yet fully pacified, however, and the question of
Georgia continued to trouble Lenin, who was rapidly losing control over
events in the Soviet periphery. 

On December 30, 1922, the 1st Congress of Soviets, comprising delegates
of the four major republics, sanctioned the declaration of a new Union
state, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. The central government in
Moscow gained control over defense, the state budget, state security,
border control, external trade, international representation, and trans-
port. The four republics retained control over internal matters, health-
care, justice, and education. The highest organ of the USSR was declared
to be the All-Union Congress of Soviets, and in the periods when the
Congress was not meeting, the country would be run by the Central
Executive Committee. This consisted of the Council of the Union and the
Council of Nationalities. 
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The new Union was legitimized by the Basic Law (Constitution) of the
USSR, which was approved on January 31, 1924 by the Second All-Union
Congress of Soviets, and issued in two parts. Part one, the declaration
about the formation of the USSR, focussed purely on politics and propa-
ganda. It noted the contrast between capitalism, with its national hos-
tility, colonial plundering, inequality, oppression, pogroms, and
“imperialist aggression and war,” and socialism which, allegedly brought
about the fraternal cooperation and harmony of peoples, in addition to
national equality, peace, and freedom. The second part consisted of an
agreement about the formation of the USSR, which consisted of 11 sec-
tions. Section 2 was the most significant. It declared that the borders of
the USSR were inviolable, and that all residents of the republics of the
Union were eligible for citizenship. However, the republics had the right
to secede from the Union. Section 4 noted that the number of delegates
to the Congress of Soviets would depend on the population of the con-
stituent republics, while the Soviet of Nationalities would be based on
representatives from Union and autonomous republics. Sessions of the
Central Executive Committee had to be held three times a year, and in
the interim, the highest executive authority lay with the Presidium of the
CEC, which consisted of 21 people. 

The formation of the USSR and the first Constitution helped to consoli-
date the process that had begun in November 1917, while allowing the
Russian Federation to take on some of the responsibilities of the former
empire. Initially, there was no clear indication that the new formation
would result in national oppression. The form of republican government
that took shape in the 1920s was embraced by the slogan “National in
form, socialist in content,” and the Union republics were encouraged to
develop their national cultures, and to use their native languages in
schools and in official business. However, from the outset, the problem
with the formation of the USSR and the first USSR Constitution lay with
the development of the party bureaucracy rather than the fiction of a
Soviet form of power. The Constitution (as the Stalin Constitution of
1936) made good reading, but it hardly conveyed the reality of power in
Moscow, and the innate tendency of the post-Lenin party leadership to
amass power in its own hands, initially in the form of a triumvirate, but
ultimately in the single dictatorship of Stalin. The party, not the Soviets,
ruled the Soviet Union and dictated policy. 

The granting of powers to the republics was a masterstroke of Lenin. For
the moment it pacified areas that had little desire to return to rule from
Russia. It could be argued equally that republics like Ukraine and Belarus
were not yet ready for self-rule. Both areas had suffered greatly in the civil

76 MOTHERLAND

PE3387 ch03.qxd  6/6/02  13:58  Page 76



war, as indeed had the territories of the Caucasus. The formation of the
Union followed seven years of more or less constant warfare for Russia,
which had led to the devastation of the economy and mass starvation
among its people. Gradually the USSR expanded, and changes were made
to the benefit of the new national republics. Between 1924 and 1926, for
example, the Belarusian SSR was expanded through the inclusion of ter-
ritories from Russia (from the Vitebsk and Gomel regions), which more
than doubled its population. In 1923–1924, Azerbaijan received two
autonomous regions, Nakhichevan and Nagorno-Karabakh. In 1924, also,
the authorities created an autonomous Moldavian SSR within the com-
position of Ukraine, ostensibly to protect Moldavians from further
encroachments by Romania, which had occupied Bessarabia after the end
of the First World War. Gradually the Soviet domain penetrated Central
Asia too, as a result of which two new union republics were created by
1925 – Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, along with autonomous
Tadzhikistan within Uzbek territory. 

Elsewhere in this region, Soviet power had been established in the
Kyrghyz-Kazak region by March 1918, which was declared an
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR) on August 26, 1920. By
October 27, 1924, the area had been greatly expanded through the
addition of lands from the Kyrghyz-Kazak part of Turkestan. The popu-
lation of the ASSR thus rose to more than five million. The capital of the
republic, originally Orenburg, became Ak-Mechet at this time, and by the
following February it had switched again, this time to Kzyl-Orda. In
April, the ASSR was officially renamed the Kazakh ASSR and by 1929 its
capital had been transferred to Alma-Ata, where it was to remain until
the end of the Soviet period. Between 1936 and 1938, the ASSR was trans-
formed into the Kazakhstan SSR, which became in area the second largest
of the Union republics. In similar fashion, Tadzhikistan, which had been
part of Uzbekistan until 1929, acquired status as a Union republic in
1929; and Kirghizia became an autonomous part of the Russian
Federation in 1929, and a Union republic by 1936. Meanwhile, the
Transcaucasian SSR divided into its three constituent parts – the republics
of Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia. Before the the Second World War,
11 Union republics had been formed (later Moldavia would be appended
to Bessarabia as the Moldavian SSR, and the three Baltic States annexed
in 1939–1940). The formation of the Soviet Union in its final form was
thus a haphazard affair, often undertaken without regard for the sensi-
tivity of borders with occasional isolation of ethnic groups from their tit-
ular territories.
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THE START OF THE NEW ECONOMIC POLICY

The system of War Communism had necessitated state control over most
of the industry of the country. Nationalization had been carried out on
large, moderate-sized factories, and even many smaller ones. By the end
of 1920, all enterprises that employed more than five people had been
nationalized and over 60 percent of these factories had officially insti-
tuted “workers’ control.” The Bolsheviks had been woefully short of
cadres with sufficient skill and experience to operate the factories and
consequently had called on the services of former non-working class
specialists for such tasks. Under War Communism – and particularly
under civil war conditions – industrial output in Russia dropped sharply.
Periodically, many factories fell into the hands of the White forces, par-
ticularly in the oldest industrial region of Ukraine, where the Donbas
supplied vital fuel and raw material. However, in the territory that had
remained most firmly under Bolshevik control – the center of European
Russia with Moscow as the focal point – industry began to grow once
again in wartime conditions. Working conditions in the period of War
Communism were harsh. Everyone over the age of 14 had to work, and
the working day was constantly increased to meet production needs. 

In the rural areas, the Bolshevik encouragement of class warfare through
the Committees of Poor Peasants resulted in the dismantling of the
remaining large estates and the severe reduction of peasant farms in the
more affluent (kulak) category. Thus the proportion of kulak farms had
been reduced from about 15 percent of all households in 1917 to around
5 percent by the end of the civil war period. War Communism had also
seen the first experiments in communal farming, though without any
one form of socialist agriculture prevailing. There were “artels,” com-
munes, TOZ (Associations for the Joint Cultivation of Land), etc, but they
constituted a meager proportion of all farms and added very little to the
material base of the Soviet village. The concept of collective farms was
generally supported by the Bolsheviks but the earlier experiments hardly
augured well for the future. Most villages saw a substantial fall in food
products in the period 1918–1920, and particularly of bread. The peas-
ants could hardly develop collective farming skills while the country was
in a state of war, and also at a time when the farms lacked any kind of
mechanical base. Lenin had noted at the 8th Party Congress that once
the farms could be provided with 10,000 tractors, then Russian peasants
might support socialized agriculture. 

Of all the policies pursued by the Bolsheviks in the countryside, that of
grain requisitioning was the most unpopular and bound to alienate the
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most peasants. Initially, from the time that the Bolsheviks had merged
the Congress of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies with the Congress of
Peasants’ Deputies in January 1918, the regime had espoused an official
union of the workers and the peasants. Under War Communism, this
union took on a more militant and radical hue, as the Bolsheviks
officially linked themselves with the poorer peasants in a contrived con-
flict against their richer brethren, the kulak. The middle peasant was also
expected to join in this struggle on the government side, though often
kulak divisions of estates and the general impoverishment blurred the
distinctions in the countryside (insofar as they were ever really evident).
The policy was a disaster, and the majority of the peasants were alienated
from a regime that they had at best tolerated, or regarded as the least of
several evils – generally because the Bolsheviks, unlike the Whites, never
threatened to bring back the landowners. 

In early 1921, several delegations from the villages came to Moscow to
request that Lenin’s government change its policies. There is no clear
consensus about when Lenin decided to embrace the New Economic
Policy, though the idea had been discussed as early as 1918. During the
late 1980s, the Gorbachev regime frequently maintained that the the NEP
was the natural policy of Lenin once the civil war was over. On the other
hand, the NEP seems to have been as much a matter of necessity as ideol-
ogy. It was essential to give the peasants some incentive to provide food
for the country. Grain requisitions had to be stopped and replaced with a
more appropriate system. The 10th Party Congress took place as the
revolt of the Kronstadt sailors reached a climax, and there could be no
better example of how a group that had wholeheartedly embraced the
causes of October had become totally disillusioned with the bureaucratic
and harsh leadership that now emanated from Moscow. The Congress
therefore decided on a switch to the NEP, and the replacement of grain
requisitions by a flat tax. This turned out to be much more lenient in the
reservation of grain supplies to the state, lowering the peasant quota from
423 million poods to 240 million (one pood is equivalent to 16.38 kilo-
grams), after which the peasant was free to do with surplus grain as he
liked. Once administered, the tax could not be raised.

Though the 10th Congress introduced the NEP, one cannot say that its
formulation and goals were complete. Lenin did not even use the words
“New Economic Policy” at the time. Moreover, there are other aspects of
this same Congress that suggest the party was tightening rather than
relaxing its grip on the country. It accepted decrees on ending party fac-
tionalism; for example, it condemned the platform of the Workers’
Opposition (particularly on the need for an independent movement of
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Trade Unions), and it condemned what it termed “anarcho-syndicalist”
deviations. It was to this Congress that Stalin was to refer when citing the
need for party unity. Thus what had been introduced by Lenin was
described not as something new, but as a “tactical retreat,” a period of
recovery for the country, and an end to the conflict in the villages. For
the time being old and new systems had to work together – small-scale
capitalism returned to the village. No doubt, in Lenin’s view, a socialist
state would eventually emerge triumphant from the brief experiment of
two systems working parallel to each other. But the timing of this success
remained uncertain.

What were the goals of the NEP? In the first place, the key areas of gov-
ernment were to remain under the firm control of the party. The govern-
ment was also to maintain control over the “commanding heights” of the
economy – heavy industry, banks, transport, and foreign trade. The peas-
ant-worker union heralded in early 1918 was to return. At the same time,
the Bolshevik leaders needed to take steps to endear their regime to the
mass of peasantry. There were several possible ways to do this, but the
first step was clearly to try to eliminate illiteracy, and in so doing ensure
that the peasants were subjected to a daily round of Bolshevik propa-
ganda. In short, Bolshevik newspapers, agitators, and party officials had
an opportunity to engender a new source of support while carrying out a
progressive reform, the elimination of illiteracy. 

The introduction of the NEP was made more difficult by a major famine
that occurred in many regions of Russia and Ukraine in 1921. It affected
the population of 22 districts and an estimated 23 million people may
have died from hunger. The famine encompassed the Volga region, the
southern part of the Urals, and areas of Ukraine that had seen several
armies engaged in bitter conflict which deprived the land of its sown
area, leading to disastrous harvests. The regime’s grain requisitioning
policies also played a role, and the famine was the natural end product of
War Communism, a signal that this system had manifestly failed. In
August 1921, Soviet Russia signed an agreement with the United States
for famine relief, through an Administrative Aid program. The govern-
ment also set up a relief commission under Kalinin, though its efforts
were relatively negligible. However, by 1922, Russian harvests had begun
to improve. 

Under the NEP, it was anticipated that the peasant and the urban worker
would embark on a natural exchange of goods on a non-monetary
system. Each would satisfy the other’s need for products in a comp-
lementary fashion. The problem for the peasants was the noted lack of
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attractive or necessary goods being produced by the factories at this time.
The conditions of Russian towns in 1921 saw a mass exodus of the urban
population to the countryside. The government was forced to close fac-
tories or to lease them to foreign companies. Those that could survive
were merged into larger groups, or trusts, and workers received their
wages in cash. The Soviet government wanted to control the economic
recovery of the country, and had already formed a State Planning
Commission (Gosplan) in February 1922. On the other hand, it was
always likely that agriculture would recover slowly, whereas the tempo of
industrial development – which had been rapid before the outbreak of
the First World War – would be considerably faster. The question for the
government was how to control a constant “scissors crisis” in pricing,
whereby agricultural goods would be sold to the towns at prices that the
sellers, the peasants, considered to be unreasonably low.

The NEP, nevertheless, permitted the recovery of agriculture. In sown area
and production of livestock the prewar totals had been surpassed by
1927. The chief supporter of the NEP, Nikolay Bukharin, gave a speech to
peasants in the spring of 1925, in which he assured them that the poli-
cies of War Communism would not return. Instead, he declared, they
should “enrich themselves.” Bukharin believed in a gradual route to
socialism, using profits from agriculture to fund a very slow industrial
build-up. This policy did not meet favor among the more ideological
Bolsheviks, such as Evgeny Preobrazhensky or indeed Trotsky, now
engaged in a power struggle with Stalin and the members of the triumvi-
rate. The Bolsheviks, after all, relied for their mandate on the proletariat.
The NEP in many ways favored the peasant. While the amount of bread
reaching the towns was now considerably better than before, it hardly
met the needs of the population. 

The NEP period was a time of revival, but it also saw the emergence of
acute social problems, especially in the urban centers. Unemployment
was a key factor, embracing around 1.5 million workers. Wages were low,
and did not even approach the prewar level. Housing was an acute prob-
lem, as thousands of workers were forced to live in barrack-like huts with
few amenities. When the workers did go to the factories, they were faced
with old and dilapidated equipment that frequently broke down.
Accidents led to a high death rate. More familiar urban problems
returned in the relatively tolerant atmosphere in Russian cities of the
1920s – a high crime rate and prostitution among them. The figure of the
“Nepman” (a trader during the New Economic Policy) appeared in the
towns, while small farmers re-emerged in the countryside. Bukharin’s
slow route to socialism seemed to the more idealistic Bolshevik leaders
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less of a compromise than a return to small-scale capitalism and bour-
geois habits. Though the situation was much improved since 1921, the
population remained on a sparse ration of bread and potatoes. By the
mid-1920s, therefore, the NEP had brought about the economic revival of
the country without ensuring rapid growth. The differentiation in prices
for industrial and agricultural goods caused considerable concern. The
low purchase prices for basic peasant products, in the view of the regime,
limited incentives in the village to produce more of a surplus.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF A SOVIET BUREAUCRACY

The years of the revolution and civil war had been remarkable for the
degree of popular activity and civic life. In those extraordinary times, the
role of the “masses” on the streets of Petrograd and then Moscow had
appeared to take on a momentum of its own. Following the Red Terror
and the bleak period of civil war, the regime developed a duality whereby
the official organs of authority, the Soviets, were gradually deprived of
power, and instruments within the party came to the fore. What Trotsky
had feared when the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party split into
two factions in 1903 became a reality – a growing bureaucratic structure
that developed into a dictatorship not of the working class, but of the
party leadership and ultimately one man. The conditions of terror
applied by the summer of 1918 were a factor in this development. During
that period it became all too easy to circumvent the normal legal pro-
cesses, and to deal with suspected criminals or counter-revolutionaries
with tribunals and “kangaroo” courts. The first Soviet prime minister, the
noted administrator Yakob Sverdlov, died in 1919 and was replaced by
the more placid and passive M.I. Kalinin, a man who remained promi-
nent in the Soviet system until his death in 1946 without leaving upon
it a discernible stamp. The government faded into the background while
the party organization came to the fore. The various organizations that
had developed since the revolution – trade unions, cooperatives, and
others – were subordinated to the control of the party.

As the party took control of most facets of life in Russia, it exhibited a
general intolerance of old institutions and rival political parties. One of
the ambiguities of the 1920s was the contrast between the relative liber-
ties of the Union republics and the narrowness of the political spectrum
in Moscow. During the period, publicly, the party leadership tried to
demonstrate the unity demanded by Lenin in March 1921. This cohesion
was a facade masking an acute power struggle that was taking place at the
center, and over which Lenin could wield little control once weakened by
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illness. However, it was Lenin who prepared the groundwork. By the
spring of 1922 he had already turned on the Russian Orthodox Church
and informed members of the Politburo that it was time for a ruthless
struggle against an institution that had been deprived of political power
for more than 200 years. The goals were twofold – to obtain for the state
the assets of the church, and second, to ensure that the church did not
become a focal point for opposition to the regime.

Lenin had long remained critical of rival socialist parties, and by 1922 he
had redirected his attacks from his former unwillingness to share power
with them, to accusations that the Mensheviks and Social
Revolutionaries were counter-revolutionary in outlook. The successor
organization to the Cheka, the GPU, was given the task of undermining
and eventually eliminating all opposition parties, which led to the
demise of the Mensheviks by 1926 and the Social Revolutionaries two
years later. During the same period, the Communist Party structure was
gradually turned into an all-encompassing bureaucracy, whereby the key
posts were assigned from the central party apparatus in Moscow, often on
a very personal basis. Thus reliable workers at the center of the party hier-
archy had their own mirror image at the regional levels, where local
bosses could amass considerable power. Officials were nominated to the
key posts rather than appointed through ability. 

In the past, and especially within the Soviet Union, historians main-
tained that the development of the Soviet bureaucracy was a direct result
of the machinations of Stalin. However, as historians such as Richard
Pipes have demonstrated, it was Lenin who began the process. Whether
matters would have proceeded differently had Lenin remained healthy is
a moot point, but everything that had occurred under Lenin’s leadership
after the takeover of power would suggest that his main goal was cen-
tralization. One can say that the key distinction between the first two
Soviet leaders was less in accumulation of power than in the concept of
the state that had been created. Lenin’s vision was a federal union in
which the working classes of each republic would participate for the good
of the whole. Stalin’s view was a more traditional Russia-dominated struc-
ture that would pursue ultimately Russian national interests. Though it
was generally adorned with socialist slogans and propaganda, Stalin’s
Great Russian view was in place from the early 1920s. 

After Lenin suffered his first stroke in 1922, he began to consider the
question of a successor. The result was his “Letter to the Congress” in late
1922, a document that provided a biting character study of each of the
main party leaders at that time – Zinoviev, Kamenev, Bukharin, Stalin,
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and Trotsky. In the case of the former three figures, it seems unlikely that
Lenin seriously thought they had the ability or wherewithal to lead the
party that he had controlled through his personal influence since 1902.
Zinoviev and Kamenev had shown themselves to be hesitating and even
cowardly at critical moments in 1917. Bukharin had acted rashly during
the crisis of Brest-Litovsk and negotiations with the Germans. He was
regarded in any case as a young theorist, not a potential leader. Trotsky
was a more difficult case, as a relative latecomer to the party and yet a
man who had overshadowed Lenin in both the revolution and the civil
war. Nevertheless, Trotsky had never been a rival for the party leadership.
His arrogance and conceit did not endear him to other long-time party
members and he appeared to be naive when it came to political infight-
ing. Trotsky was perhaps the ideal subordinate for Lenin, believing as he
did in the original vision of a socialist revolution that would spread to
other parts of the world.

Stalin, on the other hand, was a discovery of Lenin, the “marvellous
Georgian” with supreme administrative and organizational abilities. His
early role in the Social Democratic Party had been unspectacular, though
a number of historians have focussed on his possible role as a double
agent. The suspicion reflects Stalin’s closed and enigmatic personality, his
distrust of both friend and foe, and his ability to conceal what views he
had, or to nurture grudges (particularly against Trotsky) over long
periods. Stalin recognized from an early stage the wisdom of supporting
Lenin on various issues – other than the occasions when Lenin was out-
side Russia – often being in a minority when doing so. Lenin’s final years
of illness and the rise of Stalin in 1918–1922 are critical for understand-
ing the Soviet state that was to emerge after Lenin’s death. 

THE RISE OF STALIN

It is not necessary to go into great detail about Stalin’s early life. He has
been the subject of more biographies than Hitler, including a three-
volume psychological portrait by the American scholar Robert C. Tucker;
an intriguing and controversial depiction by the late Soviet military his-
torian Dmitry Volkgonov; and speculative and imaginative narration by
the Russian playwright Edvard Radzinsky. In the years since his death,
Stalin has been vilified inside and outside Russia, while generating a cer-
tain admiration in a number of circles, particularly in his native Georgia.
In several respects, the past is no clearer for the plethora of research;
indeed it is not even certain when Stalin was born (1878 or 1879), though
his place of origin was Gori, or of what parentage (a drunken Georgian
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shoemaker who beat him frequently or a prominent Russian general).
The important aspects of Stalin’s upbringing appear to have been his
dependence on his mother, education at a seminary in Tblisi, and his
conversion to Marxism (or perhaps more accurately to the revolutionary
movement) and eventual allegiance to the Russian Social Democratic
Workers’ Party. His early career as a party operative saw him as an organ-
izer of strikes in Georgia and Azerbaijan in the early years of the century,
as a bank robber, as a leader who was frequently sent for periods of exile
in the Russian north (where he fathered a child with a native woman)
and Siberia. He took Lenin’s side in the great rift with the Mensheviks in
1903, though he was not to meet his leader until 1912. 

What was important during these years was the need for secrecy and sus-
picion. The Bolshevik organization was penetrated thoroughly by the
Okhrana and contained a number of double agents. Stalin’s most famous
portrait is from the file kept on him by the tsarist secret police. Despite
the success of the treatise on the nationality issue, Stalin was not a promi-
nent Bolshevik before 1917, though he was better known than some his-
torians have given him credit for. One can say that he was among the
leaders of the second-rank Bolsheviks, along with Sverdlov, Molotov, and
Sokolnikov, a reliable party worker devoted to the cause, without the
ideological background and cosmopolitanism of Trotsky, the personal
magnetism of Lenin, or the seasoned European training of a Kamenev or
Zinoviev. He appears to have been utterly without scruples, incapable of
strong attachments (he even neglected his mother for years, and his cal-
lous behavior was certainly one of the reasons why his second wife com-
mitted suicide in 1932), a manipulator of men and events with limitless
patience. He was possessed of an innate cunning and intelligence that
made him a superb political in-fighter. Though his speeches and writings
make dull reading, he was able once he came to power to create an image
of himself as an irreproachable, kind, even saintly figure who had taken
on responsibility for all Russians.

Stalin’s appearance was also unlikely to attract undue attention. He was
5 ft 4 in, stocky, and had gray-yellow eyes, a trademark moustache, a face
pockmarked from smallpox in his youth, and one arm longer than the
other. Yet he seems to have had some ideals. He initially changed his sur-
name Djugashvili to that of Koba, a revolutionary hero in 19th century
Georgian folklore, the name by which some of his contemporaries from
that period always addressed him. The name Stalin, or man of steel, was
a better indication of the image he wished to create, and in addition it
complemented the name of Lenin. Like his contemporary and rival
Hitler, he seems to have taken on the mantle of his adopted nation,
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though Georgia had been part of the Russian Empire, whereas Austria
remained outside Germany until the 1930s. It seems an obvious state-
ment that Stalin could not have come to power but for Lenin’s premature
death. On the other hand, even Lenin in his weakened state could not fail
to see that Stalin was amassing extraordinary authority. Stalin benefitted
more than any single figure from the Bolshevik takeover, the weaknesses
of his opponents, and the illness or death, at critical times, of his leader
and rivals, Lenin, Sverdlov, and Trotsky.

Stalin is one of the few leaders of the 20th century who seem to rise above
historical events, but for whom it is hard to discern one overriding goal
other than that of personal power. Is it possible to say that Stalin initiated
the concept of a Soviet Motherland, that he identified the cause of the
Communist Party with that of a Russian homeland? The difficulty is
trying to ascertain at what point he made the transition from the leader
of a revolutionary state with ambitions of world revolution to one with a
vision based on more traditional Russian motives. That Stalin was a rev-
olutionary for good motives or bad is not in doubt. One of his abilities,
however, was to maintain the status quo, to provide an image of a quiet
and hardworking figure without any personal ambitions (prior to Lenin’s
death), or any strong views on the issues debated so fiercely at the time,
such as the virtues of the NEP vis-à-vis a program of mass industrializa-
tion and the forced collectivization of peasant households. This apparent
reticence may have been a result of Stalin’s inability to take part in a dis-
cussion at so high a level, or it may have been that he did not hold strong
personal views, other than a strong animosity toward Trotsky that
eventually became pathological.

Stalin’s one key mistake in the period after the revolution was the per-
sonal insult he rendered to Lenin’s wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, which
caused Lenin to break off relations with him and demand his removal as
General Secretary of the Party in the postscript to his Testament. For some
time this document hung over Stalin like a noose because it undermined
the image he wished to depict, as a faithful follower and interpreter of
Lenin, one without personal ambitions for whom the good of the party
superseded all (an epitaph that might have been reserved for Trotsky in
the 1920s). But Lenin had been severely weakened. As his grasp on the
country slipped, so the real power moved from the hands of the man who
led the party for so long and into the newly created bureaucracy. All
sources agree that within this bureaucracy, the authority of Stalin was
immense, partly because he was one of the few leaders willing to take on
such a heavy administrative load. He was a member of the Politburo, the
Organizational Bureau, and the Secretariat, the key apparatus for decid-
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ing who entered the party, or who was promoted or demoted. Stalin also
directed the Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspectorate (though he did not
remain in this post), and was Commissar for Nationalities. In all these
posts, and especially during the civil war, Stalin’s crude and vindictive
personality frequently emerged. He may not have made many political
errors during these years, but he had a foul temper and offended many
people. He was safe, however, within a party that protected its own and
which maintained a fragile unity during the period of crisis in
1918–1921. Stalin was not expendable, and as such he was able to use his
various positions to take over power from rivals with better credentials as
intellectuals and long-term Bolshevik leaders.

THE DEATH OF LENIN

Lenin became very ill in 1922, though he recovered and returned to work
in October of that year. His last major speeches were written between
October and December 1922, and part of his Testament as late as January
1923, along with his final “Letter to the Congress.” Throughout 1923
Lenin stayed in Gorky, deprived of the power of speech and increasingly
remote from political events. The severity of his illness is evident from
the photographs of that period, which reveal a gaunt figure with pro-
truding eyes and vacant stare. Despite a slight improvement in his health
at the end of the year, Lenin died on January 21, 1924, at the age of 53.
He had become a legendary figure and appears to have been genuinely
popular among Soviet citizens well before it became obligatory to praise
him as a virtual deity. For four days, Muscovites came to pay respects to
Lenin’s corpse, which was placed in the House of Unions. Then on
January 26, the 2nd All-Union Congress of Soviets decreed that hence-
forth January 21 would be commemorated as a day of mourning. It also
decided that Lenin would not be buried, but placed in a mausoleum and
preserved, that a new edition of his works would be published, and that
Petrograd, the city of the revolution, would be renamed Leningrad.

Trotsky was absent for the funeral, recovering from one of his many real
or imagined ailments. Stalin was to use the occasion for a quasi-religious
speech in which he vowed that the party would follow Lenin’s path in
the future. Krupskaya also spoke, as did Voroshilov, Kalinin, and Klara
Zetkin, on behalf of the international Communist movement. Lenin,
who had always been modest in appearance with little time for cere-
monies, would not have approved of the way his corpse was to be used
by those who succeeded him, and initially by a triumvirate of Zinoviev,
Kamenev, and Stalin, united only by the desire to prevent their great rival
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Trotsky from taking over as leader. For a brief time, there seemed to be a
real possibility that, given Lenin’s new eminence, his Testament would
put paid to Stalin’s  political ambitions. For the moment, however,
Stalin’s new allies needed him, and although the contents of Lenin’s
letter were read out before the 13th Congress of the Russian Communist
Party in May 1924, the delegates resolved that, happily in this instance,
Lenin’s fears had been unfounded. There was thus no need to remove
Stalin. This occasion was one of the few on which Stalin might have been
ousted. By remaining silent, Trotsky showed his complete failure to grasp
the political occasion, ostensibly his loyalty to the party remaining
uppermost in his mind. 

However, Trotsky was losing patience with the ruling triumvirate and the
way the Soviet state was moving away from the goals closest to his heart
– the theory of permanent revolution and a socialist uprising in Europe.
His article “New Course,” published in December 1923, advocated tighter
party jurisdiction over the growing Bolshevik apparatus. Then in October
1924, he published an explosive monograph, The Lessons of October, a
fairly vindictive and angry work that ridiculed the role of Zinoviev and
Kamenev in the October Revolution, and also maintained that as the
leader of the Comintern, it had been Zinoviev who was responsible for
the failure of the Communists in Germany. Zinoviev and Kamenev were
now seriously threatened. The former had his power base in Leningrad
where he was head of the party organization, in addition to his promi-
nent, but largely symbolic, role as Chairman of the Comintern.
Kamenev’s power base was Moscow where he also led the city party
organization. In theory his was a powerful position, but his party organ-
ization had supported the cause of the Workers’ Opposition in 1923 and
had subsequently been purged. The new members for the most part owed
their allegiance to Stalin.

Trotsky’s pamphlet paved the way for a bitter power struggle within the
Soviet leadership and became the focus of debate for the remainder of
1924 and during 1925. The Plenum of the party’s Central Committee
denounced the pamphlet and made reference to Trotsky’s Menshevik
past. He was described as an infiltrator among the Bolsheviks who now
sought to revise “Leninism,” a nebulous word that signified only the way
Lenin was interpreted by the triumvirate. A new term of abuse emerged,
namely “Trotskyism,” one that was to be regurgitated over and over
during the 1930s as the worst possible threat to the Soviet regime. In
truth, Trotsky remained highly critical of the government in the 1920s
but was never disloyal to it. In January 1925 he was deprived of his pos-
ition as Commissar of War without a struggle – clearly as the popular
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leader of the army, this position was his one opportunity to make a bid
for power, had he so desired. Either Trotsky did not wish to take such a
drastic step, or he placed party loyalties above all, or he underestimated
the threat to his own position within the hierarchy. 

By April 1925, the 14th Conference of the Russian Communist Party had
accepted a treatise of Stalin on the concept of Socialism in One Country,
one that Trotsky scorned, and even Zinoviev and Kamenev opposed.
There was nothing very original about this document, but it did reflect
the political reality, that revolution outside Russia for the moment had
failed, and thus the Bolshevik-founded state needed to survive without
outside allies. Stalin had advanced himself as a political thinker, as a
potential leader of the country. It was followed by another pamphlet
entitled “On the problems of Leninism” ( January 1926), which pointed
out that Trotsky’s earlier writing demonstrated a lack of faith in the
Russian peasant and his revolutionary élan. In addition, Trotsky had now
shown that he did not have much faith in the Russian proletariat either.
Russians lacked the revolutionary experience of their European counter-
parts, and they were backward both in history and development.
According to the Soviet leadership, Trotsky and his supporters were also
too bound up with theory and dogma, without due regard to the reality
of the situation in Russia. 

The initial plan of the triumvirate appears to have been to overload
Trotsky with meaningless positions that took up much of his time.
Already Trotsky could not go anywhere without being followed by
Stalin’s agents who monitored his every move. He was appointed as
chairman of the Electro-Technical Board, as the head of a Concessions
Committee, and the Scientific-Technical Board of Industry. None of these
positions came with any real power, but they did keep Trotsky busy, and
the idea was to ensure that he had little time for high-level politics.
However, Trotsky seems to have taken an interest in at least some of these
activities. He visited several power stations, for example, which was
enough to concern the authorities that he was involved in some plot to
redeem his authority. By the middle of 1925, Zinoviev and Kamenev were
growing more distant from Stalin. Both were finding that even in their
personal fiefdoms, party members owed their loyalty to Stalin. In
Leningrad, workers were unhappy with the NEP and the concessions
being made to the richer peasants. 

Zinoviev and Kamenev had an ally in Lenin’s widow, Krupskaya. She dis-
approved of the treatment of her late husband’s corpse, and the fact that
the party had not seen fit to follow Lenin’s directions in removing Stalin
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as General Secretary. Based in Leningrad, she grew closer to Zinoviev, the
city party boss, and requested that the Central Committee debate the
concept of Socialism in One Country. Stalin, however, was already too
firmly entrenched and no such discussion took place. At the 14th Party
Congress, held between December 18 and 31, 1925, the opposition made
its position clear, and many of its members anticipated that Trotsky
would make a stand on their behalf. Once again, however, Trotsky
appeared reluctant to get involved in something as distasteful as political
infighting, and remained silent. Either Trotsky had no idea of the force
that Stalin had accumulated, or else he felt he could rely on his repu-
tation and presence to turn delegates his way. 

The Congress was packed with Stalin’s supporters, who heckled Zinoviev
and Kamenev as they tried to air their views. Zinoviev took a bold step by
bringing up Lenin’s Testament and citing his warnings that Stalin would
abuse his power. Kamenev also pointed out the growing autocracy within
the party. But less than two years after Lenin’s death, the figment of tri-
umvirate rule had already ended. The majority of delegates accepted
Stalin’s views, though certainly not all of them. Krupskaya was also given
a hearing, and she criticized the use of Lenin as a cult figure, and the prac-
tice of including quotes from his speeches and writings at every public
occasion. Other speakers felt that it was time to end personal animosities
among the leadership, and praised the past contributions of Trotsky and
Zinoviev. In retrospect, the Congress was the last occasion when the
possibility of unity still existed. Trotsky would never attend another
Congress.

The Congress ended with the removal of Zinoviev from his Leningrad
stronghold. There was little protest, and Stalin sent Sergey Kirov to
Leningrad with the orders to take over all branches and offices of the city
party organization. This was made easier by the fact that Zinoviev had
never been a popular figure, and had been noted for his cruelty and
malice. Kirov, at that time a loyal Stalin supporter, took on the mantle of
First Secretary of the city of Leningrad in January 1926. The alliance
between Zinoviev and Kamenev had continued for years with barely a
hint of any dissension between them. They had been united at first by
their fear of Trotsky and his possible quest for supreme power, and had
seen Stalin as their ally. However, Stalin had in turn become the most
powerful figure in the party through his various positions. Stalin, dis-
missed as a “gray blur” by Trotsky during the revolution, had even elev-
ated himself as a party theorist and the main arbiter of Lenin’s will. The
difficulty for the old Bolshevik leaders lay in their past. For Zinoviev and
Kamenev, it consisted of years of loyalty to Lenin in the wilderness
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period, but also the period in 1917 when they had lacked the will to sup-
port an armed uprising. Trotsky, above all, had revived those memories
with his bitter Lessons of October. But Trotsky had lost some serious bat-
tles almost by default. He was no longer the threat he once appeared to
be. The possibility arose that the three new outsiders in the leadership
might find common cause. The focal point had to be economic policy
and the Stalin leadership’s continued adherence to the NEP and to
Socialism in One Country, long derided by Trotsky as contrary to the
interests of developing socialism.

THE FORMATION OF THE UNITED OPPOSITION

The emergence of the United Opposition was to be the last serious
attempt to unseat Stalin, though its once powerful members were already
seriously weakened by the time of its formation. The Central Committee
held a plenum in April 1926, at which Kamenev, Zinoviev, and Trotsky
were all present. Though Kamenev spoke disparagingly about Trotsky at
the meeting, Trotsky supported an amendment put forward by Kamenev
to Rykov’s proposals on Soviet economic policy. As a result, the former
enemies agreed that it was time to halt the NEP and start on an expan-
sive industrialization program. Once the session was over, Zinoviev,
Kamenev, and Trotsky had a private meeting and formed an alliance,
hoping that Krupskaya would shortly join them. Before the trio could
come up with some sort of program, however, Trotsky once again became
ill and was obliged to go abroad for six weeks. Nevertheless, an opposi-
tion had been formed, and by May some important Bolsheviks had
joined its ranks, such as Antonov-Ovseenko, Radek, and Pyatakov. The
United Opposition demanded a halt to the growing bureaucracy within
the party and a return to the sort of policies espoused during the period
of War Communism.

By July, at a joint Plenum of the Central Committee and the Central
Control Commission, Trotsky announced the “Declaration of the
Thirteen,” which linked both his platform of Permanent Revolution and
a merciless struggle against the kulaks. The plenum rejected the declar-
ation, and in the aftermath removed Zinoviev from the ruling Politburo.
None of the opposition seems to have been willing to undertake a sus-
tained campaign. By October, the United Opposition had issued an apol-
ogy for its indulgence in a factional struggle and declared itself a
supporter of party unity. The October Plenum of the Central Committee
also banished Trotsky and Kamenev from the Politburo and the
Committee told the Comintern that Zinoviev should be replaced as its
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president. The Plenum was followed by the 15th Party Conference, which
dutifully reaffirmed Stalin’s policy of Socialism in One Country. This
maneuver was tantamount to a renewal of faith in the NEP. The rebels
were clearly torn between allegiance to the party of Lenin, and their wish
to remove Stalin and return to what they saw as “ideological normality.”
They did not approve of the “Russian way” that Stalin was treading, or of
the alliance between the working class and the peasantry. Ultimately,
they did not see the power struggle in the same terms as Stalin. The
General Secretary and his then colleagues, such as Bukharin, Rykov, and
Tomsky, the chairman of the Trade Unions, admonished the dissenters,
but always appeared to allow them a route back into the good graces of
the party. This pattern is exemplified by the lengthy debate that occurred
in August 1927 within a joint Plenum of the Central Committee and
Central Control Commission as to whether Trotsky and Zinoviev should
be excluded from the former body. The Plenum criticized their actions
but allowed them a reprieve. Within a month, the 13 main opposition
leaders had openly attacked the Central Committee’s policies in a letter.
And so the struggle continued.

Matters continued in this fashion until the decisive event in the demise
of the United Opposition, namely the 15th Party Congress. Thus at
another joint plenum on October 21–23, 1927, Trotsky and Zinoviev
were expelled from the Central Committee for constantly opposing party
policy. They were also accused of counter-revolutionary activities and set-
ting up an illegal printing press. Trotsky still believed in his power to
move a crowd, and chose as his next occasion for protest, November 7,
1927, the 10th anniversary of the revolution, when he and his support-
ers planned a counter-demonstration in Moscow. Through the OGPU,
Stalin quickly learned of these plans and the protests were inconsequen-
tial. One week later, Trotsky and Zinoviev were expelled from the
Communist Party, a drastic step, while the milder Kamenev was removed
from the Central Committee. The Party Congress in December confirmed
these actions and issued a decree “On the Opposition.” This stated that
the dissidents had become open enemies of Soviet authority and had
adopted Menshevik and counter-revolutionary attitudes. Seventy-five
more people were expelled from the party, including Kamenev, Radek,
Rakovsky, and Pyatakov.

By early 1928, the “rebels” had been thoroughly defeated. Trotsky was
not to be forgiven. In mid-January he was sent into exile in Kazakhstan,
and several other prominent colleagues were removed from the capital,
including Radek and Rakovsky. Zinoviev and Kamenev were permitted to
stay at the price of confessing their sins on the pages of Pravda. For the
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present it appeared that they might find a way back into the good graces
of Stalin. Trotsky’s long and often half-hearted struggle against the wiles
of Stalin ended when he left for Turkey in January 1929 from his native
port of Odesa, along with his wife and older son. Just before his departure
he had called on world Communists to struggle against Stalin. Trotsky’s
name would become an anathema in Soviet propaganda. His role in the
revolution was not merely forgotten; rather it was erased from the pages
of history, along with his photograph. The difference between the two
men lay more in personality than in program; indeed Stalin was shortly
to adopt policies long advocated by Trotsky. The two contemporaries
embodied different versions of the Bolshevik revolutionary – the one an
eloquent intellectual, a visionary who was persuaded by the will of Lenin
to join the Bolshevik cause; the other a man rooted in the Russian
Empire, who looked at the world in terms of a power struggle, but rarely
in international terms. To Stalin the fate of Communism and the fate of
Russia were closely tied together.

PROPAGANDA, LITERACY, AND EDUCATION

Before Lenin’s death, in 1923, the Soviet authorities conducted a survey
of people in the age group 11–40 and learned that more than 27 million
citizens were functionally illiterate. As a result, a society to eliminate illit-
eracy was created under the chairmanship of Kalinin. First, it focussed on
the urban centers, and permitted workers time during the working day to
learn to read and write. By the mid-1920s, the Soviet regime had suc-
ceeded in reducing levels of illiteracy in the towns, partly through the
auspices of the trade unions. One of the most convenient ways to
enhance the program was through propaganda, and particularly news-
papers. Bolshevik and later Soviet newspapers were relatively crude vehi-
cles, full of slogans and admonitions to the population, with modern-day
scandals substituted by outrageous statements about the threats of
foreign intervention or the machinations of the British in particular. The
date May 5 was declared to be a Day of the Press, as it was also the date
that marked the 10th anniversary of the appearance of Pravda. A host of
newspapers followed in the 1920s, of which the military newspaper
Krasnaya Zvezda and the youth newspaper, Komsomolskaya Pravda,
became the best known.

The format of these newspapers was generally four pages, with the pro-
nouncements of the party (with requisite quotations from Lenin, and
later Stalin) on the front page. They were easy to read and digest, and the
messages were always simple. Before long, the authorities began to
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establish journals, the most important of which was the party’s theoreti-
cal journal, called Bolshevik. By the mid-1920s, about 1,750 journals cir-
culated in the Soviet Union (somewhat more than in the prewar period),
but the 1,100 or so newspapers enjoyed a circulation of about eight mil-
lion, more than double the level of 1913. At first under the Bolsheviks the
network of schools was reduced, though in Lenin’s time the education
system became part of the regime’s propaganda network. In 1921 the
famous Institutes of Red Professors were founded in Moscow and
Leningrad, and the universities focussed their attention on the social sci-
ences, and particularly on courses examining the October Revolution, the
USSR Constitution, and the dictatorship of the proletariat. Around the
same time, the pioneer organization was formed, with the goal of train-
ing young minds from an early age. After Lenin’s death they became the
Lenin Pioneers.

The Bolsheviks made great efforts to ensure that entry into the universi-
ties was weighted in favor of the working class, and the party was given
special tasks to ensure ideological work in these institutions and to strug-
gle against “bourgeois ideology.” In 1918 a Socialist Academy was
created, which focussed on the natural sciences. By 1925, however, the
highest rank was bestowed on the Russian Academy of Sciences, which
was renamed the Academy of Sciences of the USSR. In this same period,
the national republics, particularly Belarus and Ukraine, were allowed to
make substantial gains in education. Ukraine alone, led by Oleksander
Shumsky, the Minister of Education, and encouraged by Stalin’s hench-
man Lazar Kaganovich during his tenure as Ukraine’s First Party Secretary,
boasted 25 universities by the mid-1920s, and the much smaller
Belarusian SSR had three. The process of national development continued
until 1928 when it was abruptly halted. In Ukraine in particular the
movement began to take on a distinct anti-Russian hue as Ukrainians
tried to establish their own identity and historical antecedents.

There was a widening gap, however, between the increasingly rigid cult
of Leninism at the center and the growth of national culture in the
peripheries of the new federation. Though he was not the founder of
such a cult – that honor belongs to Zinoviev and Kamenev – Stalin was
its perpetuator. The party guided the state based on the writings and
speeches of Lenin, and since such works were more notable for their
inconsistencies and contradictions than for a common or even an orig-
inal doctrine, Lenin could be used to justify virtually any policy (other
than a return to a system of the past). Lenin gave the Soviet state a cer-
tain legitimacy, not as a ruthless revolutionary who had advocated
rounding up and shooting several thousand bourgeoisie in order to bring
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the nation to order, but as a kind and saintly figure, wise beyond his
years. In 1923, even before his death, but after he had left the political
scene, an institute was founded with Lenin’s name. A Lenin Library for
the working classes was established, and the second and third edition of
his Collected Works was published. It has been estimated that by
1924–1925, the state publishing house had issued more than 20 million
copies of Lenin’s books and pamphlets. The propagation of Lenin became
an industry in its own right. Vladimir Mayakovsky, the Futurist poet,
wrote a poem entitled “Vladimir Ilich Lenin.”

Soviet literature gradually became organized and centrally directed,
though it was a rather tortuous process. The movement called Proletarian
Culture (Proletkult) predated the October Revolution, but it was a natural
beneficiary of the Bolshevik victory. By 1920 the authorities had agreed
to the creation of literary studios for writers of working class background,
about 80,000 in total. Virtually none of them left any impression. Lenin,
an avid reader of 19th century Russian classics, did not subscribe to the
view that only proletarian literature was of value. In 1920, the People’s
Commissariat for Enlightenment took over control of Proletkult. The fol-
lowing year, the government and several private firms began to publish
literary works on a large scale. The period 1921–1924 is regarded as one
of civil war literature, but it also provided the first works associated with
the Soviet regime. Many of them were romantic, praising the revolution
and its progressive nature. Literary giants such as Aleksandr Blok, Andrey
Bely, and Valery Bryusov all supported the Bolshevik Revolution. Other
adherents included Mayakovsky and the peasant poet Sergey Yesenin.
Few of these figures were to survive the 1930s; many grew disillusioned
with the Soviet system even by the end of the 1920s, but they made a sig-
nificant impact on Soviet culture.

Other groups also abounded alongside Proletkult. One, called Oktyabr,
formed in Moscow in 1922, introduced a new literary journal called Na
Postu (On Guard). The Oktyabr group faithfully supported government
policy, eventually forming several groups of the Association of
Proletarian Writers, with acronyms dependent on their place of abode –
thus the Moscow group became MAPP, the Leningrad group LAPP, and so
forth. In Russia by the late 1920s, the dominant association was the
Russian Association of Proletarian Writers, RAPP, which became quite
powerful, exercising virtual control over literary output in Russia until its
incorporation into the new Union of Writers in 1932. The 1920s were a
relatively liberal period for the arts, and several groups operated outside
the control of the state. One was the Fellow Travellers, authors of non-
worker background, and not linked to state policies, but who did not
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openly oppose Communist doctrine. Many of the most important liter-
ary figures of the 1920s were members of the Fellow Travellers, including
Boris Pilnyak, Aleksey Tolstoy, Isaak Babel, and Ilya Ehrenburg. In
Petrograd, the organization Serapionovy bratya, which began its activities
in February 1921, operated in the same vein. A new group called Pereval
(Mountain Pass) started in Moscow in 1923, and included many party
members who felt that the horizons of literature should remain faithful
to the Soviet worker, but could nonetheless be fairly broad. Its members
included Eduard Bagritsky, a well-known poet, Andrey Platonov, and
Nikolay Zarudin. Writers and poets who were too outspoken, on the
other hand, remained isolated. Into this category fell Anna Akhmatova
and Nadezhda Mandelstam. By the late 1920s, restrictions on Soviet
literature were becoming more apparent, though the Stalin leadership
was inclined to focus first on literary developments in non-Russian
republics, which were perceived as more threatening. 

This early period of Soviet literature saw the influence of several major
writers on a newer generation. Two may be cited here. Boris Pilnyak
(1894–1937) was the predominant prose writer of the early 1920s, par-
ticularly after the appearance of his novel, Goly God (The Naked Year),
which led to a movement known as “Pilnyakism.” Soviet propaganda
extolled Pilnyak as the first of a younger generation of writers to support
the revolution and become a mentor to others. Evgeny Zamyatin
(1884–1937) was already an established writer when the Bolshevik regime
arrived. In Petrograd (Leningrad) in the 1920s he was a father figure to
younger writers, known best for his 1920–1921 novel My (We). Gradually
Zamyatin lost his faith in the Soviet system, and he felt that the vigor of
the revolution had given way to conservatism and reaction. The Serapion
group nurtured an entire generation of talented writers, including
Vsevolod Ivanov, Lev Luntz, Isaak Babel, and Nikolay Tikhonov. Maksim
Gorky, who was already 49 at the time of the Bolshevik Revolution,
watched the new movement from afar. Gorky, who was to become the
leading “official” writer during the period 1933–1936, was a maverick as
far as the Bolsheviks were concerned. From April 1917 he had been the
editor of the newspaper Novaya zhizn, and he had disapproved of the
methods and reasons for the Bolshevik takeover. He opposed the dogma-
tism of Lenin and his censorship of the press. In July 1918, Novaya zhizn
was shut down. That December, however, Gorky became a member of the
Petrograd Soviet, and played a prominent role in establishing the first
worker-peasant university, the Bolshoy Theater and the publishing house
World Literature. To the Bolsheviks, whatever his real views, Gorky was
the best-known Russian literary figure and thus an important symbol for
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their new regime. In October 1921, however, Gorky left the country,
living in Germany, Czechoslovakia, and later Italy. Only in 1933 did he
return permanently to live in Moscow, by which time his dissident past
remained a dangerous impediment to his long-term survival. However, it
was Gorky who was the main force behind the creation of the Union of
Writers of the USSR in August 1934.

SUMMARY

The new personality cult established in the USSR showed that the regime
had taken on a certain pattern, that it was no longer a country in a tran-
sitional period, en route to a pure form of socialism or ideology. The
guidelines had been clearly demarcated. At the center a power struggle
had occurred concomitantly with an intensive debate over the correct
economic path. The victor of the first had been Stalin, allied with the so-
called Right forces in the Politburo – Bukharin, Rykov, and Tomsky.
Trotsky had been defeated, and Kamenev and Zinoviev rendered ineffec-
tive. The second debate had continued throughout the 1920s, with Stalin
remaining in the background, content to support the NEP as long as it
seemed to be yielding results. The relatively tolerant economic policy and
the freedom allowed for national-cultural development of the non-
Russian areas, however, only aroused his suspicion and fear of forces that
might emerge to threaten his personal power. It was time therefore for a
radical change on both those fronts.
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4
THE PERIOD OF CHANGE:
COLLECTIVIZATION,
INDUSTRIALIZATION, AND THE
GREAT PURGE, 1929–1940

INTRODUCTION

After his victory over the Left Opposition, which had made its goals
known publicly, Stalin turned on the supporters of the NEP within the
Politburo before making a radical change in policy direction. The princi-
pal members of what became known as the Right Opposition were
Bukharin; Aleksey Rykov, who had occupied Lenin’s former position as
the Chairman of the Council of Ministers from February 1924 to May
1929; and Mikhail Tomsky, Chairman of the Soviet Trade Unions, who
had headed the Soviet trade union delegation to London in 1924. These
three figures did not pose a serious threat to Stalin and never mounted a
public campaign against him. Between June 26 and July 13, 1930, at the
16th Party Congress, Stalin and his supporters announced that the Right
Opposition had been defeated. Tomsky lost his position in the Politburo,
which now appeared to be packed with Stalin’s closest associates, such as
Voroshilov, Lazar Kaganovich, Kirov, Molotov, and others. For the
moment Rykov retained his seat.

In the late 1920s, worker dissatisfaction with the Soviet leadership began
to manifest itself in several areas, and particularly Donbas. In 1928, there
occurred the so-called Shakhty affair, during which workers and engi-
neers in the Donetsk Basin were accused of gross violations of working
safety, flooding and wrecking coal mines, and other acts of vandalism. A
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trial followed in Moscow in 1929, presided over by a man who was to
become notorious as the State Prosecutor during the great show trials of
the 1930s, Andrey Vyshinsky. Conditions in the mines were without
doubt dangerous, and there may have been isolated attempts to damage
the mines. Corruption and theft of property were rife. On the other hand,
the miners did not pose an overt threat to the regime. They were the first
of many scapegoats for the problems in industry during the Stalin period.
Five of the accused were executed (though 11 had originally been sen-
tenced to death), and the majority received prison sentences of 4–10
years. 

The late 1920s also saw the atmosphere in the country change from one
of relative toleration to one of fear. By 1927, we recall, there appeared to
be an authentic possibility that the Soviet Union would be involved in
another war, most likely with Britain or China. Stalin thrived on periods
of tension when the problems within the country could be attributed to
external enemies seeking to subvert the system. Repeatedly Soviet propa-
ganda declared that the capitalist states would use any opportunity to
overthrown the world’s only Communist state. Already by early 1930,
Stalin had begun to expand the camp administration that became known
as the GULAG (Chief Administration of Camps), which was made subor-
dinate to his secret police, the OGPU. Initially most of these camps were
located in the remote areas of the White Sea region, but soon they would
be set up across the country, and particularly in Siberia and the Far East.
Arrests were soon commonplace, and more specifically the authorities
exposed a number of groups, real and imagined, within the country. In
January 1930, for example, several officers of the tsarist army were placed
under arrest. In July, a Toiling Peasants’ Party was uncovered and declared
to be made up of counter-revolutionary elements, including several well-
known Soviet economists. In Ukraine, another fictitious organization,
the League for the Liberation of Ukraine, was supposedly revealed. In the
fall of 1930, the OGPU announced the discovery of a dangerous espi-
onage organization made up of former landowners, and two former prop-
erty owners from the tsarist period, Professor A.V. Ryazantsev and
General E.S. Karatygin, were shot along with 44 others.

The decade closed with a much publicized trial of industrialists who were
accused of paving the way for foreign intervention in agreement with
Russian emigrés based in Paris. Also in December, Rykov lost his seat in
the Politburo, and Molotov took over his position as Premier – Chairman
of the Council of People’s Commissars. The arrests and trials were minor
compared with what was to follow in the USSR, but they marked a
departure from the tolerance of the earlier 1920s and reflected the
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consolidation of power by Stalin. In December, Stalin celebrated his 50th
birthday, and the event was marked by extravagant pageants and odes to
Stalin in the Soviet media. Though the cult of Lenin started even before
Lenin’s death in January 1924, the cult of Stalin dates from this occasion.
Henceforth, official propaganda overflowed with adulation of Stalin’s per-
sonal attributes. One well-known poet even suggested that the country
should dispense with the official calendar and replace it with a new one
based on Stalin’s birth. Stalin’s wise nature, his feelings for the Soviet
people, and his position as Lenin’s heir were now features of Soviet
propaganda. The entire issue of Pravda was devoted to Stalin on his birth-
day, an attitude that was reminiscent of Russia’s autocratic past, eastern
rather than western in origin, though it has all too frequently been com-
pared with the propaganda for Hitler.

THE DECISION TO COLLECTIVIZE AGRICULTURE

By the time of the 15th Party Conference in 1927, the party leadership
was already developing plans to adopt a Five-Year Plan for the develop-
ment of industry. This move in turn required a guaranteed supply of
grain from the countryside to the towns, to compensate the massive
exodus of workers from rural to urban centers. Theoretically, as people
like Bukharin argued, the policy of NEP might have financed this new
development, had the party believed that the peasants would supply an
adequate amount of grain. But agricultural output had begun to taper off
and did not meet the state’s requirements. Before the revolution, about
half the grain had been produced on the great estates or by kulak farms.
By the late 1920s, however, the structure of the countryside had begun to
change. The peasantry still made up the vast majority of the population
– about 108 million people lived in rural areas and the urban workforce
constituted less than 8 percent of the population. But within the villages,
the NEP period had seen the rapid expansion of the so-called middle
peasant – the serednyak – who now made up about 80 percent of the rural
population. At the same time there were some 21 million poor peasants
(bednyaks) and 5.9 million kulaks (4 percent of the total rural population).
Stolypin’s program of the early part of the century seemed to be coming
to fruition. The revolution, followed by the NEP, had produced a petty
bourgeois village. 

Perhaps the key problem in agriculture was the reluctance of the peasants
to sell grain to the state at low prices. When the harvest was poor, as in
1928, the state authorities had to force some peasant households to sell
grain. The scissors crisis that had developed in 1923 returned in force. In
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the winter of 1927–1928, the government introduced bread rations in the
towns and raised the agricultural taxes of the better-off peasants. Grain
exports, which had been lucrative for the government of Nikolay II, were
by now 20 times less than they had been in 1913. Official propaganda
announced a “grain crisis” and Stalin made an unusual visit to Siberia,
where he informed local peasants that the problems were being caused by
farmers hoarding grain, and in particular the culprits were “kulaks,” the
class enemies of the Soviet state. How accurate this statement was can be
discerned from our earlier observation that kulak farms made up only 4
percent of the total. Was there a campaign by kulaks to hoard grain? The
answer is that many peasants needed the grain to survive. The period had
seen a significant population growth, and peasants were consuming more
of the grain produced than was the case before the war.

The year 1928 marked a turning point in Soviet agriculture. The USSR was
now suffering from a shortage of grain needed to feed the towns and to
supply the Red Army, particularly troops in the Far East on the volatile
border with China. The problem lay not only in the villages, but also in
the towns, which had failed to provide the peasants with useful industrial
goods. There had also, it was alleged, been a certain lack of vigilance by
state organizations and cooperatives, which were fighting with each
other rather than uniting against attempts by kulak farmers to raise the
price of grain. By December 1927, the 15th Party Congress had issued a
decree “Concerning work in the village,” which advocated the develop-
ment of collective farming, to create a socialist basis in agriculture and
ensure the movement of grain to the towns. The peasants were not to be
forced into new farms, but were to be persuaded and enticed, with high
taxes on those who chose to remain as individual farmers. In this same
period Bukharin, the firmest supporter of the NEP, advocated that the
state could buy grain abroad rather than revert to drastic methods of pro-
curement and isolation of the kulaks. His idea was rejected, however. The
regime was ready to return to the sort of class warfare perpetuated in the
period of War Communism. By February 1928, for example, the Central
Committee of the party had instructed local party organizations to find
various methods of waging a class struggle in the village.

Particular attention was paid to alleged speculators whose lands were
confiscated; 75 percent were retained by the state, and the rest distributed
among the poorer peasantry. By the fall of 1929, collectivization of farms
was again under way, but progress was slow. Most of the new farms were
Associations for the Joint Cultivation of Land (TOZ), which permitted the
peasants to retain their draught livestock and agricultural implements. A
much greater transformation, however, was on the horizon, the enforced
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mass collectivization of agriculture that has been described by some
scholars as the second Soviet revolution. It was not literally a revolution
since the goal was to consolidate rather than change the existing gov-
ernment, but it did represent a huge change, and an end to the working
alliance with the peasantry that had permitted economic recovery during
the 1920s. In Stalin’s view, the new class war had to subordinate the peas-
ant to the worker – the key goal was to ensure that the party controlled
the countryside. In order to achieve this aim, the regime had to entice the
middle peasants to join collective farms. Hitherto the farms were weak
affairs since they were comprised of the poorest strata of the population,
precisely those who had nothing to lose by joining. Many of them had
no land or livestock, and since the government was not in a position to
provide machinery to the collective farms, it made little economic sense
to establish them. Again it is worth emphasizing Stalin’s priorities – col-
lectivization was undertaken in order to support and maintain the great
industrialization drive, which in turn was to transform the country from
a backward agricultural nation to an advanced industrial one. Stalin
believed that the USSR was 10 years behind the advanced nations of the
West in industrial development. Not only did it have to bridge this gap,
but it also had to achieve economic self-sufficiency. The atmosphere
created in the country was one of a state of war – enemies were every-
where and being uncovered anew by the secret police. The new directions
in economic policy would eradicate these enemies and strengthen the
country.

MASS COLLECTIVIZATION BEGINS

Mass collectivization began in the summer of 1929 and at a rapid rate.
About 4.3 million peasants had joined kolkhozy by the end of the year,
which comprised about one-fifth of the poor and middle peasant house-
holds. On November 7, 1929, the 12th anniversary of the Bolshevik
Revolution, Stalin published an article in Pravda entitled “The Year of the
Great Transformation.” However, at first the great mass of middle peas-
ants did not give up their property and the regime’s focus was on the key
grain growing regions, such as the Volga region, the Ukrainian steppes,
and the north Caucasus. By the summer of 1929 in these regions, the
authorities declared some villages to be fully collectivized, and by the end
of the year several districts had also completed the process. At the same
time the TOZ, which might be described as a more autonomous form of
organization, was replaced by the artel, whereby land, draught animals,
and equipment became the property of the collective farm, while the
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peasant farmer retained only a small household plot and a few chickens
or rabbits. Not until 1935 did the government formalize this develop-
ment with an official decree that denoted the structure and operation of
the agricultural artel as the principal form of collective farming. 

On January 5, 1930, a Central Committee decree addressed the issue –
“Concerning the tempo of collectivization and means to aid the state
with kolkhoz construction.” The Soviet party and government envisaged
that collectivization would be completed in a very short time in the pri-
ority regions, and as early as the spring of 1931 in the regions on the
Volga and the northern Caucasus. Ukraine, the Central Chernozem
region, then Urals and Siberia would follow by the spring of 1932. It
would not be necessary to attain the same sort of tempo in the other parts
of the country, such as within the vicinity of the major cities of Moscow
and Leningrad, or western and northern Russia until later in the 1930s. It
made sense to focus resources on a few areas, ensure that they were fully
collectivized, and then turn to areas closer to the main industrial centers. 

Such was the determination of the early part of this drive to collective
farms that it was possible for the kulak farms to join the new structures.
It was always difficult for the authorities to differentiate the kulaks from
the middle peasants, and since the priority was to achieve full collec-
tivization in grain-growing regions, then some areas did not deny kulak
farms that had given up their property to the new collective. Stalin him-
self put a stop to this development by issuing a declaration of war on the
kulak at an all-union conference of agrarian Marxists in late December
1929. According to Stalin, the country had moved to the second stage of
the revolution. The first had been the expropriation of the landowner
estates, and the second was the transition to collective farming. The
Soviet Union would become, it was announced, the world’s richest source
of grain, but in doing so, it was essential not merely to remove the kulak
from the collective farms, but to “liquidate [him] as a class.” Why was
this necessary? The response was that the kulaks were allegedly in league
with the international bourgeoisie and supported by internal and exter-
nal enemies. They had entered the collective farms only in order to
destroy them from within. The first task, then, was to expose the kulaks
within the farms and in the regions of full collectivization, to remove
them.

In mid-January, the Politburo set up a special commission under the
chairmanship of Molotov, which made recommendations to the
Politburo regarding the expulsion of kulak households from regions that
had been fully collectivized. This was followed by a Politburo decree of

THE PERIOD OF CHANGE 103

PE3387 ch04.qxd  6/6/02  13:59  Page 103



January 30, which ended leasing of land, hiring of labor, and enforced the
confiscation of kulak property, livestock, residential buildings, and
others. In short, the kulak farms were to be eliminated, though the decree
– cynically – suggested that no more than 3–5 percent of all farms should
be destroyed, ie, precisely the number of estimated kulak farms according
to earlier calculations. Another decree followed on February 1, 1930 –
“Concerning measures to strengthen the socialist reconstruction of agri-
culture in the regions of full collectivization and in the struggle against
the kulak.” This decree obliged the local authorities to transfer all the
lands taken from “kulak households” to the indivisible funds of the
kolkhoz, and thus they could not be leased out. The kulaks were isolated
and deprived of their livelihood. In the meantime, the reliable party
activists and sympathizers descended on the villages like locusts, led by
the 25,000 volunteers selected from about 70,000 urban residents who
wished to take part in the social upheaval.

Despite the figure of 3–5 percent for the number of farms to be destroyed,
this total was soon exceeded. There was no clear definition of a kulak
farm. The peasants themselves might recognize one farm as being wealth-
ier than another, and petty jealousies may have existed, but they did not
think in class terms. The class nature of “dekulakization” was something
external, almost foreign, introduced by townspeople with no links to the
villages. If a farmer had more than one horse or cow, then the more
enthusiastic participants in Stalin’s program would consider him a kulak.
In several regions about one in every six households was deprived of its
possessions and evicted. Once the family had been removed, then fre-
quently the house would be looted of its remaining contents. The speed
of the process ensured that families did not have time to take with them
all their belongings. Those supervising the evictions consisted of various
sectors of local party and government authorities and the outsiders from
the towns – members of the regional executive committee of the Soviet,
representatives of village Soviets, the local party organization (if there
was one), and the Committees of the Poor Peasants, which had been res-
urrected. According to plans worked out within the OGPU, the kulak res-
idences were to be used by the new farms and the village Soviets. 

As for the kulaks themselves, the authorities divided them into three
groups, the smallest of which was the first – counter-revolutionaries or
terrorists who were opposed to the Soviet state and persecuted as crimi-
nals; in some cases they were shot. Others were either transferred to dis-
tant parts of the country, or else moved to administrative regions. The
second and third categories were in theory allowed to retain some pos-
sessions, but in practice local powers did not adhere very closely to these
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conditions. Many lost all their possessions and were sent to remote
regions of the Urals or Siberia, or else to the far north, where they were
employed in chopping down trees for the mining industry. The over-
whelming impression of these events is of a virtual civil war conducted
on a demographic basis. An urban-based party organization uprooted so-
called class enemies while itself taking over the administration of the vil-
lages. The towns sent not only the 25,000, but also other workers to assist
with sowing and harvest, members of the party, Komsomol, and urban
Soviets. The main source of this urban army was the two main Russian
cities, Moscow and Leningrad. Under a decree of January 30, 1930, the
Red Army also had to play a significant role and commit 100,000 soldiers
for work in the villages. The local party organizations were obliged to join
in, despite the fact that in some areas the problems and pain of the
changes were self-evident. 

For the peasants, there was often no resort other than active or passive
protest. Collectivization may have taken some years in its preparation,
but it was introduced with such brutality and haste that there could be
nothing voluntary about it. Unless they were very poor, peasants could
see little advantage in joining the new kolkhozy. The new farms had
almost no equipment and, as it turned out, few animals either, as many
peasants chose to slaughter their own livestock rather than see animals
they had raised transferred to the alien structure of a collective farm.
There was also the matter of subterfuge. By slaughtering their livestock, a
kulak household could render itself instantly an average or even a poor
one. Some households sold off their property and then joined the
kolkhoz. As for the new farms, they were unlikely to be very successful.
The chairman of the kolkhoz was invariably an outsider – perhaps a
member of the Red Army, one of the 25,000, the chairman of the village
Soviet, or someone the party felt it could trust. Rarely did the person
chosen have much experience of farming, let alone of a complex struc-
ture like a kolkhoz. The lack of machinery and animals also deprived the
kolkhoz of any advantage derived from its size. Often the villages estab-
lished “paper kolkhozy,” which existed on paper for the benefit of the
authorities, but soon dissolved after the local activists moved on to the
next region. Victor Kravchenko, a Soviet official at this time, described
the story he was told in Ukraine by a villager:

About 10 houses away from here lived the Vorvans – man, wife,
and one child . . . They were a happy family. They worked hard.
They were good people. Not kulaks – only a couple of horses, a cow,
a pig, a few chickens, like everybody else. No matter how much
they argued with him, he wouldn’t join the collective.
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All his remaining grain was taken away. Again they argued and
threatened. But he wouldn’t budge. “It’s my land,” he kept saying,
“my animals, my house and I won’t give them up to the govern-
ment.” Then people came from the city – the people in charge of
exiling honest folk from their homes. They made a record of his
property and took everything away, down to the last pot and towel,
while the implements and livestock were turned over to the col-
lective.

Vorvan was declared a kulak and a kulak agent and in the evening
they came to arrest him. His wife and boy began to weep and yell
and the man wouldn’t go. So they beat him until he bled all over
and dragged him out of the house, through the mire, all the way
down the street to the village Soviet . . . One of the GPU men
pushed her so hard that she sprawled in the mud, while they
dragged Vorvan off to the cattle cars. Where he is now, only God
knows.” [Victor Kravchenko, I Chose Freedom, pp. 97–98]

Over a period of six months, Stalin and the then premier, Kalinin,
received 90,000 letters of protest about the behavior of the local auth-
orities, and peasant insurgencies broke out across the Soviet Union, in
virtually all the main grain growing regions. Viola argues (Viola, 1998)
that peasants were far more active in their resistance than has often been
surmised, and notes the significant role played by women in the protests.
The chaos caused by the enforced removal of kulaks and creation of col-
lective farms is almost unimaginable. The local authorities may have
been over-zealous. They frequently dispensed with the limited type of
collectivized farm and formed pure Communes, meaning that the peas-
ants did not even retain a cottage or hut of their own. There is also no
doubt that local officials were preoccupied with creating large entities,
which were held ipso facto to be superior to small farms. These giant farms
were simply unworkable in the early 1930s because they lacked machin-
ery. The Stalin regime had not only succeeded in creating a civil conflict
once again, but it had alienated perhaps the majority of the Soviet popu-
lation. Ultimately even Stalin had to pay attention to the new dilemma.
On March 2, 1930, he published in Pravda an article entitled “Dizzy with
Success,” which held that local zealots had placed unwarranted pressure
on the peasants, damaging the voluntary nature of the collective farm
movement. The “little father” thus separated himself from the movement
he had created, a fiction that appeared quite credible to many peasants
who did not associate Stalin with the violence inflicted on the villages.
Measures were to be introduced to put an end to the “distortions.” About
two weeks later Stalin’s comments resulted in a new party decree –
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“About deviations from the party line in the kolkhoz movement.”
Collectivization, it declared, must not be enforced but had to be a vol-
untary process. Most important, the middle peasant, the serednyak, the
largest stratum in the country, had to be pacified and turned into an ally
of the regime.

As a result of Stalin’s article and the decree of March 14, the peasants
deserted the collective farms in droves. The percentage of households col-
lectivized fell from 50 percent in March to just over 21 percent by August
1930. The respite was only temporary. The authorities resorted to pres-
sure rather than physical force, increasing taxation on individual farms
or refusing them credit, and raising obligatory deliveries to the state to
levels beyond the means of most farmers. By September 1931, 60 percent
of peasant households were in collective farms. The results for Soviet
agriculture were little short of disastrous. Because of mass slaughter, the
country suffered the sort of livestock losses hitherto seen only in
wartime. By the summer of 1930, livestock numbers had fallen by 25
percent. One area particularly hard hit was Kazakhstan, where most
farmers were nomadic, but the Communist officials pushed through col-
lectivization without any regard to local customs. There was little incen-
tive for the peasants to stay on the new collective farms. Wages, which
were very low, were paid in kind, making the peasant dependent on the
kolkhoz. After a harvest had been collected, the immediate requirement of
the kolkhoz was to fulfill state grain deliveries, but the prices being offered
for grain and other products was about 10 times lower than the market
level. Many peasants chose to uproot themselves and head for the cities in
a reversal of the situation at the beginning of the 1920s. The Soviet auth-
orities put a stop to this by introducing a passport system for urban resi-
dents in December 1932. Peasants did not receive such passports and thus
were officially as tied to the village as they had been under serfdom.

THE GREAT FAMINE IN UKRAINE

The state purchases of grain and the livestock losses led to acute problems
in several key agricultural areas of the country, particularly in Ukraine,
the Don region, Kazakhstan, and the north Caucasus. The situation was
aggravated by a drought that spread through the Lower Volga, the west-
ern regions of Siberia, and the north Caucasus, and full-scale famine had
occurred in many regions by 1932. The famine reached a crisis in
Ukraine, where, according to studies undertaken by the Ukrainian
demographer Maksudov, a minimum of four million peasants died. On
August 7, 1932, the authorities passed a Law for the Protection of

THE PERIOD OF CHANGE 107

PE3387 ch04.qxd  6/6/02  13:59  Page 107



Socialist Property, which made it a criminal offence to steal even an ear
of grain from the harvest, with a penalty of execution and confiscation
of property, or 10 years in exile. This draconian law was applied most
harshly in Ukraine, where the new passport system prevented the starv-
ing masses from entering the towns, or crossing the internal border into
Russia or Belarus to find food. The famine caused massive loss of life, but
the Soviet regime denied its existence until late 1987, thereby exacerbat-
ing the suffering. These events led to a major scholarly debate about the
cause and consequences of the Ukrainian Famine that has never reached
a consensus.

The debate began some 20 years ago when the Ukrainian Research
Institute at Harvard University commissioned a book on the Ukrainian
Famine, which, after some reservations, was entrusted to the British-born
Sovietologist Robert Conquest, who worked with an assistant, James E.
Mace, who had recently completed a PhD on Ukraine in the 1930s.
Conquest was best known for his book on the 1930s Soviet purges, which
had been published in the mid-1960s. His new book on the Ukraine
Famine, published in 1985, was entitled Harvest of Sorrow, and came out
to general acclaim, but some significant criticisms. Among these were the
fact that the photographs used to depict famine victims were not always
authentic, and several showed victims of the 1921 famine that occurred
in various parts of the former Russian Empire after the civil war. Conquest
had also relied for some of his source material on a book with the dubi-
ous title The Black Deeds of the Kremlin. Given the year that Harvest of
Sorrow was written – 1985 – it could hardly be expected that he would
have had access to Soviet archival material. Indeed, given his past
research, he above all people might have expected to encounter difficul-
ties getting such access. There were also disputes over figures, the number
of victims, and whether too much emphasis was being placed on Ukraine
as opposed to other regions. Kazakhstan, after all, had lost about one-
third of its rural population during the collectivization campaign of
1929–1931.

Concerning the Famine itself, there were several issues that proved hard
to resolve. Some sources – particularly those emanating from the
Ukrainian Diaspora – put the death toll at anywhere between 7 million
and 10 million. The last Soviet census before the Famine had been in
1926. The next, in 1937, had been banned by Stalin and its gatherers had
been purged. Only in 1939 did a new Soviet census appear, and it indi-
cated that the population of the Ukrainian SSR had fallen by more than
3 million since 1926, whereas the population of Russia (RSFSR) had risen
by 16 million over the same period. The key question, however, was what
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the population loss might have been in the banned 1937 census (another
reason for its suppression may have been the extent to which it revealed
continuing adherence to religious beliefs on the part of the population).
In addition, the interim period between the two censuses had seen
upheavals other than the Famine, such as collectivization itself, and the
purges that began on a major scale from 1937 but which had been in
place since 1932 in the local party organizations. To some observers it was
inconceivable that Stalin’s policies could have led to such severe conse-
quences, largely unknown to the rest of the world (other than through
private diplomatic dispatches). The supporters of the Soviet system were
also consistent in their denial. 

In 1987, a Canadian schoolteacher called Douglas Tottle wrote a heavily
politicized book called Fraud, Famine, and Fascism, which purported to
show that the Famine was a myth created by Ukrainian “nationalists”
who wished to divert attention from wartime collaboration between their
members and the German occupiers in Ukraine. However, this book,
which was issued by Progress Publishers, had barely reached bookstore
shelves when Volodymyr Shcherbytsky, Ukraine’s hard-line party leader,
suddenly acknowledged the existence of the Ukrainian Famine in a
speech in December 1987, a relatively early stage of glasnost, especially
in Soviet Ukraine. It was not the first official acknowledgement of the
Famine from a Soviet source, but it was the most important one, since it
signified a dramatic change of policy within the Ukrainian party leader-
ship. Thereafter the emphasis of the debate shifted from the existence of
the Famine to its causes. In the USSR these were years when Gorbachev
had turned on the Stalinist legacy and victims of the period were being
rehabilitated daily in the press. In 1990, an international conference on
the Famine was held in Kyiv, attended by various leading scholars from
the West, such as Mace, and the USSR, such as Ukraine’s Stanislav
Kulchytsky, the leading historian of collectivization in Ukraine. The gen-
eral conclusion was that the Ukrainian Famine was an act of genocide
perpetrated against Ukrainians as a nation rather than a result of Stalin’s
economic policies.

This new theory represented an important change of direction. If the
Famine was an act of genocide, then it represented one of the greatest
crimes of the 20th century, at least in its scale. Mace and Kulchytsky
noted the simultaneous elimination of the Ukrainian cultural elite in this
same period, and the attack on the Ukrainian language and other mani-
festations of what was called “national deviation.” Had Stalin turned on
Ukrainians because they were Ukrainians or because they were predomi-
nantly peasants who farmed the best soil in the USSR? Harvard scholar
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Terry Martin has maintained that the conflict may have arisen from con-
flicting territorial demands between Russia and Ukraine, with both
republics making appeals to the Soviet center in support of their own
claims. The Famine debate was one element in Ukraine’s move to sover-
eignty in 1990, though certainly not the only one. It raises the question
of Stalin’s goals in permitting such a situation to continue. Mark B.
Tauger, an American scholar, has maintained that the 1932 harvest was
not as good as at first thought and has suggested that there was no policy
of deliberate starvation of peasants. Rather economic and climatic con-
ditions had made the situation much worse. Four years later, Tauger,
together with R.W. Davies and S.G. Wheatcroft (Davies, 1995), concluded
that the Soviet grain stocks on the eve of the Famine were much smaller
than previously thought. Though their conclusions do not exempt Stalin
from major responsibility for the Great Famine, they maintain that since
the state was a monopoly supplier of grain to the towns and the army,
had such grain been used to feed the peasants, mass starvation would
have resulted in the towns. Stalin certainly was well informed about the
critical state of affairs in Ukraine and other regions affected by drought.
Therefore, one can at least say that he made a decision not to alleviate the
suffering in 1932–1933. 

One of the difficulties about studying the Ukrainian Famine and its
causes is its obscurity. The Moscow-based correspondents of the Western
media either did not know of its existence, or else chose not to report it
(and this applies to Walter Duranty, Moscow correspondent of The New
York Times), or else their reports were received with incredulity by their
editors at home (as was the case of freelance journalist Malcolm
Muggeridge who visited famine regions without permission in 1932). An
entire generation of Western scholars writing in the 1960s and 1970s
gave barely a passing mention to the Famine, including in some of the
most acclaimed works of the time. They can hardly be blamed for their
lack of knowledge. Various visitors to the USSR in the 1930s were given
guided tours to Potemkin (imaginary) villages, to model collective farms
that had been prepared carefully for the occasion and where food was
plentiful and living conditions far above normal. The reports fed a
domestic public wanting to believe that Stalin was creating a Soviet
utopia that was not affected by crippling events like the Great Depression
in the West. It was almost inconceivable that Stalin was willing to kill
millions of his fellow countrymen and, moreover, the producers of the
food that was to supply the growing urban population.

The existence of the Famine was known to select circles in the West from
a variety of sources. Walter Duranty told the British Embassy privately of
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the scale of the suffering, while declining to publicize it in his articles for
the newspaper. One reason for his negligence (or callousness) may have
been a desire not to offend the Soviet censor, or his elevated position as
the leading and most respected foreign correspondent in Moscow. The
Italians and Americans were also aware of the tragedy through their
embassies. The United States was in the sensitive position of commenc-
ing diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union. It therefore chose to give
the Stalin regime the benefit of the doubt when it claimed that there was
no famine in the country. The Famine represented the end product of a
war against the peasantry that had begun with War Communism in
1918–1921, and had been resurrected and imposed in more violent form
by Stalin in the early 1930s. It was the culmination of the Soviet regime’s
war against the peasantry, which itself constituted an extreme reversal of
the revolutionary populism of the 19th century. The peasant population
represented the essence of the old Russian Empire, its great mass force.
The events of collectivization and its extreme results such as Famine
highlighted the great rupture that had been formed between the Soviet
leadership and the rural population. 

Probably it will take another decade before the debate on the Famine is
resolved in one way or another. The 1937 census has now been revealed
and examined by Western scholars, and indicates that population losses
in Ukraine were indeed higher than suggested by the later census. The
Famine ended in 1934 when the USSR provided relief to the affected
areas. Thus there was no sustained campaign to eliminate peasants of
Ukrainian origin, though the Soviet leadership could always have come
to its senses and recognized the futility of an attempt to destroy a
national group. According to the memoirs of Nikita Khrushchev – which,
it must be said, are not always reliable – Stalin would have deported the
entire Ukrainian nation after the Second World War but for the fact that
it was too large. However, by 1944–1945, the USSR was facing consider-
able opposition from guerrilla movements in the western borderlands,
and the statement, if Stalin really uttered it, would surely have been affec-
ted by the events of the war. In 1932–1933 Stalin may have been con-
cerned about an anti-Moscow cultural and national movement in
Ukraine, but he, along with Kaganovich, was one of its instigators.
Ultimately the Famine likely occurred because of excessive grain requisi-
tions and brutal laws that prevented the producers of the grain from feed-
ing themselves. The farmers and their families were sacrificed for Stalin’s
plans, the needs of the urban workforce, and the appetite of a large army.
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COMPLETION OF COLLECTIVIZATION

The question of machinery was always a priority for Lenin, and so it
proved for Stalin, too. The new collective farmers had to use tractors, har-
vesters, and other equipment for the new farms to operate successfully.
However, the authorities were never willing to allow the peasants to own
such machinery – it had to be hired through organizations known as
Machine-Tractor Stations (MTS), which were usually set up in each rayon
(district) of an oblast. The MTS were a watchdog on the new farms.
During peak activity, the Soviet leadership formed MTS political sections,
made up of reliable personnel, usually from outside the villages, who
were called upon to perform special tasks, such as ensuring the collection
of the harvest or conducting purges of the kolkhozy and the village party
organizations. The MTS political sections were short-lived, and appeared
at three peak periods – in 1933; during the war; and in 1948–1949 when
the leaders decided to enforce mass collectivization in the newly incor-
porated western borderlands. Collectivization in the USSR as a whole was
completed during the years of the Second Five-Year Plan, by which time
there were almost a quarter of a million collective farms in the country,
embracing 93 percent of peasant households.

By 1935, when the Statute of the Agricultural Artel was issued, it indi-
cated that, on paper, the collective farm was an autonomous organization
in which decisions were made by a general meeting, and the farm itself
run by a board of directors that included a chairman, an inspector, and a
chief agronomist. The collective farm was distinct from a larger entity,
the state farm or sovkhoz, which was essentially a Soviet factory in the
countryside and represented for Stalin the optimal form of rural farming.
However, the kolkhoz also had few rights. Peasants were tied to it, paid
for their membership into the indivisible fund and thereafter maintained
a miserable subsistence livelihood without any real incentive to improve
their situation. One of the most poignant aspects of the accounts written
by German troops who came through the Soviet countryside after the
summer of 1941 are the descriptions of the dilapidated farms they found
and the primitive nature of the villages that appeared to them little
changed from medieval times. 

THE START OF INDUSTRIALIZATION

The 1920s had seen some progress toward industrial development,
though in essence this period focussed on traditional industrial centers of
the former Russian Empire, such as the Moscow region and Ukraine.
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Ukraine in particular had seen both reconstruction and the development
of new factories for metallurgy, machine building, iron ore, and the coal
industry. The other regions of the country saw little major development,
though in Azerbaijan the oil industry of Baku had become a key area. In
the Belarusian SSR, the third Slavic republic, agriculture still predomi-
nated, and only forestry and forestry-related industries made much
progress. Clearly by late 1928, the regime had decided to embark on a
radical change of policy. At that time, an all-Union conference was held
to discuss a new state plan, which included scientists and workers in the
economy. By December, Soviet newspapers published figures for the
coming five-year plan. In March 1929, the State Planning Commission –
GOSPLAN – approved two variants of the scheme, an initial stage and an
optimal one, in which figures were about 20 percent higher. Rykov, who
was already falling out of favor, preferred the initial version, but the con-
sensus was to opt for the more ambitious targets.

In March 1929, a meeting of the Collegium of People’s Commissars
decided to select the optimal variant, and approved a final draft on April
23, covering the period from 1928–1929 to 1932–1933. The plan was
linked to the original scheme to electrify the country – the GOELRO – but
it went much further. In May the 5th All-Union Congress of Soviets gave
its assent. It anticipated a capital investment of 64.5 billion roubles, just
over one-third of which was designated for major construction in
industry. This figure represented an increase of more than three times the
previous five years. The five-year plan, according to official propaganda,
intended to transform the country into an industrial powerhouse, along
with collectivized agriculture, and the elimination of illiteracy. The policy
of industrialization was a return to idealized socialism. As an incentive to
the workers, the authorities introduced “socialist competition” in the fac-
tories, by which individual factories or teams of workers were to compete
with each other for high production. Before long the key contests took
place within one workplace. At critical times, emphasis was on shock
work or shock workers, particularly at the end of a month or the end of
an annual plan period. Socialist competition officially got under way in
March 1929 when an appeal by Leningrad workers for national socialist
competition was published.

The 1st Five-Year Plan was undertaken on a grandiose scale. High targets
were set in virtually every sector, and the plan began with a wave of fan-
fare and publicity that permeated all sectors of urban life. The 16th Party
Congress, which took place in June 1930, was referred to as the Congress
for the advance of socialism on all fronts. However, many of the plans
had been initiated at the previous congress. One of the major ideas was
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the creation of a new metallurgical center at Magnitogorsk, known as the
Ural-Kuznetsk Combine. The construction at Magnitogorsk symbolized
the party’s intent to broaden the economic basis of the country, and to
begin industrial development beyond the Ural Mountains in areas that
were rich in resources, but where local conditions were often a formida-
ble obstacle to construction. Bolshevik propaganda stressed that no prob-
lems were too great for Soviet workers to resolve. On the other hand, it is
hard to overcome the perception that the plan was worked out in piece-
meal fashion, with huge problems encountered from the outset. The
timetable was the first casualty. The five-year period was reduced, on
Stalin’s orders, to four years and three months.

Magnitogorsk was representative of the scale of new construction. In year
two of the plan, one of the new developments was a railroad that would
link Western Siberia and Turkestan. On June 17, 1930, a huge tractor fac-
tory at Stalingrad was completed with great ceremony, but unfortunately
it proved incapable of producing any tractors owing to the lack of engine
parts. Other tractor factories were built at Kharkiv in Ukraine, and
Chelyabinsk east of the Ural Mountains. The Rostov factory produced its
first tractor on June 15, 1930. When progress was reviewed at a meeting
of economic workers in 1931, Stalin laid down “six conditions,” which
demanded proper organization of the workforce in the factories, and
above all the abolition of the notion of egalitarian wages. What Stalin
wanted most was the creation of a technical intelligentsia from the Soviet
workers and peasantry and an end to the former reliance on bourgeois or
foreign specialists. It hardly needs to be said that some of these efforts
were crude and shortsighted. However, in many areas of Soviet industry,
the results were quite impressive.

Overall the plan targets were not met, despite the most intensive efforts
by the party. Yet industrial output exceeded the prewar level by 1930, and
was some three times higher by 1932. The country had seen the con-
struction of more than 1,500 new factories, some of which were the
largest in Soviet industry. A hydroelectric power station was built on the
Dnepr River, two giant combines were built in Kuznetsk and
Magnitogorsk, and machine building had developed rapidly. By 1932,
this industrial branch accounted for about one-quarter of Soviet output
compared with less than 7 percent before the First World War. In some
areas, nonetheless, the results were disappointing. The USSR had failed to
meet targets in the important area of ferrous metallurgy and continued
to import metal from abroad. In the coal industry, many mines remained
well below targets. The oil industry fared better at first, but then suffered
a lapse in the later years of the plan. The Soviet planners were unable to
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achieve a significant rise in labor productivity, or to lower significantly
the high cost of production. 

In the early 1930s the Soviet regime still relied heavily on the skills of
foreign engineers, many of whom came voluntarily, thankful to escape the
misery of the Great Depression. By 1931, there were about 5,000 foreign
specialists in the USSR, about 40 percent of which were Americans. The
aim of the Soviet leadership was to develop a skilled homegrown work-
force, but the process was difficult and lengthy. The period of the First
Five-Year Plan saw a mass migration from the countryside to the towns,
creating a new proletariat, but one that was largely unskilled. Most of
these new workers were employed in heavy industry, which was the focal
point of the plan. By 1933, the USSR had a workforce of about 23 million,
more than double the figure of 1925–1926, at the peak of the NEP. About
a quarter of the workers were employed in large factories, and initially
there was a significant migration to the emerging factories in Soviet Asia.
Women also began to enter the labor force in greater numbers than ever
before, and comprised about one million industrial workers in the period
1929–1933. After 1929, the factories never shut down. The employees
worked five days and then took a day off, in a rotational system. Each
worker had his own workbook, with his performance noted in it. The
graded wage system favored by Stalin was introduced in 1934.

The towns became grim and horribly overcrowded. By 1931, the USSR
had eliminated unemployment and had begun to experience labor short-
ages. Accommodation was sparse and generally several families would
share an apartment and bathroom facilities, often growing up together.
Family life became communal, often appearing like a transferral to the
towns of a system familiar in the countryside with the proviso that, in
the villages, space was not at a premium. The collectivism of Soviet life
was made more acute by the rapid industrialization. At first, it did not
seem to matter. Though Soviet propaganda has created myths about the
euphoria of the time, there is little reason to doubt the various accounts
of the high spirits with which many workers approached the new era.
They were building socialism, and moreover at a time when capitalism
appeared to be on the verge of collapse. Though most people lived in
harsh conditions, food was generally scarce, and the rules of the work-
place became increasingly restrictive, many workers believed firmly that
they were creating a better livelihood for their children, and that the
Soviet Union would become the new utopia for workers. These beliefs
were bolstered by official propaganda, and by films and plays, which
played an important role in convincing a workforce with a peasant men-
tality that it was building a new future. 
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The centralized planning system continued with the 2nd Five-Year Plan
of 1933–1937. Just as it was beginning, the 17th Party Congress – called
the Congress of Victors – was held. It followed a major purge of the Soviet
Communist Party apparatus in 1933. That process was a bitter one for
those involved. Victor Kravchenko described how many party members
had no prior warning that they were to be singled out for attention, and
little idea about what the accusations might focus on. Generally the
purges examined family background – whether the accused came from a
bourgeois family, for example, or whether he himself had at one time
been a kulak, whether he had married in a church, or whether any family
members possessed icons. The accused were eventually persuaded to con-
fess their sins, just as Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev had done. The con-
fessions were a familiar part of the later trials, and may have owed
something to the Stalinist style, noted as early as Lenin’s funeral, to
endow public life with a quasi-religious element. By the time of the con-
gress, therefore, the party had been through three great trials – collec-
tivization, with its elimination of the kulak stratum and the famine; the
First Five-Year Plan in industry; and a fundamental purge of the party
that removed some 800,000 members and replaced them with “clean”
proletarians. 

The period of the second plan saw a new emphasis on output, on exceed-
ing work norms in the factories, and raising individual labor productivity.
The authorities were more ingenious than in the frantic period of the first
plan. In early 1935, in the aviation industry, a movement called the
otlichniki (literally, the excellent workers) was born, with workers who
met or exceeded state targets, with products of the highest quality. It was
the forerunner of a movement that was to become much more famous.
On August 31, 1935, a Donbas coal miner called Aleksey Stakhanov
mined 102 tons of coal in a single seven-hour shift at the Tsentralnaya
Irmino coal mine, exceeding the average work norm by 14 times. His feat
sparked a series of record-breaking performances in the coal industry. By
early September, Stakhanov had returned to the coalface to hew an
unlikely 175 tons in a shift, before the totals became more surreal when
another Donbas miner, Nikita Izotov, mined 240 tons of coal in one shift.
The feats were immediately publicized in the local and all-Union press,
and Stakhanov became a national hero. By November, the First All-Union
Conference of Stakhanovites was held, and record-breaking became the
norm for Soviet economic life.

Several comments are work noting about the beginning of the Stakhanov
movement. The conditions in which Stakhanov set his record were
artificial. He was relieved of all tasks other than to hew coal, while his
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comrades took up other parts of his job. Raising the norms was con-
sidered progressive, but it occurred at the expense of the coal mine, as the
miners simply worked available seams, neglecting safety problems.
Furthemore, record-breaking was not particularly popular among all
members of the workforce, whose daily quota was now deemed inade-
quate. By January 1933, Soviet industry operated according to a system of
labor days, namely the amount of time it should normally take to com-
plete a given task. The Stakhanovites made a mockery of such norms and
raised labor days to levels that were simply unrealistic. The stress could
not help but lower general quality control. Factory managers began to cut
corners to meet plans, break records, or to compete with neighboring fac-
tories. They were rewarded for good results, but poor performances con-
comitantly raised suspicion. Why was the factory falling behind? Could
it be that the manager was really a saboteur, perhaps in league with for-
eigners, and trying to undermine Soviet industry?

The Stakhanovite movement faded away, along with its creator, who died
in obscurity in his late seventies, his feat forgotten. (In 1985 Gorbachev
commemorated the 50th anniversary of the movement in a somewhat
misguided effort to once again engender enthusiasm in the workplace
and raise labor productivity.) Conditions in factories by the end of the
decade, with war on the horizon, were much more severe than at the start
of the 1st Five-Year Plan. Absenteeism became a criminal offense, and the
workers, who earlier in the decade changed jobs on average three or four
times per year, were not allowed to leave the factory without permission
from the authorities. The working day became longer. Though the eight-
hour day officially remained in place, the working week was extended to
seven days without any rise in salaries. 

BACKGROUND TO THE PURGES

The 17th Party Congress appeared to signal Stalin’s triumph. His former
enemies – several of whom were present making a final appearance on
the public stage, such as Zinoviev, Kamenev, Rykov, Tomsky, and
Preobrazhensky – were now making speeches in praise of Stalin’s out-
standing personal characteristics. Stalin was reaching the level of a benev-
olent despot (at least according to the public image). The 10 members of
the Politburo comprised Stalin’s closest associates, both old and new –
Kaganovich, Zhdanov, Molotov, Voroshilov, Ordzhonikidze, Kirov,
Andreev, Kosior, Kuibyshev, and Kalinin. Sitting as members of the
important Secretariat were Stalin, Kaganovich, Zhdanov, and Kirov. Of
these, Kirov was the most popular. Some analysts of this Congress have
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claimed that several delegates, tired of the excesses of Stalin, turned to
Kirov with an appeal to lead the party. They note also that Kirov took
their appeal directly to Stalin. It is also held that at the time of the new
elections to the Central Committee of the party, about 300 delegates
voted against Stalin, but the Soviet leader ordered that all but three of
these ballot papers be destroyed. Correspondingly, according to these
same reports, Kirov received more votes than Stalin. 

There is no hard evidence to these theories, but they are persuasive
enough to contain at least partial truths. It would be surprising given the
scale of the suffering caused – particularly in the Famine of 1932–1933,
which had already become a state secret as unmentionable as Lenin’s
Testament with its demand for Stalin’s removal – if there were not some
dissatisfaction with the route being taken. Yet this theory benefits from
hindsight and the subsequent unprecedented measures taken by the
Soviet leadership against Old Bolsheviks in particular. Already the
country was pervaded by a general atmosphere of suspicion. How far this
sentiment reached individual households, especially in the urban centers,
is a moot point. There were no sociological surveys conducted to ascer-
tain whether the citizens of Soviet towns lived in fear by early 1934.
Furthermore, the trumpeting by the regime of foreign threats was con-
tinuous, the improved relations with the United States notwithstanding.
For Stalin, the external enemy was a necessary facet of his power. He
appeared in propaganda, cartoons, so frequently that the hidden enemy
– be he a kulak, a supporter of Trotsky, or a spy working (most likely) for
the British or Japanese governments – became a reality in the public
mind. On the one hand was Stalin, defending the regime against the cap-
italist menace; and on the other were internal enemies, intent on sub-
verting the socialist state and replacing it with a capitalist system.

Several signs of a storm brewing appeared after the 17th Party Congress.
On July 10, Genrik Yagoda, a ruthless figure completely devoted to Stalin,
was appointed as the First People’s Commissar of Internal Affairs. A new
exchange of party cards was announced on August 20 to restore disci-
pline in the party structure. Then on December 1, 1934, there occurred
the mysterious assassination of Kirov, who was shot in the party head-
quarters at the Smolny Institute in Leningrad by a deranged assassin who
had twice entered the building, evidently without raising any suspicions.
Several scholars have published books on the assassination, and the con-
sensus appears to be that though the event proved convenient for Stalin,
there is no conclusive evidence of his direct involvement. Stalin took a
train to Leningrad the following day, along with several associates, and
admonished the local NKVD for its lack of vigilance, even slapping the
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local commander across the face as a sign of his anger. Within hours of
Kirov’s death, Stalin personally introduced a new decree, “The Law of 1st
December,” which changed fundamentally the criminal code of the
USSR. The decree, which was never formally approved by the Soviet gov-
ernment, demanded that within 10 days, new anti-terrorist measures had
to be introduced. Prosecutors could question suspects in court without
witnesses or defense lawyers, without appeals, and then order their
execution immediately after a conviction. At the same time the NKVD
quickly uncovered a Leningrad Center, and executed 14 of its alleged
members shortly after Kirov’s death.

Further harsh measures were introduced in 1935. A new law declared that
all family members of “enemies of the Motherland” were automatically
guilty and children over the age of 12 were liable to prosecution. Mass
arrests followed of alleged Trotskyites and Zinovievites. In early January
1935, the regime implicated Zinoviev and Kamenev in Kirov’s death
through a Trial of the Moscow Center, a contrived trial that encompassed
19 people, including the two unfortunate former associates of Stalin. The
victims were accused of having formed an underground counter-
revolutionary organization that intended to carry out terrorist acts, and
which had also taken part in the assassination of Kirov. Zinoviev was sen-
tenced to 10 years in prison, and Kamenev five. The other defendants
were also jailed for various lengths of time. In the spring of the same year,
all works by Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev were taken out of Soviet
libraries, and a new party purge began, ostensibly to ensure that no sup-
porters of the former United Opposition remained within the ranks of
the party. A society for Old Bolsheviks was abolished in May. By June, one
could receive the death penalty for attempting to cross the Soviet border
into Poland or the Baltic States. A bizarre Kremlin affair was uncovered
the same summer, in which government workers were accused of prepar-
ing to assassinate Stalin. Plainly conditions were in place for a major
attack on alleged enemies of the regime.

A series of show trials followed, and these are often identified as the main
“purges” of the 1930s. They remain one of the most discussed issues of
the Soviet period, inasmuch as despite new archival evidence including
Stalin’s own letters to Molotov during this period, the motivation for
such events is unclear. Some historians have argued that Stalin was para-
noid; others have seen the show trials as an attempt to cover completely
the traces of Stalin in his revolutionary phase, which might reveal his
past as a bank robber or his secondary role in the revolution. We have
noted earlier that Stalin sought to create the image of a state surrounded
by enemies. The revolutionary state required an outside force in order to
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justify harsh measures, or economic failures, or even for that matter
opposition to Stalin’s policies. The public spectacles of former Old
Bolsheviks and reliable party figures confessing their sins in public, along
with the fantastic crimes they had reportedly committed, has often been
described as a form of public theater, with Vyshinsky the Prosecutor-
General in the role of director, and Stalin behind the scenes monitoring
– and sometimes watching – the trials. One can assert that the worst
purges, the victims of which were arrested, sometimes executed, and
sometimes removed to the Gulag, occurred behind the scenes. The sight
of the Black Maria outside an apartment building in the middle of the
night was a signal that a new class enemy had been uncovered. Many of
these victims simply vanished, and died virtually forgotten in the distant
camp system of the Gulag. For the public, however, the confirmation that
there were hardened enemies in their midst had to be constantly reaf-
firmed. 

Did Soviet residents live in a perpetual state of terror during the 1930s?
Historians have been divided on the issue. Given the lack of availability
of Soviet archives for much of Soviet history, Western scholars had to
resort to inspired guesswork to calculate the scale of the Purges and their
impact on the population. Robert Conquest’s book, The Great Terror,
remained for many years the standard text in the West. In 1985, J. Arch
Getty’s The Origins of the Great Purges questioned some of Conquest’s fig-
ures and argued that the Purges were far from being the initiative of a
single dictator, as Conquest had suggested. According to Getty, the
chaotic conditions in the USSR in the 1930s did not allow for the plan-
ning of a systematic purge, while Stalin’s subordinates had considerable
leeway in their local domains. In a new edition of his book published in
1990, Conquest retorted that his statistics had in fact been underesti-
mated, as newly opened Soviet archives now revealed. A group of social
historians has also provided new insights into various aspects of Russian
history, from the revolution to collectivization, and the Great Purge, and
encompassing the works of scholars such as Sheila Fitzpatrick
(Fitzpatrick, 1996, 1999) and Lynne Viola (Viola, 1998). Much of their
work has focussed on grassroots life in a calculated attempt to steer clear
of the “top down” analyses of more traditional scholars. Robert Thurston
has argued persuasively but controversially (Thurston, 1986, 1998) that
Soviet citizens for the most part led relatively normal lives in the mid-
1930s, and that the Purges did not cause widespread fear among the
population. 

The various reactions to arrest . . . suggest that general fear did not
exist in the USSR at any time in the late 1930s. Usually, only those
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who were actually arrested came to understand that the innocent
were being widely persecuted. People who remained at liberty
often felt that some event in the backgrounds of the detained indi-
viduals justified their arrests. The sense that anyone could be next,
the underpinning of theoretical systems of terror, rarely appears. If
by the “Great Terror” we mean that many innocent people suffered
at the hands of the state, that is an acceptable statement; to say
that all, or probably even the majority, were terrorized is as unac-
ceptable for the USSR in the 1930s as it is for Germany at the same
time (Thurston, 1986, p. 230). 

However, in certain circles, as Thurston acknowledges, the Purges were
devastating – Old Bolsheviks, the army, the NKVD, and the elites of the
national republics, perhaps the only group that could not be replaced
adequately for at least a generation. The Purges were proportionally more
widespread in the non-Russian republics, but many of the consequences
(mass executions of victims at burial sites well away from the main urban
centers) remained secret for many years. One can also determine the
regime’s focus on certain sectors of the population at different times –
Old Bolsheviks in 1936–1938; the military in 1937; the NKVD in 1938;
and border populations in 1939–1941. Conquest notes that peasants
made up a very high ratio of terror victims, just as they had in the earlier
part of the decade. All this suggests perhaps a clearer purpose to the terror
than was ever apparent at the time. Interrogations invariably inculpated
a vast number of people who had little or no knowledge of the crimes
they were alleged to have committed. 

Between August 19 and 24, 1936, the first show trial began in Moscow,
involving an “Anti-Soviet Association of the Trotskyite-Zinovievite
Center.” On trial were 16 people, headed by Zinoviev and Kamenev
(dragged from their prison cells yet again after being subjected to the
harshest of regimens). Most of the others were second-rank Bolsheviks,
clearly placed there in order to incriminate figures of the top rank. They
included Evdokimov, Bakaev, Ter-Vaganyan, and others. All confessed to
playing a role in Kirov’s death, to being in league with the exiled Trotsky,
and to plotting against Stalin. Among the names that were liberally
spilled around the courtroom as associates of the accused were Radek,
Pyatakov, Sokolnikov, Serebryakov, and the three leaders of the Right
Opposition, Bukharin, Rykov, and Tomsky. The latter committed suicide
two days after the trial ended, having few illusions of what was about to
follow. The accused were all executed, thus ending the inglorious careers
of Zinoviev and Kamenev, whose families had been hounded but who
were convinced until the very end that their former comrade, Stalin,
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would spare them. Following the trial, on September 30 (some sources
state September 26), Yagoda was suddenly dismissed and replaced by an
even harsher leader, N.I. Yezhov, the man who gave his name to this
period of the purges known as the Yezhovshchina. 

Yezhov was a party careerist with little formal education. Born in St.
Petersburg in 1895, he had been a factory worker in the famous Putilov
works, and had served in the tsarist army on both the Western and
Northern Fronts. Having joined the Bolsheviks in 1917, he enlisted in the
Red Army the following year. In the 1920s he attended party courses on
Marxism-Leninism, which constituted his basic education. Subsequently
he served the party in a number of positions in various parts of the
country, from Semipalatinsk to Kazakhstan, where he played a leading
role in the horrendous collectivization campaign that left up to one-third
of the Kazakh peasants dead. His ruthlessness was noted, and in 1933, he
was made chairman of a commission to supervise a major party purge. By
1934, Yezhov was a member of the party Central Committee, a member
of the Orgburo (Organizational Bureau of the Communist Party), and the
Commission of Party Control (by February 1935 he had been appointed
chairman of the latter). Yezhov was a committed follower of Stalin,
utterly without scruples and apparently without a conscience. His rise to
power had been rapid, given his relative obscurity. He took particular
pleasure in the campaign against Zinoviev and Kamenev, and once in
charge of the NKVD, he began to fill the organization with sadists and
criminals. Yezhov often compiled the lists of people who were to be shot.
His name will always be associated with the darkest days of the official
purges, gaining him the title of the Iron Commissar.

Two other events coincided with this first show trial. These were a series
of explosions at Russian coal mines in Kemerovo – the possibility that
they were carried out by the authorities has to be considered – and a
major purge of the NKVD apparatus, which was now claimed to be rid-
dled with Trotskyists and other counter-revolutionaries. Mass arrests fol-
lowed in the coal mining and transport industries before the new trial,
the “Trial of the Parallel Center,” which took place between January 23
and 30, 1937. At this trial, 17 people were accused of forming a counter-
revolutionary center to carry out acts of sabotage. The accusations were
plainly directed at the industrial leaders of the country, including Stalin’s
long-time associate Ordzhonikidze, but the main names among the
accused were Pyatakov, Sokolnikov, and Radek. The existence of the
center provided an explanation for the acts of sabotage but more con-
veniently for the unsatisfactory performance of the Second Five-Year
Plan. Thirteen of the accused were given the death penalty, including the
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three main figures, and all 17 had confessed their responsibility. The
NKVD obtained confessions through typical interrogation tactics, includ-
ing sleep deprivation, threats, blackmail, and torture. 

In February–March 1937, the Plenum of the All-Union Communist Party
approved a period of terror against enemies of the regime, and over the
next two years the repressions were conducted on a mass scale. Once
again, the passage of time has not clarified the number of victims. Western
historians are divided over the extent of the repressions within the
Communist Party. J. Arch Getty calculates that there were about 180,000
victims within the party (Getty, 1985), while others place the figure at
more than one million. The numbers imprisoned were vast – at least 3.5
million and possibly as many as 10 million, many becoming slave labor-
ers on some of the huge Stalin projects in the White Sea and other regions.
In the non-Russian republics, the extent of the purge was even greater
than in Russia itself, and affected in particular the elite of society, from the
Communist Party to the Academy of Sciences, high-level management,
the universities, the writers’ unions, and other cultural spheres. It has been
estimated that one in every three families lost a member during this
period. Stalin’s associates each played their own role in the process. Beria
was responsible for the purges in Georgia, Kaganovich was sent to the West
Russian city of Smolensk, Malenkov arrived in Belarus and Armenia, and
the troublesome Ukraine saw the appearance at various times of Molotov,
Yezhov, and Khrushchev, who became the party chief there in 1938.

In May 1937, the purge extended to the Red Army, with the arrest of sev-
eral commanders, including M.N. Tukhachevsky, I.Ye.Yakir, and I.P.
Uborevich. These trials were held in camera by military tribunal, and on
June 11, the country’s military leaders were given death sentences for
espionage and treachery. In the ensuing purge that reached every level of
the Red Army, about 40,000 officers were removed. There is evidence that
the Germans deliberately planted the rumor that Soviet military leaders
collaborated with them. Then, on March 12–13, 1938, there took place
the last great show trial, the Trial of the Anti-Soviet Right Trotskyist Bloc,
involving the remaining Old Bolsheviks who were accused of Kirov’s
murder, plots against Stalin, and industrial sabotage, thus encompassing
all three of the previous major accusations. The 21 people included
Bukharin, Rykov, Rakovsky, Krestinsky, and Yagoda (there is a certain jus-
tice to the appearance of the former secret police chief), and 17 received
the death sentence. Bukharin, who like his former comrades had earlier
confessed his sins, defiantly asserted his innocence at the trial, much to
the disgruntlement of Vyshinsky. He remained in many respects the most
likeable Bolshevik, leaving behind his young wife to cherish his memory.
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As a result of the Terror, Soviet society was decapitated, deprived of its
leaders. It also became increasingly dangerous to show initiative. People
were reluctant to take on positions of responsibility in political or econ-
omic life. Many specialists and skilled workers had been removed. The
party, the leading organization in society, was devastated. Its history
could now be rewritten according to the gospel of Stalin, since no Old
Bolsheviks from the revolutionary period remained alive. On December
8, 1938, Yezhov was removed from office, arrested, and replaced by Beria.
The main figure in the Terror was also to become a victim, like his pred-
ecessor Yagoda. On February 4, 1940, Yezhov, who had been condemned
for plotting against Stalin and indulging in homosexual practices, was
executed. As he had done with early collectivization, Stalin declared that
some local party organizations had made mistakes during the purge,
despite its generally good results. Some 327,000 people were freed from
the Gulag after the 18th Party Congress in 1939, including some promi-
nent military leaders who would play crucial roles in the coming conflict
with Germany. In this way Stalin managed to maintain an image of an
honest and wise leader. Clearly, his personal authority increased because
of the Terror. He had, moreover, successfully propagated the image of a
Soviet state surrounded by enemies who had penetrated deep inside the
Soviet hierarchy. The public was not too far from the period of civil war
and foreign intervention. In 1938, Soviet troops were fighting with the
Japanese on the Mongolian border. 

In the 1930s, there had also been significant achievement. It is always dif-
ficult to distinguish between the application of mass terror and the
impression of a society in the course of constructing a new economy and
new social life. In May 1935, for example, under the guidance of
Kaganovich, the Moscow metropolitan railroad was opened, an extraor-
dinary accomplishment. A new Soviet Constitution was issued in draft
form in June 1936 and was approved in its final version six months later.
The Constitution declared the rights and freedoms of the population.
Intended mainly for foreign consumption, it propagated the image of a
democratic society at the first stage of Communism. The gap between the
rights of people on paper and in reality, however, could hardly have been
wider, and the Constitution appeared at the height of the repressions.
Similarly, for all the economic changes in the country, the system overall
was inefficient and exploitative. Labour productivity remained much
lower than in capitalist countries, and arguably the collective farm
system hardly worked at all. 

Despite the purges, the size of the Communist Party continued to
increase, affording the possibility of dramatic career rises for those
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members fortunate enough to avoid the purges. Between 1930 and the
beginning of 1941, the party almost doubled in size, reaching 3.8 million.
It could also count on the support of more than five million members of
the Komsomol, the party’s youth movement, and 27 million members of
the Trade Union movement, which was also under tight party super-
vision. Every area of Soviet life had been pervaded by the party to some
extent by the late 1930s. It had control over life and death, over employ-
ment, education, over thought and culture. The ideological aspect of the
Bolshevik Revolution had been shelved after 1917, but it was arguably
completed under Stalin. However, despite official rhetoric, the Soviet
achievement to date had been less to establish a Marxist regime than a
personal dictatorship, in the name of the proletariat, and one that was
attaining unprecedented heights for its toll of civilian lives. The vast
majority of those purged were innocent of any crime, and many would
be rehabilitated under Khrushchev and Gorbachev. 

SOCIALIST REALISM – SOVIET CULTURE UNDER STALIN

In 1932, the authorities dissolved all writers’ associations, replacing them
with a single organization, the Union of Writers of the USSR, which held
its first congress in 1934. The move heralded the beginning of an official
cultural policy, that of Socialist Realism. Henceforth, Socialist Realism
became mandatory for Soviet writers and artists. According to the official
statutes, Socialist Realism was “the fundamental method of Soviet cre-
ative literature and literary criticism.” It demanded from the artist a
“truthful, historically concrete depiction of reality in its revolutionary
development.” The idea was that all forms of culture should reflect Soviet
life. Critical realism, the term used to describe the work of the past, had
outlived its usefulness. According to Maksim Gorky, who presented the
report to the First Congress of Soviet Writers, “this form of realism has
never served and cannot serve to educate a socialist personality. It never
affirmed anything and at worst, it returned to affirm the very things that
it had criticized.” Gorky was one of the pioneers of Socialist Realism and
one of its accepted practitioners. Others were Vladimir Mayakovsky,
Mikhail Sholokhov, and Aleksandr Fadeyev. In other fields, film directors
such as Sergey Eisenstein and Vsevolod Pudovkin, and composers such as
Dmitry Shostakovich and Sergey Prokofiev represented the movement.
There followed writers such as Nikolay Ostrovsky and Aleksandr
Tvardovsky. The ideological state had thus entered a new era – an ideo-
logical culture that was to depict the progress of the state in a non-critical
manner.
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There were some distinct features of Socialist Realism. It was divided into
two basic concepts – narodnost and partiynost. The former maintained that
literature must represent the common worker, and be written in simple,
comprehensible language without stylistic experiments or the avant-
garde devices that had been used by writers in the 1920s. There was also
a strong element of chauvinism in the way Soviet characters were to be
portrayed. Writers were to fashion them as upright and honest, self-con-
fident, whereas foreigners were to be devious, miserable, and self-seeking.
In practice, they were often outright villains. The second concept, par-
tiynost, demanded that writers should not stray from the official party
line, while maintaining an air of optimism. Writers, in short, had to work
on behalf of the Soviet regime. Creativity and experiment in literature
and art were ended. Stalinist society, officially, had reached a stage of uni-
versal harmony with no internal conflict. If the novels were to portray
evil, then one could be certain that it was represented in the figure of the
foreign capitalist, usually American or British. The regime was specific
about the need to end “bourgeois formalism” in literature, whereby
authors could take liberties with writing techniques. Added to these
characteristics of Socialist Realism was the quest for heroic figures depict-
ing the revolutionary period. Literature, in short, had become a form of
state propaganda. This became evident in some of the earliest works of
Socialist Realism, devoted to socialist construction and the five-year
plans, such as Mikhail Zoshchenko’s Istoriya odnoy zhizni (History of one
life, 1935) about the building of the White Sea-Baltic Canal, and Ilya
Ehrenburg’s Den’ vtoroy (The second day, also 1935). Others wrote novels
stressing the need for a strong military defense, such as Petr Pavlenko’s
Na vostoke (In the East, 1937). 

Architecture and art also reflected the great movements of the 1930s, and
represented the way the USSR liked to present itself to the outside world.
The yearning for grandiose buildings was a feature of the Stalinist system
(it was also the case in Nazi Germany), as though the dictator liked to
provide an image of greatness through size. At the same time, the build-
ings reverted to classical and neo-classical forms, from schools, palaces of
culture, railway stations, and stadiums. The Moscow Metro was perhaps
the supreme example of this form of Socialist Realist architecture. It coin-
cided with a general plan for the reconstruction of the city of Moscow,
which was approved by the party’s Central Committee in 1935. Sculpture
became very important in Soviet architecture. Along with statues of
Lenin and Stalin, one could also find the work of Vera Mukhina, the pro-
letarian man and the collective farm woman standing defiantly together
with hammer and sickle. The sculpture was the crowning achievement of
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the display in the Soviet pavilion at the 1937 international exhibition in
Paris, and made Mukhina the most celebrated sculptor in the Soviet
Union. Such monuments would become even more typical when war
memorials were created after the Second World War. In general their
main features were hugeness and the representation of the Soviet worker
and peasant as hero figures. Stalin himself was the key figure both in
architecture and art. In the latter, his pronouncements delineated the
future path of Soviet art in the 1930s.

Soviet art was also to be harnessed as an ideological weapon. Several
Soviet leaders got involved in ascertaining the intellectual roots of
Socialist Realist art, including both Stalin and Voroshilov. Between 1937
and 1940, Soviet publications included books about the pronouncements
on art of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Gorky. The chief arbiter of Soviet art,
however, was Stalin himself. Perhaps more than other cultural genres, art
was to be used to produce paintings that the Soviet people could easily
understand. Practically every painting was commissioned on themes
developed by committees and approved by the party leadership. Artists
such as Vasily Efanov (1900–1978) and Aleksandr Moravov (1878–1951)
focussed on subjects such as Stalin greeting a delegate to a Kremlin con-
ference and recruits being called up for service in the Red Army. The cult
of Stalin was a major focus for artists and for Soviet propaganda. Stalin
had usurped Lenin in the role of a father figure of the Soviet people, curi-
ously detached from the other party members, in spite of the upheavals
of the 1930s. If Soviet residents, particularly peasants or inmates of the
Gulag, felt a sense of betrayal, quite often it was directed against the
Communist Party rather than Stalin (similarly, protests in Germany
during the difficult times of the 1930s centered on the Nazi Party rather
than Hitler personally). The Stalin cult had not reached a peak, but it had
grown considerably since its ostensible inception on Stalin’s 50th birth-
day in December 1929. Soviet artists and sculptors played an important
role in cultivating this image.
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5
SOVIET FOREIGN POLICY IN THE
INTERWAR PERIOD, 1919–1940

THE 1920S

The civil war had been a serious strain for the government of Soviet
Russia. The regime of Lenin and Trotsky had been obliged to respond to
attacks on several fronts, and while none of those assaults proved to be
capable of removing the Bolsheviks, they remained a threat for some
time. During these years, the most severe Red Terror had been inflicted
on a people weary of fighting. Episodes in the war took place mainly at
distant outposts – Admiral Kolchak operating from central Siberia and
General Denikin in south Russia, reaching his zenith with the capture of
Tsaritsyn, the city that was soon to bear the name of Stalin himself. As for
the Allies, one can assume that their initial goal was to secure the mili-
tary bases they had set up on Russian soil. The Americans had little desire
to get involved in the Russian civil war, whereas the British and French
were angered by Lenin’s apparent volte-face in the spring of 1918 and his
decision to abide by the agreement made with the Germans. The Allies,
nonetheless, imposed a fairly effective blockade on Russia during this
period, and the suffering of the Russian people was made all the more
acute because of it.

The period 1919–1921 also saw the end of Lenin and Trotsky’s dream of
socialist uprisings throughout Europe in unity with the cause of Soviet
Russia. The Communist International, an unwieldy body that held three
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congresses between March 1919 and June 1921, embodied Lenin’s hopes
for the spreading of the revolution, under the chairmanship of Lenin’s
long-time associate, Zinoviev. Though the Comintern reflected the early
enthusiasm for the revolution in Russia, it would soon be badly divided
on a number of issues, not least the authoritarian nature of its chairman,
and Russia’s desire to maintain its influence as the world’s first
Communist state. After Lenin’s death, it was probably doomed to failure.
Zinoviev was soon to be involved in a power struggle that would eventu-
ally destroy him. His successor, Bukharin, was to suffer a similar fate.
Stalin was also innately suspicious of foreign parties, and in this period
narrowed his focus to hard-line Communist parties rather than main-
stream socialist ones. In Germany, for example, he ordered the
Communists (KPD) to oppose the much larger and well-established
Socialist Party (SPD) throughout the turbulent 1920s. 

However, the Comintern at first appeared to Western democracies as
dangerously subversive. The platform of the Comintern was one of
world revolution, and in its “Twenty-One Conditions” of 1920 it advo-
cated that Communists take over from the more traditional “bourgeois”
socialist parties in controlling trade unions, that they should infiltrate
organizations in capitalist states, including the armed forces, and play a
role in anti-colonial movements. Simply put, it was a call to arms to
Communists everywhere to follow the lead of Soviet Russia in achieving
a socialist state. The very existence of the Comintern made Soviet
foreign policy ambiguous. It signified that there were always two foreign
policies being followed – the official one, which in the early period can
be termed “peaceful coexistence” and the long-term, more covert, policy
of Soviet involvement in Communist parties worldwide in the cause of
revolution.

The Comintern, ultimately, was more a symbol of an international move-
ment than one endowed with any real power, though this weakness did
not become apparent until later. The Bolshevik version of a revolution
was a narrow one, geared to the needs of Russia – an alliance between the
workers and the poorer stratum of the peasantry, which made up the
majority of the population without really exhibiting strong loyalty to the
Soviet regime. Was it really possible to export a Russian revolution to
countries that even the Soviet leaders (Stalin excepted) considered more
advanced both economically and culturally? Lenin noted that the seeds
of European revolution already existed. The end of the war had seen the
collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the German monarchy.
Both those countries had been defeated, the Austrians and Hungarians
disastrously so. 
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The Germans, on the other hand, had appeared to be close to victory
even in the early months of 1918. Defeat came suddenly and, to many,
inexplicably. One problem of Germany was the relative strength of the
socialist movement that brought benefits to the workforce even in the
19th century. The giant SPD was proof that a gradualist approach to rev-
olution might bring success. The SPD had supported the war, but it was
not heavily compromised by this support. Any hope of a Soviet govern-
ment succeeding in Germany, however, was undermined by the general
sentiment that the politicians in Berlin had betrayed the German army in
the field. In turn, this feeling crystallized with the harsh provisions of the
Versailles Treaty. Germany had not experienced any conflicts on its soil,
other than Russia’s brief incursion into East Prussia in August 1914, but
it had been made a scapegoat for the outbreak and course of the war.

That Lenin felt some commitment to Germany as a potential partner
appears plain, even though he was far-sighted enough to recognize that
a Germany restored to its full powers would likely become the fiercest
enemy of the Soviet regime. Though the Soviet leader never viewed the
world in great power terms, and long advocated the theory of self-deter-
mination for the peoples of the various empires, his relationship with
Germany has never been satisfactorily explained. It was the Germans
who allowed Lenin to return to Russia, who financed his revolution, and
then had been chosen by Lenin as the potential partner at the outset of
the civil war. Germany at the same time was the best hope for a socialist
revolution, the homeland of Marx and Engels, a new state that had come
into being only in 1871, but which already had a powerful and demand-
ing workforce. On the other hand, one recalls Trotsky’s fury at the
Germans for their recognition and promotion of an independent
Ukraine. In Russia, what Lenin called Great Power chauvinism had not
been eradicated with the onset of revolution. It had merely taken new
forms, which, while Lenin was alive, were concealed behind democratic
rhetoric. But they were never far from the surface, epitomized perhaps by
the behavior of Stalin and Ordzhonikidze in their native Georgia, which
had sought independence from Soviet Russia.

Initial optimism at the course of events in Germany and Hungary was
shortly followed by harsh reaction. Of the states that were established in
Europe after the First World War, only one – Czechoslovakia – could be
described as a genuine democracy. The death knell to the hopes of the
Bolshevik leadership was the Polish-Soviet war. Marshal Pilsudski and his
Polish army had captured Kyiv, but had then been repelled by the enthu-
siastic army of General Tukhachevsky, a former tsarist officer. The Poles
had been forced back to their own capital of Warsaw, pursued by an
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overextended Red force that anticipated a workers’ uprising on its behalf
in the city on the Vistula. To the Poles, however, patriotic fervor replaced
any such feelings of support for a workers’ state. Poles have long mem-
ories, and Russia’s role in the three partitions of Poland in the late 18th
century was of far more import than the rabble army at the gates, with its
pro-Soviet propaganda. The Poles, after all, had not enjoyed national
statehood since 1795. Though neither side could really be claimed the
victor in the Polish-Soviet war, the Poles regained much of their lost ter-
ritory and were to retain it with the 1921 peace treaty at Riga.

The treaty itself established the eastern border of Poland at the so-called
Curzon Line. It did not satisfy Poland’s original reason for going to war
against Soviet Russia – the return to the political boundaries before the
first partition of Poland in 1772. It did nonetheless extend Poland’s east-
ern border, signifying that Poland would rule territories with large min-
ority populations – Jews in the cities, Ukrainians and Belarusians in the
countryside. The Entente powers secured from the new Polish govern-
ment a promise that these areas would be permitted some autonomy, but
the promise was never close to being kept. The Soviet state, on the other
hand, had already begun to take up some of the causes of the former
Russian Empire. From the Riga Treaty onward, Poland was regarded as an
enemy state, and throughout the interwar period its relationship with
Soviet Russia and the USSR was uniformly hostile. The USSR, especially in
the 1920s, would strongly encourage the subversive activities of the
Communist Party of Poland, and its two ethnic subdivisions, the
Communist Parties of Western Ukraine and Western Belarus. It referred to
the Polish state as the “landowner government of Poland,” and coveted
the territories therein (especially Volhnynia) that had once belonged to
the Russian Empire. Similarly, Soviet Russia never accepted the loss of the
lands of Bessarabia, which were given to Romania after the Paris peace
treaties that followed the First World War.

As the civil war came to a close, the Soviet government began to conclude
a series of alliances with its neighboring states, beginning on the
southern borders of the former Russian Empire. In February 1921, treaties
of friendship were signed with Iran and Afghanistan, and also with
Turkey in mid-March. Although the Western powers, and particularly the
United States, had condemned the Brest-Litovsk treaty, they had not for-
mally invited Russia back into European structures. Subsequently, the
United States began to follow a policy of isolation and did not participate
formally in the meetings of the early 1920s. Lenin’s regime was fortunate
that the world’s most powerful country had temporarily stepped off the
world stage. Moreover, Britain and France had suffered great losses during
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the war, particularly in costly and futile battles on the Somme and at
Verdun. Though the two states were recognized as the leading powers of
Western Europe in the early 1920s, neither was in a position to dictate
policy. France for its part was reliant on coalition governments through-
out the interwar period, while Britain’s wartime Liberal coalition was
falling apart. Under the circumstances, the survival of the Soviet state,
after its “baptism of fire” during the civil war, was virtually assured.
However, it badly needed new partners, a restoration of trade, and con-
tacts with the “outside world.”

The first such gathering was an International Economic Conference in
Genoa in April 1922, to which Soviet Russia was invited, along with 33
other countries, including Germany, at that time regarded as something
of an international pariah and saddled with “war guilt” from the long
conflict. Lenin himself was named as the head of the Russian delegation,
but some Russian leaders were fearful that he might be the victim of a ter-
rorist attack if he were to leave Russian soil. Never a particularly bold
leader, Lenin’s trepidation at such attacks had increased as a result of his
near assassination by Fanya Kaplan in 1918. Thus Georgy Chicherin, the
People’s Commissar of Foreign Affairs, went to Italy in Lenin’s place. The
Soviet team also included the diplomats V.V. Vorovsky, L.B. Krasin, and
M.M. Litvinov. Russia attended the conference ostensibly because now
that the civil war and foreign intervention on Russian soil had ended, the
country was interested in developing trading links. 

From the outset some of the underlying differences between the Entente
powers and their former ally came to the fore. Manifestly the goals of the
Allies on the one hand, and Soviet Russia on the other, were always going
to be far apart, and so it proved in practice. The ideological and utopian
Bolsheviks gave speeches demanding a general reduction on arms and
the banning of the more barbaric means of waging warfare. The Western
democracies, on the other hand, maintained that the Soviet government
should honor the debts of the former tsarist regime, which, they declared,
amounted to R18 billion. They also asked that Russia should return to the
rightful owners the foreign firms that had been subjected to nationaliza-
tion, or pay compensation. The Bolsheviks never seriously considered
such requests, even though they had hinted before the conference that
they would be prepared to discuss them. Their attention was directed
more toward an agreement with Europe’s other outcast power, Weimar
Germany.

The result of this focus was a separate agreement signed between
Chicherin on behalf of Russia and Walther Rathenau for Germany at
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Rapallo, just outside Genoa on April 16, 1922, when Russia and Germany
restored diplomatic relations and established trade and economic con-
nections. Germany also refrained from requesting the return of national-
ized enterprises as long as Russia did not extend that privilege to any
other power. In return, Germany acquired the status of a “most favored
nation” and benefited from generous trade agreements. The Russians also
allowed the German army to test new weapons on Soviet soil, contrary to
the stipulations of the Versailles Treaty. Rapallo provided a more positive
outcome for the Soviet delegation than the Genoa conference itself,
which eventually switched venues to The Hague and ended inconclu-
sively, particularly in view of Russia’s refusal to recognize any obligations
of the current government to the governments of the past and the fact
that two of the delegates had chosen to make a private agreement that
appeared duplicitous to the Western allies. 

Relations with Germany were to remain warm, and indeed it was with
the future enemy that Soviet Russia and later the USSR established the
closest links in Europe. The sequel to Rapallo was an expansion of the
original agreement on November 5, 1922, in Berlin, and then the Treaty
of Berlin on April 24, 1926, which was a neutrality agreement between
the two sides for a five-year period. This was extended on June 24, 1931,
and again shortly after Hitler came to power. By the mid-1920s Russia and
Germany had embarked on active economic and military cooperation.
German officers were teaching in Soviet military academies, while
Germany was able to use Soviet territory as a training ground for its army.
Before Hitler, Germany was to remain the USSR’s closest partner in West-
ern Europe, and one could argue that in this period the relationship was
mutually advantageous. The direction of Soviet foreign policy at this time
certainly owed something to the diplomacy of Chicherin, whose time as
Commissar of Foreign Affairs was characterized by the restoration of
diplomatic links with much of the world. Chicherin (no doubt under the
sway of Lenin and then Stalin) also appears to have nurtured a view of
the world that was first and foremost anti-British. The British were
regarded as the major victorious power to emerge from the First World
War and, given the reticence of the United States, to be enjoying a period
of renewed domination of European affairs.

Generally Britain and France were overtly hostile to the new Russian gov-
ernment until 1924. The hostility was illustrated at an international con-
ference which took place from November 1922 to July 1923 in Lausanne,
Switzerland, and at which the Soviet role was limited to comments on the
Black Sea region. The Allies insisted that the Dardanelles remained open
for the free passage of commercial and military vessels, whereas the
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Bolsheviks, having witnessed the results of this during the civil war,
angrily demanded that all powers other than Turkey should be banned
from sending military vessels through the straits either in peacetime or
war. Before the conference had ended, Lord Curzon the British Foreign
Minister had told the Soviet government to cease what he called its anti-
British activities in the Near East, particularly in Afghanistan and Iran. In
its reply of May 11, the Soviet response was that the country should not
be treated like a colony, and that it would retain its ambassadors in the
aforementioned countries. 

Gradually, however, the Soviet Union emerged from international iso-
lation and followed the policy that Lenin termed “peaceful co-existence.”
Plainly Russia could not remain in a state of virtual war with the capital-
ist West. It needed to open its borders to trade, and the threat of revol-
ution in central Europe had faded. After Lenin’s death in February 1924
the USSR established diplomatic relations with Britain, and this signifi-
cant breakthrough for the Soviet side was followed by diplomatic recog-
nition from several major states, including China, France, Mexico,
Denmark, Austria, Sweden, Norway, and Italy. Relations with China were
further clarified in late May 1924, with an agreement of mutual recog-
nition through which the USSR retained control over the Chinese Eastern
Railway and Outer Mongolia. In turn, the Soviets accepted the current
territorial borders of China and the sovereignty of the republic, and
promised not to interfere in its internal affairs. In both France and
Britain, the change in the nature of the relationship came about largely
through the election in those two countries of governments more sym-
pathetic to the USSR, Eduard Herriot’s “Leftist Bloc” in France, and
Ramsay MacDonald’s Labour government in Britain.

The culmination of this period of peaceful co-existence was the resto-
ration of relations with Japan, a country with which Russia had been at
loggerheads since the beginning of the century. Normal diplomatic links
were resumed in January 1925, and Japan made a major concession to
pull its troops out of the northern half of Sakhalin Island. This occu-
pation had violated the provisions of the 1905 Treaty of Portsmouth that
had ended the Russo-Japanese War. Henceforth, Japan restricted itself to
the southern portion of the island. The respite from external pressure
provided the Soviet government with a breathing space, albeit a very
brief one. By early 1925, the benefits of Lenin’s NEP were also becoming
apparent. It seemed possible that the Soviet Union might emerge as a
valuable trading partner with the Western democracies. However, there
was always a significant gap between Soviet conciliation toward the cap-
italist states and the revolutionary rhetoric of Moscow. The respite in hos-
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tilities was always likely to be temporary as long as the Western democ-
racies and the relatively weak China believed that the Bolsheviks
continued to try to interfere in their domestic affairs and undermine the
structure of their states. 

In Britain this view became apparent during the general strike of British
trade unions that began on May 4, 1926. Some 18 months before, a
forged letter, supposedly signed by Comintern chief Grigory Zinoviev
and the leaders of the British and Finnish Communist parties inciting
English workers to penetrate the trade unions and the army and to pre-
pare for a socialist revolution, was published in a popular British news-
paper. The letter may have been one factor behind the subsequent fall of
the Labour government and the failure of attempts to ratify a trade agree-
ment with the USSR. Later in 1924, the Labour government lost its man-
date, and the Conservatives came to power and quickly renounced the
trade agreements with the Soviet Union. For a brief period, however,
some links remained between the USSR (mainly through the Comintern)
and the British trade union movement, and in April 1925 an Anglo-
Russian Joint Advisory Committee was set up. It came to little because
British trade unions, in the Soviet view, were insufficiently committed to
revolutionary policies.

In 1926, therefore, when the British General Strike occurred, the Soviet
leaders were taken by surprise. Zinoviev doubted such a strike could suc-
ceed. Soviet trade unions, little more than mouthpieces of the govern-
ment, were obliged to provide material aid to striking English coal
miners, once again leading to accusations that the USSR was interfering
in Britain’s internal affairs. The British Trade Union Council refused the
aid, and Soviet intrusion was clearly exposed. Once the British govern-
ment, and Churchill in particular, succeeded in ending the strike by
harsh means, Anglo-Soviet relations faced a seemingly inevitable decline.
On May 27, 1927, the London office of Arkos, the Soviet trade delegation,
was raided by British police, who found items of Soviet propaganda.
Charges of espionage followed. Britain at once broke off diplomatic and
trading relations with the USSR, a situation that was to last until 1929.
The British government was genuinely afraid of the spread of
“Bolshevism” in the country, particularly in view of the seriousness of the
General Strike and its impact on a country that had been hard pressed by
the sacrifices of the First World War.

The impression of the increasing isolation of the USSR was reinforced by
the sudden and rapid deterioration of relations with China, which began
with a massacre of Chinese Communists in Shanghai by the forces of the
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Nationalist leader, Chiang Kai-Shek on April 12, 1927. This slaughter fol-
lowed a raid by Chinese police on the offices of the Soviet mission to
Beijing. Within two years a new conflict broke out in China, when the
Manchurian army seized the telegraph facilities of the Chinese Eastern
Railway and raided the Soviet Consulate in China. In the process Soviet
control over the railway was ended, and Soviet organizations based there
were forcibly dissolved. Soviet citizens were subject to arrest, and the
Manchurian army crossed the Soviet border on more than one occasion.
Stalin, in response, appointed General V.K. Blyukher, formerly the chief
military adviser to the government of Sun Yat-Sen, to command a new
military unit called the Special Far Eastern Army (ODVA). Diplomatic
relations with China were broken off, and the ODVA won a few
skirmishes against the Manchurians, most of which took place on
Chinese territory. 

This new Soviet aggression worried the Western democracies. In February
1929, some five months before the conflict broke out in China, the Soviet
Union had been a witness to the Briand-Kellog Pact, along with Poland,
Romania, Turkey, Iran, Estonia, and Lithuania, an ambitious and wordy
document that advocated general disarmament. The Soviet government
was once again pursuing dual aims – arguing on the one hand that the
world should cut back on weaponry and refrain from war, and on the
other, using its military strength to retain its authority in an area of
former tsarist influence in the Far East. In the former campaign, the
Soviet delegation had played a formative role in the preparatory com-
mission of the League of Nations on Disarmament in November 1927,
with a plea for general and full disarmament. The commission, however,
degenerated into a talking shop. Concerning its more aggressive stance,
Stalin argued that Soviet troops had crossed into China in the cause of
self-protection. Before long the conflict was over. On December 3, the
USSR and China signed a preliminary peace agreement, followed by a full
protocol at Khabarovsk, on December 22, 1929. The status quo was
restored in Manchuria with neither side having made any appreciable
gains, but the Soviet state was living precariously. 

THE 1930S

In January 1933, Hitler came to power in Germany, which had been the
USSR’s closest partner in the early postwar years. For the Soviet Union,
though the immediate danger may not have been apparent – the Weimar
regime, after all, had seen several chancellors come and go between 1930
and 1932 – it became plain that the earlier foreign policy would no longer
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guarantee safety. Britain and China were regarded as hostile powers.
Germany and Italy were natural allies. Poland had long been hostile. In
the Far East, Imperial Japan had invaded Manchuria and established a
puppet state in 1931. The Japanese army virtually controlled the govern-
ment. And now Germany, the other outsider in international politics,
was under the Nazi leader Adolf Hitler. By 1934, the situation in Germany
had become clearer. The SA brownshirts had been purged by the summer
in what was known as the Night of the Long Knives. Henceforth, the elite
black-shirted SS made up the personal bodyguard of Hitler, who formed
a working alliance with the German army, the Wehrmacht. In Rome in
1933, Britain, Germany, France, and Italy signed a pact that once again
seemed to isolate the USSR.

In late 1933, two important powers recognized the Soviet Union. On
November 16, diplomatic relations were restored with the United States
following the visit of Maxim Litvinov to Washington; and on December
12, China and the USSR renewed relations in a move to forestall further
Japanese aggression in China. Conversely, military cooperation with
Germany, which had developed since the Treaty of Rapallo, came to an
abrupt end. The USSR’s foreign policy experts, Molotov and Litvinov,
both declared that Nazi Germany posed a severe threat to the security of
the Soviet Union. At the 17th Party Congress, Soviet leaders discussed the
approach of a new war and advocated the adoption of a policy of collec-
tive security. Their main hopes lay with France, as long as Foreign
Minister Louis Barthou remained in office. Barthou had in mind an
“Eastern Pact” as a form of collective security in Eastern Europe, the basis
of which would be a Franco-Soviet treaty. At the same time, France also
invited the USSR to join the League of Nations. However, the situation
became less clear when Barthou died on October 9, 1934, under suspi-
cious circumstances. Pierre Laval, his successor as foreign minister, was
less disposed to an Eastern Pact and preferred to improve relations with
Germany. In addition, both the United States and Britain had opposed
this idea.

Nonetheless, France was the main sponsor of the USSR’s entry into the
League of Nations, a move that ended its international isolation and
made Stalin a major player in European politics. Thirty states signed the
invitation to the Soviet Union and three nations opposed it (Portugal,
Holland, and Switzerland) and in the period 1934–1939, the USSR took
part in the League and began to support a program of collective security,
ie, for forming a defensive alliance against the aggressor states, which as
far as the Soviet Union was concerned were Germany and Japan. On
May 2, 1935, France and the USSR signed a defensive treaty, which noted
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that the two countries should consult each other and give aid in the
event of one being attacked a third power. Two weeks later, a treaty of
mutual aid was signed in Prague between the USSR and Czechoslovakia.
According to this, if a third power attacked Czechoslovakia then the
Soviet Union would come to its aid, with the proviso that France would
make the first move. As there was no border at that time between the
USSR and Czechoslovakia (and Poland was firmly opposed to allowing
the Red Army passage through its territory), Stalin’s obligations were
minimal.

In 1934, the Soviet Union also established diplomatic relations with a
number of countries in Central Europe, such as Czechoslovakia, Hungary,
Bulgaria, and Romania. In the spring of 1935, after the sale of the Chinese
Eastern Railway to the puppet government of Manchuria, differences
were buried with Japan, and a formal treaty was signed on March 23. For
the Soviet Union, it appeared that for every step it made toward consoli-
dating a defensive security system, it was undermined by some act of
aggression in Europe. The role of Britain and France, the formal leaders
on the European continent, also appeared very ambiguous to the suspi-
cious Stalin. He was sure that the real goal of these powers was to use a
policy of appeasement toward Germany and Italy in order to foment a
war between Germany and the USSR. The Western democracies seemed
prepared to tolerate acts of aggression by the authoritarian states as long
as the actions did not lead to a major war.

Thus early in October 1935 the Italian army advanced into Ethiopia, and
the League of Nations agreed only to the imposition of sanctions, which
were never very effective. In March 1936, German troops marched into
the demilitarized zone of the Rhineland, with instructions to retreat if the
French army intervened. In this same period, Tukhachevsky provided a
report about the need to modernize the Red Army in light of the new
German threat. Given the weakness of the League of Nations, the USSR
was prepared to advance collective security by broadening its support for
political movements across Europe in the form of “united” or “popular
fronts.” The mechanism for this policy was the international Communist
movement, and specifically the 7th Congress of the Comintern, which
was held from July 25 to August 25, 1935, in Moscow. Sixty-five
Communist parties were represented at the congress, which had decided
the previous year to re-examine the operations of the Comintern’s lead-
ing organs. Present at the Congress from the Soviet side were Stalin,
Andrey Zhdanov, and Dmitry Manuilsky, a former First Party Secretary of
Soviet Ukraine and Secretary of the Comintern’s Executive Committee
between 1928 and 1943. 
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The main speaker, however, was the Bulgarian Communist leader Georgy
Dimitrov (1882–1949), who declared that the main aim of Fascism was
the destruction of the Soviet Union. In the face of this dire threat,
Communists alone lacked sufficient forces, and therefore it was necessary
to form a working alliance with the Social Democratic parties. This dra-
matic suggestion would have been regarded as anathema by Stalin (and
for that matter Lenin) in an earlier period. Now it was a time for healing
the differences within the working class to take into account those with
more moderate views. Simultaneously, the Social Democrats had to be
persuaded to part company with their bourgeois allies and act with the
Communists. The latter would also work to cooperate with the inter-
national trade union movement. Though the change of policy was radi-
cal, the Comintern agreed to be bound to an official policy of
“democratic centralism.” There was no question, however, of the USSR
relinquishing control over the movement. Ironically at the moment
when it appeared that the Soviet leadership might start to cooperate with
socialists across Europe, Stalin was about to embark on a purge of Old
Bolsheviks in Moscow and other centers. To some extent, therefore, the
new policy was a facade, although it appeared quite convincing at first.

POPULAR FRONTS

The initial manifestation of united fronts was in Spain, where a fragile
Popular Front government was elected, and was soon in a bitter struggle
with rebels led by the Spanish army, and in particular the Morocco-based
army leader General Francisco Franco. In July, full-scale civil war broke
out in Spain. France and Britain proposed a non-intervention agreement,
which all countries backed, but almost at once Mussolini violated the
agreement and began providing military aid to Franco. Hitler soon joined
in, using Spain as a training ground for the Luftwaffe. The two dictators
had much in common with Franco. There was no immediate reaction
from Stalin, who appears to have been making an assessment of the
ability of the Spanish Republic to defend itself. On October 23, Ivan M.
Maisky, the Soviet Ambassador to Britain, protested at German-Italian aid
to the Spanish rebels, and declared that the USSR no longer considered
itself tied to the policy of non-interference. Soviet military advisers were
dispatched to Spain, along with weapons such as tanks and guns.

Stalin’s aid to Spain was limited in several respects. The USSR intervened
officially through the Comintern rather than as an individual state.
Though the NKVD sent substantial forces to Spain, their main role
appears to have been to carry out ruthless purges of anarchists and
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Trotskyists, thus contravening the principles of a united front. Fighting
was conducted through International Brigades (which did not include
Soviet volunteers), and often these brigades were hopelessly inept at mili-
tary strategy. The population regarded the republican side as anti-clerical
and anti-property, and thus the two powerful forces of church and
landowner were behind the rebels. There is some question as to Stalin’s
motives and long-term goals. A socialist Spain was not a priority and may
not even have been desirable. What was important and useful was to
ensure that the war dragged on as long as possible, thereby occupying
Hitler and Mussolini and allowing the Soviet Union a breathing space
during a period of domestic upheaval. And yet intervention in Spain – in
contrast to the hapless policies of the French and the British – was a sig-
nificant propaganda boost to the Stalin regime. Only the USSR had made
a stand against the Fascist aggressors. Those who fought in Spain had dif-
ferent views of the Soviet role, and especially the NKVD’s ruthlessness,
but to the outside world the policy of a united front appeared to have
been upheld. 

In the same period, the fall of 1936, the build-up of forces against the
USSR appeared ominous. A formal Axis, or military-political union,
between Italy and Germany was concluded on October 25, 1936, in
Berlin, which divided up the spheres of interest of the two states. In
November, Germany and Japan concluded an Anti-Comintern Pact,
which included a secret protocol that was clearly directed against the
Soviet Union. Italy was to join the Pact later. In the period that followed,
the USSR had little impact on Germany’s revisions of the Treaty of
Versailles. In March 1937, for example, the Soviet leaders protested at the
German-Austrian Anschluss. During the Sudetenland crisis of September
1938, the Soviet Union was not permitted to take part in the agreement
signed at Munich between Germany, Italy, France, and Britain. On
October 2, the USSR again protested and laid the blame on France for fail-
ing to fulfill its commitments to Czechoslovakia. Soviet sources maintain
that the USSR used Klement Gottwald as an intermediary and informed
President Eduard Benes that the Soviets would come to the aid of the
Czechs and Slovaks provided the Czech government approach Moscow
first with a request for aid. It seems unlikely that Stalin would have com-
mitted himself to such a move. The victory of Franco in the Spanish civil
war by the spring of 1939 further undermined the USSR’s position,
though his demands on the German Reich proved too much for Hitler,
and thus Spain did not join the Axis.

Stalin’s main worry in this tumultuous period was that the USSR would
be involved in a two-front war against Germany and Japan. By the
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summer of 1937, the Soviet leadership began to put pressure on the
Chinese Communists to join forces with the Kuomintang in a common
struggle against the further encroachments of Japan. On August 21, 1937,
the USSR and China signed a Non-Aggression Treaty for five years, and
followed this up with military technology and credits. Soviet military
specialists were sent to China to provide advice to the government,
which had to be moved several times as the Japanese approached.
Meanwhile the Chinese Communists mounted guerrilla warfare against
the Japanese in north China. In 1938, skirmishes between Soviet and
Japanese troops broke out near Vladivostok, on the Soviet border with
Manchuria and Korea. The fighting lasted for two weeks. Between May 11
and August 31, 1939, armed conflict broke out around Khalkin-Gol, in
which Soviet and Mongolian forces successfully repelled Japanese attacks.
Among the Soviet commanders who distinguished themselves was
Georgy Zhukov, one of the few military leaders of note to have survived
the purges of 1937.

TOWARD THE NAZI-SOVIET PACT

After the Munich Treaty, Europe enjoyed a brief and illusory interlude of
peace that lasted for almost six months. In mid-March 1939, however,
German troops incited demands of autonomy from the Slovaks, and
intervened in the republic once again, occupying the remaining territo-
ries. The far-eastern region of Transcarpathia at first established a weak
independent state, but Hitler allowed Hungary to occupy the territory in
March 1939. Hitler also added a further revision to the Versailles Treaty
by forcing the Lithuanians to cede Memel, the German enclave on the
west coast. Meanwhile, Britain and France decided to offer a guarantee to
Poland, promising aid to preserve its independence. Similar guarantees
were also extended to Romania, Greece, and Turkey. The Polish question
was clearly at the top of Hitler’s agenda: the need for a corridor to East
Prussia, and the desire to regain as a German city the important port of
Danzig, with its predominantly German population. Britain and France
thus decided to hold talks with the Soviet Union in March, though the
discussions dragged on inconclusively into August. Stalin’s goal was for a
defensive alliance whereby the states would come to each other’s aid in
the event of aggression against one of the three or against any of the East
European states bordering the USSR, and located between the Baltic and
Black Seas. 

Because there was no border between the Soviet Union and Germany, it
was imperative that Stalin should come to some agreement with Poland,

SOVIET FOREIGN POLICY IN THE INTERWAR PERIOD, 1919–1940 141

PE3387 ch05.qxd  6/6/02  13:59  Page 141



so that the Red Army would be permitted to cross into Polish territory in
the event of further acts of aggression by Hitler. The Polish government
was understandably reluctant to allow this, particularly having been the
subject of hostile and even violent propaganda from the Soviet regime for
a number of years. To Stalin, the British and the French were typically
duplicitous and likely had no real intention of coming to an agreement
with the Soviet Union. His main fear was that the Western democracies
would be quite content to see a war of attrition break out between the
two dictatorships. Consequently he began to seek an alternative policy,
one that would stave off war for a few years and give the Soviet Union
time to build up and modernize its military forces. The only alternative
was to come to some kind of agreement with his ideological enemy,
Hitler. The first step toward this new policy was the removal of the Jewish
Foreign Minister Litvinov and his replacement by Molotov. Litvinov had
favored an agreement with the British, whereas Molotov wasted little
time in making contact with the Germans.

On August 19, 1939, the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany signed a trade
agreement, a clear sign that a policy switch was in the offing. Evidently on
his own initiative, the German Foreign Minister Von Ribbentrop, an out-
spoken Anglophobe, flew to Moscow on August 23 and signed a Non-
Aggression Treaty with Molotov, as Stalin hovered in the background. This
treaty was shocking enough – at least to many international Communists
– but it was followed by a secret protocol that divided Eastern Europe into
spheres of interest between the two powers. In particular, Poland was to
be divided more or less in half, along the boundary of the Vistula, San, and
Narew rivers. Germany was to be recognized as the principal power in
Lithuania, and the USSR in Estonia and Latvia. The USSR’s special interest
in regaining the territory of Bessarabia from Romania was also recognized.
The protocol was one of the most cynical pieces of land-grabbing of the
century. It suggested that Stalin was happy to play the game of Great
Power politics favored by Hitler. The notion that he was simply buying
time does not stand up to close analysis. True, he was acquiring a defen-
sive buffer zone, and retaking territories that had been part of the Russian
Empire, but some lands, such as Northern Bukovyna, had no history of
Russian rule. After the August 23 meeting, each side toasted the other, and
Stalin offered a toast to Hitler. For the immediate future each side’s propa-
ganda campaign against the other would also cease.

For world Communists, the Nazi-Soviet Pact was bewildering. Overnight
the enemies had become friends. It was no longer possible to see the
world in black and white. Some Communists became disillusioned,
others made the best of it, arguing that it was a temporary solution to the
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problem of German expansionism. On September 1, Germany invaded
Poland and quickly overwhelmed the Polish army. Stalin waited for 16
days before ordering the Red Army to cross the border. Officially there
was no invasion. Soviet propaganda stressed that the Polish government
had fallen, and therefore it was incumbent upon the USSR to take
measures to protect the “blood brother” Ukrainian and Belarusian popu-
lation. Oddly nothing was said about the need to protect the large Jewish
population, perhaps in deference to the Germans. The statements also
raised the question – from whom did the population need protecting? As
the Red Army crossed the border, there were no fellow-Communists to
greet the “liberators.” The Comintern had dissolved the Communist par-
ties of Western Ukraine and Western Belarus, along with their mother
organization, the Communist Party of Poland, in July 1938 on the
grounds that they had been penetrated by Trotskyites. Their leaders had
been summoned to Moscow and executed. On September 22, after some
initial confusion, the dividing line between the Wehrmacht and the Red
Army was demarcated, and the two armies held a joint parade of triumph
in the city of Brest (subsequently an event that was something of an
embarrassment to the Soviet side). General Guderian was present, along
with the Soviet commander Krivoshein.

The Soviet takeover of these territories is quite instructive regarding the
thinking of the Soviet authorities in the fall of 1939. For one thing, they
were tentative. Britain and France had guaranteed the integrity of the
Polish state, and thus it was considered important to stress to the world
that this state no longer existed. In reality part of the Polish army was still
fighting. Second, the Soviet leaders went through a facade of democratic
procedure, convoking assemblies in L’viv in Western Ukraine and
Bialystok in Western Belarus to decide the future of these territories.
Meanwhile, Polish officials were quickly rounded up and sent eastward to
Soviet labor camps. Poles in general were disenfranchised before the elec-
tions on October 22, 1939. Red Army soldiers were permitted to vote and
even to stand as candidates in the elections. Because there were not
enough local Communists to run as candidates, a group sympathetic to
the USSR was set up, and ran as the only official body tolerated in the
elections. Ukrainians in Western Ukraine were at least nationally con-
scious and had maintained cultural institutions throughout a difficult
period of Polish rule. Belarusians had no conception of forming their own
state or joining their territory to the Belarusian SSR.

The Soviet authorities took no chances with the organization of the elec-
tions. First, provisional administrations were formed in Western Ukraine
and Western Belarus. In the latter, every step of the process was ordered
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by P.K. Ponomarenko, the leader of the Communist Party of Belarus, a
man who had carried out Stalinist purges with brutality in this republic.
On October 4, 1939, the party was to convoke an assembly of represen-
tatives of the various provisional administrations and inform them of the
decisions of the all-Union party. Belarusian party leaders were given vari-
ous tasks, including organizing elections to the People’s assembly of
Western Belarus. They also were ordered to work out all the decisions of
this assembly beforehand, such as the approval of the expropriation of
landed estates, joining the BSSR, nationalizing banks, and other
measures. All the leaders of the regions were selected before the assembly
met, and a delegation of 50 people from Soviet Belarus was to visit the
assembly in Bialystok – doubtless to convince its handpicked members of
the benefits of joining the USSR. Thus nothing was left to chance, and
anything that happened spontaneously could only be attributed to an
unforeseen accident. In reality, there were unlikely to be any problems
because of the thoroughness of the takeover of the new territories.

Before the elections took place, on September 23, 1939, the USSR and its
new ally revised the Non-Aggression Pact with a “Treaty of Friendship
and Borders.” The Soviet Union was now given hegemony over all three
Baltic States, while Germany received territory around the city of Warsaw,
signifying that it possessed a slightly larger area of Poland than did the
USSR. Soon, Molotov made an agreement with Lithuania, whereby the
city of Wilno (Vilnius), in which several nations and ethnic groups had
deep cultural roots, including Jews, Poles, Belarusians, and Lithuanians,
along with the surrounding area, was transferred to Lithuania. The elec-
tions in the former Eastern Poland followed the Soviet ritual of very high
turn-out and almost unanimous support for the “people’s candidate,” fol-
lowed by the calling of the People’s Assemblies, which in turn petitioned
the USSR Supreme Soviet for these territories to be added to the Soviet
Union, as part of the Ukrainian and Belarusian Soviet republics. At an
Extraordinary Session of the USSR Supreme Soviet from October 31 to
November 2, 1939, the process of annexation was completed. The Soviet
Union had expanded westward, gained more than 10 million people, and
at remarkably little cost. However, the incorporation of Western Ukraine
paradoxically completed the inclusion of most ethnic Ukrainian territo-
ries in one republic and increased considerably nationalist sentiment.

In late September and early October 1939, the Soviet Union forced all
three Baltic States to sign agreements on mutual aid, which allowed the
establishment of Soviet military bases on their territory. The arrangement
was clearly a prelude to outright annexation of the three republics which
had been independent during the interwar period. A similar request was
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made of Finland, along with the demand for border territories, but the
Finns refused. On November 26, war broke out with Finland. In his mem-
oirs, Khrushchev maintained that the Soviet Union had no legal claim to
Finnish territory (Finland had been part of the Russian Empire for more
than a century), but it had a moral right to protect itself. The attack on
Finland led the League of Nations to expel the Soviet Union from mem-
bership on December 14, and Stalin’s state became an international
pariah. World opinion was on the side of the Finns in this David and
Goliath struggle. Moreover, the Red Army, under the command of the
hapless Kliment Voroshilov, was neither equipped nor prepared for a
winter campaign, and the first phase of the war, from November 1939 to
February 10, 1940, was disastrous for the Soviet forces. The Red Army was
beaten back repeatedly at the Mannerheim Line and at the Karelian
Isthmus, and suffered disproportionately high losses. On January 7,
Semen Timoshenko replaced the ineffective Voroshilov, and a new offen-
sive was planned with massive artillery strength and tanks. The Red Air
Force gained control of the skies.

Not only had the war illuminated some of the failings of the Red Army,
but the possibility of a new international coalition against the USSR
seemed likely to the Soviet leadership. It was thus essential to bring the
Finnish war to an end as rapidly as possible. The new attack on the
Mannerheim Line (the main defensive line in Southern Finland) occurred
on a bitterly cold day, February 11, 1940, and the overwhelming force of
the Red Army quickly broached the Finnish defences. By March the city
of Vyborg had fallen into Soviet hands, and on March 4, Mannerheim,
the commander-in-chief of the Finnish armed forces, told his govern-
ment that further resistance was pointless. By March 7, the two sides had
entered an armistice, with Sweden acting as the mediator, and a peace
agreement was signed on March 12, 1940. As a result, the Soviet border
was pushed north 150kms into former Finnish territory, and the Hanko
naval base was transferred to the Soviet Union for a 30-year period. The
Karelian Isthmus, including Vyborg and portions of the Rybachi and
Sredny peninsulas, also became part of the USSR. Stalin gained a vital
defensive zone to prepare for a coming war, but at a great price. Red Army
losses were around 127,000 dead and wounded, including 6,000 officers
and commanders, and about six times the number of Finnish losses.
Finland barely retained its independence but had fought valiantly.
Moreover, it now sought the first opportunity to gain revenge on the
USSR for its unprovoked attack.

The three Baltic States provided an easier target. Between June 14 and 16,
the USSR sent diplomatic notes to Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania,
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accusing them of violating the agreement on mutual cooperation, and of
advocating anti-Soviet positions. Almost immediately, the Red Army
occupied the small countries and by June 21, all three had Soviet govern-
ments installed. By July 21, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania became Soviet
Socialist Republics, thus bringing to a premature end the brief period of
independence. The United States refused to recognize these actions. Also
on Stalin’s list for annexation by the USSR were Bessarabia and the north-
ern region of Bukovyna, both of which had become part of Romania in
1918. The Soviet Union simply sent a curt note to the Romanian govern-
ment on June 28, 1940, requesting the return of Bessarabia (thus equat-
ing directly the territory of the former Russian Empire with that of the
Soviet Union, which reveals something about Stalin’s thinking), and link-
ing it with Bukovyna. The only claim to the latter – and a very flimsy one
at that – was that its population was linked to Ukraine through language
and national composition. In fact the population of Bukovyna was multi-
national, consisting of Jews, Romanians, Ukrainians, and other groups.
The Romanian government was in no position to resist Soviet demands
and vacated these territories; the Red Army crossed the border and occu-
pied the main towns of Chernivtsi in the north, Kishinev, the main city
in Bessarabia, and Akkerman and Izmail in the south.

On August 2, 1940, without any resort to Soviet-style elections as in the
annexed Polish territories, the USSR proclaimed the formation of the
Moldavian SSR, which was made up of the former Moldavian
Autonomous Republic and the Moldavian parts of Bessarabia. Northern
Bukovyna, and the southern Akkerman-Izmail region, were appended to
Soviet Ukraine. Molotov was delighted with this accomplishment – in a
speech to the Supreme Soviet, he pointed out that the agreement with
Germany had brought great benefits to the USSR. Within one year, the
Soviet population had increased by 23 million people, at very little cost,
other than the war against Finland (Karelia became the Karelo-Finnish
Republic). The aggressive intentions of the USSR were a source of concern
to Hitler. Stalin had been slow to take advantage of the Nazi-Soviet Pact,
but within a period of one year had gained more than the Germans. The
indigenous population of most of these regions was removed, and Soviet
officials were dispatched from neighboring regions. In Western Ukraine,
for example, the local party organizations were staffed with leaders from
Eastern Ukraine. In Western Belarus, measures were quickly taken against
the Poles, and the NKVD carried out purges against various sectors of the
population. 

Generally, Soviet policy upon taking over new regions was to gain favor
with the titular group of the new republic by pushing its members into
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leadership positions, opening schools and other institutions in the
native language, and retaining a fairly tolerant attitude toward local pol-
itical parties and churches before the spring of 1940. In this way, a case
could be made that the local population had been “liberated” from
foreign rule, particularly Polish rule over territories in which Poles had
remained a minority. It would take some time before these lands could
be Sovietized, and the Soviet authorities were concerned that the popu-
lation had been under “bourgeois influence” during the interwar period.
Therefore, many of the early steps concentrated on eradicating such
influences through a new education system and other measures. For
example, on December 1–2, 1939, the Communist Party of Belarus
issued a decree on the organization of popular education in the western
regions of the republic. All schools were affiliated to the state, separate
and private schools were eliminated, and the teaching of religion and
religious education was banned. However, party workers were advised to
impliment these measures without insulting believers. The language of
all schools in the region became Belarusian, but again this was to be
introduced slowly, so a sufficient number of teachers proficient in the
language could be properly trained. The focus of this decree was also on
eliminating adult illiteracy.

Propaganda aside, the key element in the westward expansion of the
USSR was security. The USSR in effect now shared a border with Nazi
Germany, and given the volatile nature of the Hitler regime it became
essential to bolster the country’s defensive system. In 1938, the USSR had
spent about 18.7 percent of its total budget on military needs, but by
1940 the proportion was an astounding 32.4 percent. The size of the Red
Army and Red Fleet was increased substantially. On September 1, 1939,
the USSR introduced universal military service and in certain sectors the
term was raised from two to three years, with the age limit for entry into
the Red Army lowered from 21 to 19, and 18 for those who ended their
education at the middle school level. Consequently, the size of the Red
Army was increased from 1.9 million to 5.4 million (though the training
of new recruits was incomplete when war broke out). Stalin himself gave
a speech to graduates at a military academy on May 5, 1941. Seventy-
seven new academies had opened between July 1939 and December
1940, and by the summer there were more than 200 in operation. By this
time the country’s economy was on a war footing. New tanks were soon
coming off the production line, the T-34 and the KV, as well as the Il-2
fighter plane, the PE-2 bomber, and others. Artillery also made significant
advances, including the BM-8 and BM-13 (Katyusha) designs. About 40
percent of the population wore some sort of uniform by 1940–1941.
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The 1930s had seen some significant changes in Soviet foreign policy – an
attempt at rapprochement with the Western democracies, which was
abandoned in midstream with accusations of bad faith; an attempt at
intervention in Spain, which also failed, though there was no real loyalty
to the Spanish republic; a pact with the devil, Hitler, that required a rad-
ical change of policy and official propaganda, and which could never be
regarded as more than a temporary expedient; and a significant territorial
expansion that resulted in a war with Finland, and fairly brutal occu-
pation regimes in most of the annexed territories. During this decade
Stalin had matured into a skilled negotiator, using Molotov, his ruthless
but intellectually limited associate as his main negotiator. There is no
indication that Stalin was prepared to break his ties with Germany in the
summer of 1941, but on the other hand the friendly banter of August and
September 1939 had already been replaced by strained and tense
relations. In November 1940, Molotov had visited Berlin to press for
Soviet desires in the Balkans, and according to the German side he had
lectured them “like a school master.” German assertions that the British
were all but defeated were belied by an RAF air raid that forced Molotov
into an air raid shelter. By December, Hitler had developed plans for
Operation Barbarossa, but his intentions were complicated by fighting in
Yugoslavia after the expulsion of a pro-German regime in April 1941. As
for the USSR, a neutrality pact with Japan was signed on April 13 that
appeared to offset the dangerous implications of the Anti-Comintern
Pact, though Stalin never trusted the Japanese. 

The atmosphere in the USSR in the summer of 1941 was tense, but up to
that point Soviet foreign policy had been remarkably successful as well as
ruthless. Poland had ceased to exist, and some 15,000 Polish officers had
been murdered on Soviet territory (a fact not revealed until 1943 and not
acknowledged by the Russians until the late 1980s). On June 14, TASS,
the Soviet news agency, issued a declaration denying the “unfounded
rumors” about the coming war with Germany. Soviet trains containing
raw material for the German war industry were still regularly crossing the
border. Stalin had implemented traditional Russian foreign policy of
securing a buffer zone for the country, and at the same time extending
the territorial boundary while appealing to national sentiment in
neighboring republics. 
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6
THE GREAT PATRIOTIC WAR AND
AFTERMATH, 1941–1953

BACKGROUND

The early stages of the war remain an enigmatic period. The USSR con-
tained five border districts in the summer of 1941, the Baltic, Western,
Leningrad, Kyiv, and Odesa. On the night of June 21, the ruling Politburo
decided to form another front, and decided that if the country were to be
attacked, then the war would be taken into enemy territory following an
active defence in the early hours. The same evening, several key Politburo
members gathered in the Kremlin to discuss the emerging crisis, along
with Soviet military leaders. A directive was then sent to the border to
place military facilities in a state of readiness, including the concealment
of planes, but at the same time to take such a step without provoking the
German army. The accounts of this meeting suggest a disagreement
within the Soviet leadership. Timoshenko and Zhukov were suggesting
that the entire border be placed on high alert. Stalin was in opposition,
feeling that there was no need to antagonize the Germans in light of his
agreement with Hitler. The Soviet border troops were even warned not to
respond to certain provocations. Whatever the facts about the dispute
within the Kremlin, it is certain that the order to go on the alert did not
reach the border regions.

In Khrushchev Remembers – The Glasnost Tapes, Nikita Khrushchev recalls
angrily that:
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To argue that we did not expect a German attack is just plain
stupid, particularly coming from the military people who were
close to the general staff. No one with an ounce of political sense
should buy the idea that we were caught flat-footed by a treacher-
ous surprise assault. Even to suggest such a thing is irresponsible.
Yet such phrases have often been used in newspaper articles, which
means that they serve a certain political purpose. They’re used to
cover up for those who were responsible for the preparations of the
army and the country, and who failed in their responsibility.
People are trying to justify either themselves or Stalin – his genius,
his foresight, and his vigilance. If he really was vigilant, where was
the treachery? [Khrushchev, 1990, p. 49]

Stalin had ample warning about the coming onslaught from various
sources. His master spy in Japan, Richard Sorge, had even provided a date
of June 21, 1941, for such an attack. Churchill had also warned Stalin, but
the Soviet leader, who had also become the Chairman of the Council of
Ministers on May 6, 1941 (replacing Molotov), did not trust the British
Prime Minister. The Red Army was much improved since the purge of
1937. Gathered in the border regions were 2.9 million troops, equipped
with more than 9,000 tanks, some 8,400 planes, and more than 46,000
guns and mortars. Yet this huge army had its weaknesses. There were
problems with communication between the field and headquarters, a
lack of automatic weapons, and the local commanders were less skilled
and showed less initiative than their German counterparts. Because of
the purges commanders were generally cautious and lacked military
experience. If a blow was to come from Germany, it was also unclear in
which direction it would come. Stalin based a lot of troops in Ukraine,
but he does not seem to have allowed for a three-front attack. The
Germans had fewer men and weapons than the Red Army, though not in
the border regions.

The Germans and their allies attacked the USSR at 4.15am Moscow time
on June 22, 1941, on a front that stretched from the Baltic to the Black
Sea. The Soviet leadership at once lost contact with the front as connec-
tions and communication lines were cut. The losses of planes in particu-
lar were huge, with about 1,200 being destroyed on the first day of the
war, about two-thirds of them on the ground. In the Kremlin Stalin met
other Soviet leaders – Molotov, Beria, Timoshenko, Mekhlis, and Zhukov.
Again they appear to have convinced themselves that nothing serious
had occurred, merely some provocations. Early that same morning,
Count Schulenberg, the German Ambassador to the USSR, had handed
Molotov a memorandum, which declared that Germany could not accept
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such a dangerous situation on its eastern border. In Soviet eyes, the attack
was deemed “treacherous.” This adjective was used constantly, partly
because to Stalin and Molotov, the signing of the Nazi-Soviet Pact had
been seen as a guarantee that no such attack would take place. It was also
to convince the public that the Soviet leadership could not possibly have
been prepared for a sudden invasion. Thus at 12 noon, Moscow time,
almost eight hours after the German attack had begun, Molotov went on
Soviet radio to announce that Germany had treacherously attacked the
Soviet Union, and that a war in defence of the Motherland had begun.
The enemy, he asserted, would be destroyed – “Victory will be ours.”

Preparation to counter the invaders was piecemeal and confused. It
proved to be virtually impossible to form non-Russian brigades in the
Caucasus, or among Kazakhs and Tatars, partly because these troops did
not understand Russian, and partly because of their unwillingness to take
part in the conflict. Creation of Latvian, Lithuanian, and Estonian div-
isions also proved hard to organize in the first days of the war, with
German troops entering these territories and being welcomed as libera-
tors. At the fortress of Brest, the defenders under the command of Major
Gavrilov and Colonel Fomin prepared to fight to the last man, one of the
few examples of Soviet heroism at this stage of the war. Even the
Germans could only admire the fortitude with which the defenders
fought. On June 23, the STAVKA, the Chief Command of the Armed
Forces of the USSR, was created, led at first by Timoshenko, the People’s
Commissar of Defense, with Zhukov in command of General
Headquarters. Molotov, Voroshilov, Budenny, and Stalin were also
included. The STAVKA had a body of advisers, including the two marshals
of the USSR who had survived the purges, G.I. Kulik and B.M.
Shaposhnikov, along with some prominent political leaders, such as
Kaganovich, Beria, and Malenkov.

But to highlight this body is to insert order where none really existed.
One adviser, General Meretskov, was accused of espionage on June 24,
and imprisoned in the Lubyanka. The two marshals were dispatched to
the front, and several other military leaders were punished for gross
incompetence. These problems were not resolved until the war was three
weeks old. Since the Germans had broken the communications system,
the leaders in Moscow found it impossible to get news from the front,
and thus reported wildly optimistic stories about repelling enemy attacks.
The Soviet press during this period also refused to admit the defeats,
though the people could ascertain the speed of the German advance from
the location of the reports. Two days after the war began, the Soviet lead-
ership set up punitive battalions, ostensibly to guard factories against
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saboteurs or parachutists dropped behind the lines, but equally to take
action against Red Army soldiers who retreated or showed cowardice.
About 328,000 people were recruited for this work, and were directly sub-
ordinated to the NKVD.

The Germans moved rapidly during the first days of the war, using Panzer
strikes supported by the Luftwaffe. They frequently used pincer move-
ments to surround unsuspecting Soviet divisions, taking large numbers of
prisoners. The Soviet leadership had refused to allow these divisions to
retreat, so German successes were greater than they might have been. In
just 18 days, the Germans and their allies advanced between 450 and
600kms to the east. Progress was particularly fast for Army Group North,
which moved toward Leningrad, and Army Group Center, which used
the major route from Poland into Belarus toward Minsk. Soviet casualties
were already more than 100,000, and 40 percent of Soviet tanks were
destroyed in this same period. It was evidently the fall of Minsk on June
30 that led to Stalin’s personal breakdown, though he had been notably
reticent since the start of the war. This defeat occurred as a result of a
large part of the Soviet Army of the Western Front being surrounded, and
was up until then the biggest disaster of the war. The fall of Minsk also
left open the main route through to Smolensk, Vyazma, and Moscow.
Stalin refused to lead the country further, and left for his dacha in the
country.

Malenkov, Voroshilov, Beria, and Molotov gathered at the Kremlin.
Mikoyan and Voznesensky were sent to Stalin’s dacha to tell him of a
plan to set up a new arm of government to oversee the war. The visit does
not appear to have made much impression on Stalin. It seems likely that
he expected to be dismissed at any moment for the disgrace he had
brought upon the country. There was evidently some suggestion that
Molotov should continue to run the country for the time being, but the
majority of the leading group (not necessarily all the Politburo, which
does not seem to have met in full very often) decided that another
attempt should be made to convince Stalin to return to the Kremlin. This
time, the group informed Stalin that they would all take responsibility for
the failure to be vigilant and prepare adequately for the German
invasion. Molotov reportedly was the one who convinced Stalin that the
war was not yet lost. Stalin agreed to return and to invest power in the
new State Defense Committee (GKO), which would direct the war effort.
The committee would have five permanent members and two plenipo-
tentiary members, Mikoyan and Voznesensky. Though the GKO techni-
cally dates from June 30, it likely emerged formally a few days later, once
Stalin had returned to the Kremlin.
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Though Stalin was clearly in charge, he did not make particularly wise or
intelligent decisions at the outset. On July 3, he spoke on Soviet radio,
urging the country to resist the invader. He addressed the public as
“brothers and sisters,” and advocated a scorched earth policy toward the
invader. Anything that could not be transported to the east was to be
destroyed, particularly grain and gasoline. He also advocated the creation
of partisan units in territories under German occupation. The Germans
had to be eliminated without mercy. At first this lack of mercy was mainly
evident against Soviet commanders and the public. As early as June 29 a
government and party decree was issued for a ruthless struggle with “pan-
ickers” and those spreading false rumors. By July 4, spreading rumors had
become a criminal offence. In Belarus, volunteer units that had sprung up
to fight the invaders were disbanded because they were not supervised by
the NKVD. By July 10, Stalin had taken command of the STAVKA and war
operations were now firmly under his control. He was guided by the
cronies who had remained with him through the purges – Molotov and
Beria, and military leaders from the civil war period and later such as
Budenny, Timoshenko, and Voroshilov. The GKO, which ran day-to-day
business, included more political figures such as Kaganovich and
Malenkov, while Voznesensky seems to have had several roles; eventually
he was responsible for military supplies.

In reality, the administration of the war was controlled by Stalin and sev-
eral chosen subordinates, who might differ from one meeting to another.
The government, the GKO, and the STAVKA were really one, and as the
war developed Stalin accumulated much more power. Publicly, however,
it became essential for a collective leadership to be perceived, at least as
long as military reverses continued. In the early stage of the war, blame for
the setbacks was placed on cowardly generals and officers, who retreated
rather than stand and fight, or who allowed themselves to be surrounded
by the advancing Germans. In addition, the looseness of the system was
not necessarily a bad thing, since it allowed for rapid decision-making. Yet
the distances of the country, the vast space between the GKO and the
armies in the field, and the fact that all key decisions came from Moscow,
were a disadvantage. Often, by the time an order was given, it had already
been made obsolete by the speed of the German advance. The GKO
worked better in terms of administration over materials, transport, and
the evacuation of factories. Almost 10,000 decrees were issued in the four
years of the German-Soviet war, an average of more than seven per day.

The evacuation of factories began two days after the war began, organized
by a Council for Evacuation under N.M. Shvernik, assisted by A.N.
Kosygin and M.G. Pervukhin. The Council had to decide where the
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factories should be relocated, the number of rail wagons required to
transport them, and the amount of buildings needed. The factories in the
western borderlands, in general, could not be saved, but approximately
1,500 factories were moved to the towns of eastern European Russia or
else east of the Ural Mountains. New industrial centers dedicated to the
war effort sprang up in Central Asia, the Volga region, and Western
Siberia, while some two million workers had to be transported east to
devote themselves to producing military goods. By all accounts the
system worked extraordinarily well, though there was a gap between the
evacuation and the start-up of production at the relocated factories.
During this time the country was at its weakest.

The Germans began to attack major centers. After the fall of Minsk, the
Soviet army retreated to Smolensk using the forces of four fronts against
Von Bock’s German Army Group Center. In the north, Leningrad came
under attack by July 10, and in the south the long struggle that culmi-
nated in the capture of Kyiv had also begun. The Germans took an enor-
mous number of prisoners. In some cases – particularly in the
borderlands – the people were reluctant to take up arms against the
invader. In others, the leadership was less than competent; and in others
defeatism was evident, a general belief that the German army was invin-
cible. Though there was always a distinction between the behavior of the
German army and the organizations that generally followed it into the
USSR, such as the SS and the Gestapo, part of the problem was that no
provision had been made for such a large number of prisoners. According
to a Russian estimate, the figure after three weeks of fighting was in the
region of three million men. This sullen mass was rounded up and incar-
cerated, and barely kept alive in terms of food. Perhaps the Germans
could not have fed such a large group adequately – it was equivalent in
size to the entire German invasion force – but their total lack of attention
and disdain for POWs was in contrast to the treatment of prisoners on
the Western Front. Thousands died from hunger or from internment
camp diseases such as dysentery and cholera.

The question has been raised whether more benign treatment would
have helped the German campaign. But for one thing, Hitler had no
intention of using the services of captured troops from the Eastern Front.
To him they were less than human. The Germans also rounded up
Communists, Jews, and other groups as they captured towns. In L’viv,
two Ukrainian units arrived with the German army, and a Ukrainian state
was proclaimed on the city’s radio station on June 30 by members of the
Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (Bandera faction). But it was
short-lived and soon dismantled by the Germans. Stepan Bandera the
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OUN-B leader, was held in Germany under house arrest for most of the
war. Thus it became evident to the non-Russian people that the Germans
were not their protectors, but had come to enslave them. However, in the
first weeks of the war, even mistreatment by the Germans failed to unite
the Soviet population. By mid-July, a system of military commissars had
been established in the Soviet army. The commissars’ goal was to inspire
troops to fight (and to shoot deserters), and to back up all major military
decisions. It need hardly be added that such a system was disastrous at a
time when there was already a delay in orders reaching the fronts. The
commissar dated back to the period of military purges, and inspired fear
in commanders. The system also created a dual authority in the army
until it was abolished in the fall of 1942. Meanwhile, the police and state
security organs were merged into the NKVD on July 20, 1941, and under
the control of Lavrenty Beria. In the first month of the war, political and
security organizations had taken on a leading role.

The power of the NKVD was formidable. It had control over a vast empire
of prisons, camps, major economic enterprises, and intelligence gather-
ing. The Special Assembly of the NKVD carried out more than 26,000 exe-
cutions in 1941 alone, and this had risen to more than 77,000 by 1942.
On August 16, 1941, Stalin signed Order 270 for the arrest and trial of
commanders who had retreated without being ordered to do so. By
March 1942, 30 Soviet generals had been executed. Stalin appears to have
been genuinely afraid that the German attack might lead to a counter-
revolution in the country. As the Germans crossed the Soviet border,
NKVD troops were ordered to execute prisoners before they retreated.
This not only led to thousands of unnecessary deaths (mainly of Poles,
Ukrainians, Belarusians, and members of the Baltic nationalities), it also
served to alienate the border population from the Soviet regime. Before
the war ended, the Germans could still find support in these regions and
were able to form SS divisions to fight the Red Army.

On the other hand, because of the heavy losses and the large number of
Soviet troops taken prisoner, Stalin and Beria could not carry out
repression on the sort of scale as in the 1930s. Instead, they had to release
prisoners to bolster the war effort. In the first four months of the war,
175,000 former prisoners were mobilized. One of those released was the
Polish-born general K.K. Rokossovsky, who proved to be one of the most
renowned of Soviet military commanders. General Ivan Konev would
have been imprisoned at the start of the war but for the intervention of
Zhukov. General Meretskov, a Hero of the Soviet Union, was also freed at
this time, though numerous other generals were shot without a trial.
Specialists, technicians, and people needed for the wartime economy
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were set free without hesitation during this period, even while the NKVD
carried out its grisly role against deserters and those not fully committed
to the all-embracing struggle. A.N. Tupolev, the famous aircraft builder of
later years, also received an amnesty to work in the defense industry.
These people, however, were never really trusted. Rather more faith was
placed in party leaders at the regional, oblast, and rayon levels, who were
entrusted to fight on under occupation and form underground cells. In
some cases party leaders were parachuted back into their regions to incite
the local population. This sort of strategy did not really begin to pay div-
idends until later in the war.

THE ASSAULT ON LENINGRAD AND KYIV

Army Group North advanced steadily toward Leningrad, a city that Hitler
wished to see utterly destroyed. Assisted by the Finns, the Germans cap-
tured Pskov on July 1, and moved toward Novgorod and Luga, about
145kms from Leningrad. The ground attack was led by Von Manstein, a
ruthless and efficient general. On July 28, the Estonian capital Tallinn fell
under German control, and the Baltic Fleet had to be transferred to the
Kronstadt base. A tremendous battle took place for control of the Karelian
region, initiated by Finnish troops on July 28 and encompassing the estu-
aries of Ladoga and Onega. It took the Germans until August 19 to
occupy Novgorod; 11 days later, they had reached Kolpino, in the sub-
urbs of Leningrad, though they were temporarily forced back. After a fur-
ther attack from the south, the Germans placed Leningrad under
blockade, determined to cut off the population from supplies and to
starve it into surrender. By September 9, the Germans were again in the
suburbs and were able to cut tramlines between the town of Uritsk and
the city center. Zhukov was sent to Leningrad to bolster the defenses.

The population of Leningrad at this time was about three million.
According to some reports, most of the children were removed from the
city before the blockade began. Other accounts suggest that as many as
400,000 remained behind. By the end of September, the German advance
had been halted, and the Wehrmacht resorted to bombing rather than a
frontal assault that would likely have proved costly. Factories continued
to work, though food rations grew increasingly low. For a brief period, the
Germans managed to sever the railroad between Leningrad and Moscow.
Leningrad came to a virtual standstill, but it did not surrender. It
remained under blockade for almost 900 days, with a loss of about one
million people. In contrast, Kyiv, the USSR’s third city, fell on September
19, and the results were particularly disastrous because of Stalin’s refusal
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to let the Red Army retreat. General M.P. Kirponos the commander of the
Southwestern Front, was killed, and troop losses were exceptionally high.
The German pincer movement encircled Red Army soldiers, and another
300,000 prisoners were taken. The NKVD laid mines along the
Kreshchatyk, the main street in the city center, timed to explode when
the German army entered. Kyiv was Hitler’s biggest prize on the Eastern
Front. Odesa, Ukraine’s main port, was also occupied, but after a much
longer struggle that lasted from August 5 to October 16, 1941.

OPERATION TYPHOON – THE ATTACK ON MOSCOW

The German military leadership, the OKH, had embarked on Operation
Barbarossa with the goal of capturing Moscow, the Soviet capital, the
heart of the Soviet communications system, and an important industrial
area. Hitler, however, diverted troops to the different fronts after the
initial invasion, in the belief that they could always rejoin Army Group
Center for the final victory. By the time the Germans were ready to begin
a final assault on Moscow – known as Operation Typhoon – they were in
control of a very important part of the European USSR. Around 40 per-
cent of the total population was by now under occupation, in an area
that before the war had produced about one-third of gross industrial pro-
duction, and almost 40 percent of the country’s grain. The industrial
regions under foreign occupation had provided more than 60 percent of
the country’s coal supply, 58 percent of steel, and almost 70 percent of
cast iron. Control over such an area probably convinced Hitler that the
fall of Moscow would end the war. The huge number of Soviet prisoners
in German hands could only have bolstered his viewpoint. It appeared
that the Red Army no longer wanted to fight. On October 2, 1941, Hitler
ordered the start of Operation Typhoon, confident that total German vic-
tory was now at hand.

At first all went according to plan. Army Group Center concentrated its
forces in one rapid strike group and encircled Soviet armies at Bryansk
and Vyazma. Konev and Budenny were responsible for this fiasco, and
only the personal intervention of Zhukov prevented Stalin from venting
his fury on the former. The losses at these two towns seemingly left
Moscow open to the invaders. Four armies had been entrapped at
Vyazma, and two at Bryansk, with 663,000 troops taken prisoner. The
Germans, however, began to suffer several setbacks in the next stage of
the battle. Heavy rain turned the roads to mud, making them virtually
impassable for the largely horse-drawn German army. By late October the
rains had ceased, but the temperature dropped and the ground became
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rock hard. The Germans had not been given adequate winter clothing,
and thousands of troops began to suffer from frostbite. Tanks would not
start in the morning unless they had been kept heated throughout the
night. The climate had come to the aid of the Red Army. German diaries
of the period testify that many soldiers were becoming disillusioned.
They could not deal with the vastness of Soviet territory, the routine of
constant advances through almost identical countryside, seemingly
never getting anywhere.

Zhukov was ordered to save Moscow, and soon the city’s entire popu-
lation was conscripted to prepare the defenses. Women and children dug
ditches, and a people’s militia was formed that would plug any holes in
the defensive lines. The NKVD and students from military academies
were also added to the mobilized forces. Zhukov, meanwhile, began to
bring reserve troops to the capital from the Far East. Most of these were
stationed behind the city in preparation for a counter-attack. Yet the
Germans kept moving forward. Within Moscow itself, their arrival was
anticipated almost daily. The Soviet government evacuated several
departments, offices, and personnel, and there was a rumor that Stalin
also had left the capital. Party members tore up their cards. German
voices could be heard on Soviet radio; this came as a huge shock to the
population, accustomed to the monotonous voices of Soviet propaganda
extolling the great Stalin and Soviet achievements. The war had gone so
badly up to this point that many citizens were ready for a German occu-
pation. On October 8 the authorities drew up a list of Moscow factories
that were to be destroyed as the Germans entered. A virtual uprising
broke out in the town of Ivanovo a week later, when it became known
that the Soviet government had abandoned Moscow.

Again, there is some question regarding Stalin’s activities at this crucial
time. Moscow was under siege between October 16 and 19. It was
reported that Beria had already made provisions for peace with the
Germans and that Stalin was in depression. City life had come to a stand-
still and most of the population was chronically short of food. As in 1921,
many residents were gathering their belongings and fleeing to the south-
east. Women and children did so by order, but many others left without
permission. In retrospect, this moment may have been the defining point
in the entire German-Soviet war. How close the Germans came to victory
may never be known. On paper, it would seem unlikely that they could
have occupied much of the USSR for the long term, but by pressing on
with Operation Typhoon they had come perilously close to obtaining a
Soviet surrender. Stalin’s nerve, however, did not fail him this time. If he
had indeed left the city with other government members, then he had
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certainly returned by November 6, when he made a speech at the
Mayakovsky metro station; the following day the traditional Revolution
Day parade was held in Moscow, with Stalin on the podium. Gunfire
could be heard in the distance. To the troops and the public, Stalin’s pres-
ence meant a great deal, and was reassurance that the Soviet government
had not conceded defeat.

Stalin’s speech also broke new ground for a Communist leader. Having
commented on the great “liberation struggle” of the Red Army, he evoked
the memory of the great Russian military warriors of the past – Nevsky,
Donskoy, Pozharsky, Suvorov, and Kutuzov. The dramatic link to the
Russian past symbolized the changing propaganda of the Soviet leader-
ship during the war. Henceforth, the Soviet soldier fought not for the
Communist Party but for the Motherland, an emancipating concept that
appeared to herald a new future once the invader had been removed. The
Russian Orthodox churches were reopened and people were encouraged
to worship. The Soviet-German war thereafter became the Great Patriotic
War. Stalin, under these circumstances he had helped to create, was less
a Communist leader than a tsar, a transition aided by the obsequiousness
and hyperbole of Soviet propaganda. Soviet soldiers fought – For the
Motherland! For Stalin! This change was gradual but its starting point was
November 6–7, 1941. A combined devotion to both the Motherland and
the Soviet leader suggested a number of changes in official propaganda.
First, it indicated that the USSR by itself lacked appeal for the masses
during a period of great instability. Second, it indicated that the Stalin
leadership was identifying itself with an imperial past, suggesting a direct
link between the tsarist period and the Soviet counterpart. Third, it would
lead eventually to a new attempt to legitimize the Soviet regime through
the “Great Patriotic War” rather than the “Great October Revolution.”
The change of direction represented the first clear compromise between
the Soviet regime and Russian nationalist sentiment, though the latter
had also been evident during the civil war.

Just a week later, the Germans began their second attempt to capture
Moscow, and moved slowly through the forests on the outskirts of the
city, narrowing the distance from 40kms to 25kms. Lead units got
within 10kms of the city, and they could see the spires of the Kremlin.
Each step of the way cost the Germans heavily, but Hitler was convinced
that the Soviets had no reserves. On December 5, Zhukov’s counter-attack
came as a complete surprise to the Germans. It was made only after
Richard Sorge, the Soviet master spy in Japan, had convinced Stalin that
the Japanese would not join in with their German allies and force the
USSR into a two-front war. Sorge was aware that the Japanese were plan-
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ning an attack on the Americans. By January the Germans had been
pushed back all along the front of Army Group Center, from 100kms to
250kms westward. Though the retreat was chaotic at first, Hitler
demanded that the Germans retreat only to their supply dumps, after
which the line had to be held. Several generals might have preferred to
hold a defensive line even further to the west, but Hitler’s orders were
carried out. As village after village fell into the hands of the Red Army, the
GKO felt that it might be possible to capitalize on the success and drive
the Germans out of the USSR. This feeling illustrates Stalin’s inexperience
as a military commander. The Germans, it was declared, would be driven
back from Lake Ladoga to the Black Sea and the war could be over by
1942. This was the opinion just one month after the USSR had faced
defeat, but it was not realistic. Zhukov, Shaposhnikov, and Voznesensky
warned Stalin of the foolhardiness of such a plan, but the Soviet leader
ignored their advice.

The result was the failure of the Soviet drive, which took place in three
directions – to the west, northwest, and southwest. The Soviet troops out-
paced their supplies, and the Germans were able to counter-attack effec-
tively, using their traditional pincer movements to once again take large
numbers of prisoners. The Germans recaptured the city of Kharkiv, capi-
tal of Ukraine until 1937, before the spring thaw, with the flooding of the
huge Soviet river systems putting an end to the fighting. The Germans
had recovered from the shock counter-attack, but their military leaders
by now realized the magnitude of the task ahead. Far from being short of
troops, the number of new recruits into the Red Army appeared to be
unlimited. Hitler’s constant interference in decision-making had once
made sense, but on the Eastern Front such interventions detracted from
intelligent solutions and local initiatives. Consequently, most of the lead-
ing generals resigned, were dismissed or fell ill in late 1941 and early
1942, including Brauchitsch, the commander-in-chief of the German
army, and Von Runstedt, Von Leeb, Von Bock, and Guderian. Hitler
assumed overall command. Thus for the moment, the brilliant generals
who had captured much of Western Europe and Poland were absent. The
Germans still possessed capable leaders, but henceforth the Soviet mili-
tary leaders were probably on an equal footing, and as the war progressed
Soviet wartime leadership became superior to its German counterpart.

THE PARTISAN MOVEMENT

Officially the partisan movement dates from the very first days of the war.
On June 29 and July 18, 1941, the Soviet government and Communist
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Party gave instructions for the formation of a partisan movement at the
rear of the German army. In Belarus and Ukraine, similar directives were
given on July 1 and 5 respectively. However, during the first 10 months
of the war, there was little serious partisan activity in the areas occupied
by the Germans. The numbers of partisans were very small, though the
movement developed gradually in response to acts of cruelty by the new
rulers. Moreover, when the partisan movement did develop it did so in a
variety of ways and under very different circumstances. The Germans in
general focussed their attention on major towns and communication
routes, like roads and railways. They lacked the numbers to control the
immense areas of Russia. But the partisans required certain conditions in
order to survive – forests, a water supply, access to food from sympathetic
villages. The best areas for this sort of activity were most of Belarus, the
northwest part of Ukraine, and western and central Russia.

The partisan movement officially came into being on May 30, 1942,
when a Central Headquarters of the Partisans was set up led by
Ponomarenko, the infamous Belarusian First Party Secretary. At the end
of August, the partisan leaders met in Moscow to elaborate strategy. On
September 5, 1942, the Supreme Chief Command of the movement gave
an order outlining the partisans’ roles, which included attacks on
German communication routes, assassination of German leaders, and
the political indoctrination of the population. The beginning of the
Partisan movement resembles the early stages of the war itself, with the
party and NKVD taking an active role, curtailing local initiatives, and
ensuring that as far as possible the movement be centralized. In reality,
such control proved impractical. The impact of the Partisans at first was
relatively minor, and the Germans deployed Axis non-German troops
for the most part to counter them. However, once the German army
ended its offensive operations and began to retreat, then just as
Napoleon’s Grande Armée had been weakened by partisan raids, so the
Wehrmacht also began to suffer. As the Partisan movement grew – it
reached a peak of around 250,000 in the summer of 1943 – its fearless-
ness grew too, and its leaders, such as the coarse but effective Ukrainian
Partisan Sydir Kovpak, gained reputations for heroism. In modern-day
Belarus, the Partisans are still regarded as heroes, and have acquired
almost mythical status. Perhaps the Partisans’ most famous operation
was to sever some 750kms of railway line in the Kursk region during the
fall of 1943. By this time, however, Stalin had decided that the Partisans
were acting too independently, and dissolved the movement’s Central
Headquarters. Henceforth each Partisan section had to operate
separately from its fellows.
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STALINGRAD

Following the failure of the Soviet drive of early 1942, it was clear that the
Germans would resume their advance the following summer. They had
consolidated their positions alongside supply dumps on the major river
systems. Stalin believed that Moscow would be the logical target, since the
enemy had come so close to capturing the capital the previous winter.
Hitler, however, was now a free agent as far as planning was concerned. To
him it made more sense to capture the oil regions of the Caucasus, particu-
larly the Maikop oilfields, without which the German drive could not con-
tinue. At the same time, the city of Stalingrad was something of a magnet
for the German leader. From the military perspective the city needed to be
neutralized so that the German forces driving into the Caucasus were not
attacked from the rear. In the summer of 1942 the Luftwaffe retained
almost complete control of the air, making such an attack seem feasible.
Stalingrad, formerly Tsaritsyn but named after Stalin to commemorate his
real and alleged civil war feats, was a large industrial city on the west bank
of the Volga, previously known for producing tractors but by now for its
output of heavy tanks. To Soviet military leaders, it was essential to hold the
city at all costs, not least because of the symbolism of its name.

Hitler divided Army Group South into army groups A and B. The former
was to move into the Caucasus, and the latter toward Stalingrad. In this
region of southwest Russia, the Soviet forces suffered some disadvantages
– most of the divisions that moved there were reservists lacking military
experience, and they were short of transport and artillery. The Germans
had twice as many planes, and four times as many tanks as the Russians
at the outset of the campaign, though the ground forces were roughly
equal. By August, the 6th Army under General Friedrich Von Paulus had
reached the outskirts of the city, and the 4th Panzer Army was redirected
to join it. The Russian 62nd Army, led by General A.I. Lopatin, was in the
city. On August 23, the Luftwaffe subjected Stalingrad to one of the heav-
iest bombardments to date. Though Zhukov was sent there five days later,
the situation was critical, with German tanks massing to drive to the
Volga. Gradually Von Paulus’s infantry advanced, until on September 12
they had reached a line that in places was only 2kms from the city centre.
The next day another great German attack began, which penetrated to
the railway station. By late September, the Germans had reached the
Volga both in the northern and southern districts of the city. Soviet forces
were defending a narrow central front that looked increasingly fragile.

The great battle, however, had become one of attrition. Stalin replenished
the leadership on the spot with commanders who were prepared to fight
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to the death. From September 1942, the 62nd Army was under the com-
mand of General Vasily Chuikov. Andrey Yeremenko commanded the
army of the Stalingrad Front from August to December 1942, and
Konstantin K. Rokossovsky led the army of the Don Front, which made
several intrusions into the German lines during the Stalingrad campaign.
The city became the subject of much publicity in both Soviet and
German propaganda. Yet whatever the costs in terms of casualties, the
situation favored the Soviets once the German war machine lost its
maneuverability and was forced to fight a war of attrition, trying to take
factories and buildings one by one. One of the Soviet propaganda slogans
was that “Every house is a fortress,” and would not be taken until every
defender was killed. From this battle there are numerous tales of individ-
ual heroism that have become Soviet legends. Even Western sources have
publicized the epic struggle. The Hollywood movie Enemy at the Gates, for
example, depicts the story of the sniper Zaitsev. The STAVKA held an
important meeting in September 1942, which was attended by Zhukov,
the Deputy Chairman of the Supreme Chief Command, Vasilevsky, as
head of General Headquarters, and Stalin, and it was resolved to relieve
Stalingrad by mounting a counter-attack with the hope not only of
defeating the 6th Army, but of trapping German forces in the Caucasus.
As these plans were being made, the German grip on the city gradually
tightened, and by mid-November about 90 percent of it was under the
invader’s control.

The counter-attack was meticulously planned. Though the Germans had
fought well, their flanks outside the city were held by weaker forces,
Romanian and Italian troops less committed to the cause and beginning
to suffer under winter conditions. The movement of troops and material
to the rear of the city – on the east bank of the Volga – negated the
German advantage in artillery and tanks. By the time the counter-attack
was mounted, the Soviets had clear superiority in equipment and tanks,
and, for the first time, slightly more planes. The campaign was to be con-
ducted by three armies – the Southwestern Front, commanded by
Lieutenant General Nikolay F. Vatutin, the Don Front (Rokossovsky), and
the Stalingrad Front (Yeremenko). On November 19, as Hitler was antici-
pating the imminent surrender of Stalingrad, these armies began a for-
midable counter-attack called Operation Uranus. Within four days the
two main armies (Vatutin and Yeremenko) had broken through the lines
of the Axis forces and joined up some 40kms to the west of Stalingrad,
cutting off the 6th Army and part of the 4th Panzer Army inside the city.

For the Germans, the situation was critical but far from lost. The circle was
weak in several areas and could easily have been broken by a determined
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breakout. Hitler, however, refused permission for this and continued to
demand that the entire city be captured. Von Manstein received orders to
relieve the 6th Army, while Goering promised, without much clear think-
ing, that the Luftwaffe could relieve the besieged army from the air. On
most days the Luftwaffe drops were far from adequate, supplying less than
a third of subsistence needs. The situation for the Germans grew perilous,
and at one point Von Paulus – who was in regular contact with Von
Manstein – lost his nerve. The latter’s army made good progress from the
south, reaching within 35kms of Stalingrad, but Von Paulus did not make
any effort to break out and join forces. Hitler in the meantime was con-
tent to have the 6th Army occupy large numbers of Soviet troops in the
protracted and epic battle that had focussed the attention of the Soviet
military leadership. By early January, the German forces in Stalingrad had
been divided into two pockets. Later in the month the Soviets captured
the main German airport, after which the Germans could not ship out
their wounded. Though Von Paulus was promoted to Field Marshal, he
surrendered to the Soviet forces on February 2, 1943.

Historians continue to assess the scale and results of this great battle. The
German 6th Army, with about 90,000 troops, was captured, Von Paulus
among them; one of the few German officers to emerge from captivity,
he spent his remaining few years in East Germany. One Soviet estimate
suggests that German losses overall were in the region of 700,000 troops.
Soviet losses, however, were extraordinarily high, for they combined both
military and civilian deaths. There was simply no distinction in the con-
ditions in which the battle was fought. As many as 1.5 million Russians
may have died in this massive conflict, raising the question of whether
the victory was as emphatic as it is often described. It was, nonetheless,
the first major defeat of the German army, or the second if one considers
the Battle of Moscow as a Soviet victory. It meant the end of German
expansion in Russia; this could not have gone on indefinitely, with
German armies fighting so far from home. The distances were too great
and the Soviet reserves often decisive. Stalin and Zhukov were prepared
to sacrifice men for territory and for a great psychological victory. Of the
many aspects of Stalingrad that Western audiences find hard to fathom,
that of sacrifice is paramount. As the war continued, the Russian attacks
would constantly push the Germans back, albeit at great cost.

By the second half of 1942, the Soviet economy was beginning to out-
perform its German counterpart, particularly in key areas such as the
production of guns, tanks, and military equipment. The workers labored
for long hours, often in dire conditions, and with rations barely at
subsistence level. The lack of food was a consequence of the disruption to
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agriculture. Not only were the Germans occupying the most important
grain areas, but the work on farms was generally in the hands of women
and children, because of a critical labor shortage. However, the Soviet
people were by now united against the common enemy. It was plain that
the invader had come to enslave rather than to liberate. The Stalin regime
guided this new wave of patriotism, through public announcements,
propaganda, and other measures. People were encouraged to join the
Communist Party, which had been an exclusive sect before the war.
Membership almost doubled despite huge losses in numbers as a result of
the war and German reprisals against any Communists they could ident-
ify when they entered villages and towns. By early 1943, the siege of
Leningrad was partially broken by armies of the Volkhovsky and
Leningrad Fronts. In February, the Red Army captured the cities of
Voronezh and Kursk. The Germans were on the run.

THE BATTLE OF KURSK SALIENT

By the spring of 1943, the Soviet military had gained supremacy not only
on the ground, but also in the air. Germany could no longer fight along
the entire Eastern Front, but had to resort to an elastic defense, enticing
the Red Army forward and then mounting incisive counter-attacks in the
hope of encircling units that had advanced far too quickly. In retrospect
this policy was relatively successful. Against formidable odds, the
Germans kept fighting in the USSR, though they were gradually pushed
westward. Not until the summer would the Soviets achieve the over-
whelming offensive demanded by Stalin. By the summer of 1943, Hitler
planned one last major drive, involving the southern army groups, and
with the intention of exploiting a Soviet “bulge” west of Kursk. German
production had improved under Armaments Minister Albert Speer.
Moreover, the Germans had improved the design of their tanks, such as
the Tiger, the Panther, and the Ferdinand. They were now better armored
than their Soviet counterparts, though less mobile. The attack on Kursk
Salient was to employ tanks, and 50 crack German divisions, about 43 per-
cent of all forces on the Eastern Front. Success would perhaps once again
bring the USSR to its knees, by eliminating up to seven Soviet armies. The
German plan was very simple – they would attack the salient from the
north and south. But failure would be very costly, since the Germans had
little in reserve. The campaign would be known as Operation Zitadelle. It
had the approval of Hitler and his chief of staff, General Kurt Zeitzler, but
many of the more experienced tank commanders had grave reservations
about the wisdom of attempting a new advance in this fatalistic fashion.
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Once again, the timing of the operation proved to be critical for the
Germans. Had it taken place in May, as Hitler wished, then possibly the
Germans might have broken through Soviet lines before they had time to
prepare adequate defenses, but the required tanks were not available until
the beginning of July. As for the USSR, its major tanks, the T-34 and the
KV-1, had performed superbly in earlier conflicts. By 1943, the key tank
was the T-34c, which could outpace any German tank. In addition, Soviet
intelligence had uncovered the German plans, and now the Soviet forces
had time to organize. Following a familiar pattern, Zhukov was appointed
Commander of the Kursk Front, and ordered his men to build bunkers
and tank traps, lay mines, and dig trenches. The scale of the defensive
operation was remarkable – around 5,000kms of trenches along a line
that extended about 150kms from north to south. Two army fronts were
set up – the Central Front under Rokossovsky, and the Voronezh Front
under Vatutin. The Steppe Front, under Konev, was kept in reserve. As
Douglas Lee Welsh points out in The Russian War Machine, the Soviet goal
was to separate the German infantry from German armor, without which
it would be highly exposed. The Red Air Force was basically in control of
the skies above the salient, and the battle clearly favored the defender.

Before the attack the Germans launched an artillery barrage, to which the
Soviets responded, a clear sign that the attack was expected, and then a
large group of tanks and infantry went into battle on July 5, under the
command of Model and Von Manstein. At first, German success was stun-
ning as the enormous Tigers burst through the Soviet lines, eliminating
the T-34s and KVs before they could get close enough to be effective. As
the Soviet infantry fled, the lack of machinegun fire indicated that the
new German tank had not been equipped with protection against
infantry. Possibly Hitler never anticipated that his new tanks could be in
a situation in which they faced only infantry. Once the fleeing Red Army
soldiers realized they were not vulnerable, they turned on the tanks,
using grenades or firing through the hatches at the drivers. The effect was
as notable as the early reverses. The culmination point of the battle was
at the village of Prokhorovka, where at one point there were some 1,200
tanks on the battlefield. Amid the mayhem and slaughter, each side lost
about 400 tanks without obtaining a decisive breakthrough. It became
evident that the German assault had failed, and on July 12, Hitler called
off Operation Zitadelle, a war of attrition that had not achieved the
desired result.

Zhukov ordered a counter-attack in which the Red Army achieved success
after a hesitant start. The Soviet push involved armies from several fronts,
the Steppe, Voronezh, Western, Central, and Bryansk. By August 5, Orel
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and Belgorod had fallen into Soviet hands. On August 23, the major prize
of Kharkiv, the largest city in the southwestern USSR, was recaptured.
German losses in this campaign were huge – more than 1,500 tanks had
been destroyed, along with 3,700 planes. Human casualties were around
500,000 troops, the last remaining hope of the German army. Though the
battle at Kursk Salient was not such an emphatic victory for the Soviets
as Stalingrad, it was arguably more decisive. Henceforth, the Germans
would be unable to mount a significant offensive in the east. In
September, a battle began for control of the Dnepr River, Germany’s main
line of defense. In the southeast, the city of Donetsk changed hands on
September 8. November saw a major offensive during which the Red
Army crossed the Dnepr. The Ukrainian capital, Kyiv, was recaptured on
November 6.

In general, after 1942, the Soviet offensive was relentless. Stalin and
Zhukov were anxious to retake the lands the USSR had occupied by the
summer of 1940. Speed was considered essential. Whereas in the early
part of the war Stalin’s constant demand of his allies was for a second
front, in the latter part of the war, with one notable exception, the goal
was to advance as quickly as possible, whatever the weather and what-
ever the defensive fortifications of the Germans. By 1944, the Red Army
had changed tactics. Rather than focus energy on one particular point on
the front, the goal was to attack on several fronts simultaneously, to
simply overwhelm the Germans by numbers. The defenders might elim-
inate the first few waves but would eventually be overrun. Fortified by a
large shot of vodka before they went into battle, the first waves were sac-
rificed for the ultimate goal. The early part of 1944 saw one German dis-
aster after another. By the beginning of March, the blockade of
Leningrad, already weakened, was finally ended. In the Korsun region a
large group of Germans were encircled by the armies of the First and
Second Ukrainian Fronts under Vatutin and Konev. The latter managed a
remarkable feat by advancing during the harsh flood conditions of the
spring thaw. As a result the army of the Second Ukrainian Front had
reached the Romanian border by March. In the south, the Crimean
peninsula was also retaken. The Red Army was now preparing for the
final stage of the reconquest of the USSR.

STALIN AND HIS ALLIES

The relationship between the Allied wartime leaders Stalin, Churchill,
and Roosevelt has prompted much debate. The three personalities were
very different, and one could say that none operated according to
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traditional methods of diplomacy. Churchill was probably the most out-
spoken anti-Soviet statesman of the early 20th century, and one of the
key supporters of Allied intervention in Russia after the Bolshevik
Revolution. He was a man for the grand occasion, and his carefully
rehearsed speeches had rallied the British in the critical period after the
collapse of France in June 1940. Roosevelt was less open, and always anx-
ious to allay Stalin’s natural fears that the two English-speaking nations
would join together against the Communist ally or even join forces with
the Germans. By June 1941, Churchill had achieved a complete volte-face
after the German invasion of the USSR, a moment of great joy to him as
it signified that the war would no longer be confined to the British
Empire on the one hand, and the Axis Powers on the other. He immedi-
ately offered British help for the Soviet Union, even though the British
had been unable to offer aid to Poland, the country whose integrity they
had guaranteed in March 1939.

Roosevelt was more circumspect, content at first to offer both the British
and the Soviets aid through Lend-Lease rather than entering the war. He
was always aware of events through Churchill’s letters and his own
devices. In July 1941, Britain and the United States anticipated joint
operations in a war against Germany, and this agreement was formally
recognized by the signing of the Atlantic Charter on September 24, 1941,
by which the three states declared a common goal to struggle against
Fascism. On September 29, 1941, representatives of the three countries
met in Moscow – Molotov on behalf of the Soviet Union; Averell
Harriman, the adviser to President Roosevelt; and Lord Beaverbrook for
Britain. The Moscow conference agreed on further supplies to Britain and
the Soviet Union from the United States up to the summer of 1942, and
led to the formal inclusion of the USSR in the Lend-Lease Program on
November 7, 1941.

By 1942, the three allies were on a firmer footing. On May 26, 1942,
Britain and the USSR signed an agreement for a united and common war
effort against Germany and its allies in Europe, with an addition about
cooperation and mutual aid once the war had been brought to a success-
ful conclusion. The next month, a similar treaty was signed between the
United States and the Soviet Union. Another meeting in Moscow fol-
lowed between Stalin and Churchill and then a major conference was
held there from October 19 to 30, 1943. Present were Molotov, the British
Foreign Minister Anthony Eden, and US Secretary of State Cordell Hull.
The conference discussed ways to bring the war to a rapid close, particu-
larly in view of the surrender of the Italians, and their new role as a par-
ticipant on the Allied side. The Allies signed an agreement on future
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world security, and set a definite time for the opening of a second front
in the West for May–June 1944. Stalin and Churchill had by this time
signed an agreement on bringing the Nazis to justice for crimes against
humanity, thus establishing the foundations for the Nuremberg trials.
The Moscow meeting paved the way for the first formal conference of the
three Allied wartime leaders, which took place in Tehran from November
28 to December 1, 1943.

The Tehran meeting anticipated a postwar settlement following joint
operations to eliminate German forces in Europe and ratified the Moscow
decision to open a second front in the West. However, no decision could
be finalized on the future borders of Poland, as Stalin consistently
demanded that the borders established after September 1939 be recog-
nized. The question was put off until the next major summit, and in the
meantime the Red Army crossed the old Soviet border into these territo-
ries. To Stalin, control over Eastern Europe was essential. Some countries
made his task easier. On the initiative of Eduard Benes, the USSR signed
an agreement with Czechoslovakia on December 12, 1943, concerning
postwar friendship and cooperation. Benes may have been naive, but he
was unlikely to forget the betrayal of his country by the Western democ-
racies at the Munich summit. The following May the two countries
reached an agreement on military relations after the arrival of the Red
Army. Of all the East European countries, Czechoslovakia on paper had
least to fear from the Red Army. The liberation of the Motherland, how-
ever, was to be followed by new conquests. Since the victory at Stalingrad
Soviet propaganda had begun to extol Stalin’s military wisdom, and his
role as the protector of his people. By this time, Stalin was rarely seen out
of military uniform. Indeed, in paintings of the period he is always
depicted in uniform, often fictitiously at the front, taking an active part
in the war. In fact, Stalin rarely left the Kremlin. A significant gap had
emerged between the perception of the dictator and the reality. The war
had not changed Stalin, other than to make him wise enough to allow his
talented generals to take charge of the intricate features of military plan-
ning. In retrospect, there is no reason to maintain that the true nature of
the Stalinist system changed during the war; rather, the malevolence and
the desire for retribution were focussed on the avowed rather than the
imaginary enemies of the Soviet state.

It was at the three leaders’ second conference that tensions emerged. The
Treaty of Yalta took place in the Livadia Palace in the Crimea from
February 4 to 11, 1945. Stalin had other advantages over his Anglo-
American counterparts besides the fact that the conference was taking
place on Soviet soil. Roosevelt was gravely ill by this time. The USSR,
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through bugging devices, could monitor the discussions of the Allied
teams before the meetings. Third, the areas under dispute were controlled
by the Red Army, which by now had won a series of massive victories.
Stalin had become the leading arbiter over the destiny of Europe; the
Western leaders could only pick up the pieces and try to limit the terri-
tory that would fall under the sway of the USSR. Before Yalta, the focus
on the European front had fallen on Poland. In the summer of 1944, the
GKO launched Operation Bagration, the attack on Belarus using four
army groups that copied earlier German tactics, by encircling and then
eliminating German armies. Minsk was recaptured on July 3, along with
other major Belarus towns such as Vitebsk and Mogilev. The captured
Germans were then forced to march through the streets of Moscow before
a jeering crowd, in a parade presided over by Stalin who liked nothing
better than a public spectacle that degraded his enemies.

Later in 1944 events on the Eastern Front went according to plan from the
Soviet perspective. Between July and October, the armies of the 3rd
Belarusian Front entered the Baltic States, while in July and August troops
of the 1st Ukrainian Front moved into Western Ukraine, capturing the
city of L’viv and advancing into Poland as far as the Vistula. There
Rokossovsky halted, waiting for supplies and allowing his men to recover
from the rapid advance. Moscow Radio, however, enticed the Polish
Home Army in Warsaw to choose this moment for an uprising against
their German rulers. The implication was that the Soviet troops would
come to their aid. The uprising was duly launched, and though it
achieved some initial success, the Poles could not beat five German div-
isions without outside aid. Both the British and US governments appealed
to Stalin to allow his troops to support the Poles, or at the very least to
permit Allied planes based in northern Italy to fly over Warsaw and drop
supplies, while picking up the wounded and refuelling on Soviet-occupied
territory. Stalin refused, maintaining that a group that was anti-Soviet had
initiated the uprising. The consequences for the Polish Home Army were
fatal. The Germans repressed the uprising brutally and then razed Warsaw,
so that the only options for the Home Army were to fight to the last man,
flee, or take refuse in the sewers of the city. Almost six decades on, it seems
that the Soviet version of events, that the armies of the 1st Ukrainian
Front were not in a condition to attack Warsaw, was accurate. All the
same, Stalin could easily have allowed his Western allies to supply aid,
which at the very least would have prolonged the conflict. For Stalin, it
was preferable that the Home Army be defeated emphatically.

By July, Stalin also had in mind the formation of the future Polish gov-
ernment. A Polish Committee for National Liberation was formed under
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Polish auspices; by August it was based in the city of Lublin, made the
temporary capital of Poland as long as Warsaw remained under German
occupation. In early 1945 the Soviet government recognized the Lublin
Committee as the future government of Poland. By the end of 1944, all
of Poland was under Soviet occupation. These matters posed serious
dilemmas for Roosevelt and Churchill. The former had been re-elected as
President for a third term, partly through the support of Americans of
Polish ancestry who supported the Democratic Party. Churchill led a
country that had guaranteed the integrity of the Polish state that
emerged after the First World War. London was the home of the Polish
Government-in-Exile that had been recognized by the Soviet Union until
the Germans uncovered the mass graves at Katyn. Thus in the run-up to
the Yalta summit, it was evident that the Polish question would be high
on the agenda. The treaty’s goal was to lay the foundations of postwar
society. Plainly the Germans and their remaining allies were about to lose
the war. East European countries had already pulled out of the Axis. By
September 1944, as the Soviet army advanced southwest into Romania
and the other countries of the Balkans, Romania and Bulgaria quickly
came to terms. Admiral Horthy in Hungary was willing to do the same,
but the SS deposed him and mounted a last-ditch stand in Budapest. In
the north, Finland pulled out of the war on September 19, 1944 and
signed a peace treaty with the Soviet Union and Britain. On October 20
Belgrade was liberated by the Yugoslav People’s Army of Tito, a loyal
devotee of Stalin at that time. These victories all bolstered Stalin and
Molotov’s position at Yalta.

On some matters there was basic agreement at the Yalta meeting –
Germany was to be completely disarmed and ordered to pay reparations
for the damage caused by its armies during the war. A United Nations was
to be established after the war. Stalin maintained that once it was created,
all the republics of the Soviet Union should be permitted seats. The
summit compromised by agreeing that in addition to the Soviet Union,
the Ukrainian and Belarusian republics should be allotted places in the
new body as compensation for the suffering endured during the war.
Once the war in Europe had ended, Stalin agreed that within three
months, the USSR would attack Japan, thus violating the non-aggression
pact signed with that country in 1941. As a result, the USSR hoped to
regain territory lost by the Russian Empire to Japan during the Russo-
Japanese war of 1905. Once again Stalin was demonstrating his Great
Russian attitude in foreign policy affairs. On matters pertaining to
Central Europe, however, the first signs of the coming Cold War were
already evident. With great reluctance, the Western allies recognized the
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Curzon Line as the Soviet-Polish border, signifying that the territories of
Eastern Poland annexed by the USSR in September 1939 would not be
returned to Poland. Instead, Poland would be given large chunks of
German territory in the west, including German Silesia, West Prussia, and
Pomerania. East Prussia would be divided between Poland (south) and
the USSR (north), with the latter gaining the valuable port of
Koenigsberg, which would be promptly renamed Kaliningrad (as was the
newly created province), after the longstanding Soviet Prime Minister.
Poland in fact had been moved about 160kms to the west – the city of
Katowice, which had been located on Poland’s southwestern border, was
now firmly in the center of the country. Lastly, the Allies agreed that after
the war, the governments formed in Eastern Europe would be both demo-
cratic and friendly toward the USSR. This clause of the treaty was bound
to elicit future arguments as to what constituted a “democratic state.”
Perhaps of all the Yalta provisions, this one was cited most regularly as
demonstrating the bad faith of Stalin, who never intended to allow
Western-style democracies to be established on the USSR’s western
border.

Was Yalta another version of the Munich Treaty, with the Soviet Union
now cast in the role of the aggressor? Stalin certainly got the better of his
two wartime allies, but they were at a serious disadvantage. Roosevelt and
Churchill had to negotiate for territories that were already occupied by
the armies of the various Soviet Fronts. Perhaps the Western powers could
have gained certain advantages had they decided to invade Europe in
1943 rather than 1944, ie, to abandon the campaign to attack Italy
through what Churchill termed “the soft underbelly of Europe.” This
would have involved very heavy casualties, but it might have forced the
issue in Europe, and permitted the Western armies to penetrate much fur-
ther east than turned out to be the case. However, such supposition has
its reverse side – a deep Western advance would likely have tied up more
German armies on the Western Front, thereby permitting a rapid Soviet
advance from the east. Montgomery and Eisenhower did not agree over
tactics to be pursued in the West, but operated according to the premise
that the Soviet Union was an ally, and not a future enemy. Stalin, on the
other hand, appears to have had more foresight, likely because he never
trusted his temporary partners in the first place. As in other facets of
policy, his goal was to gain every advantage possible, using subterfuge if
not outright lies. The Yalta Treaty represents the culmination point of
Stalinist foreign policy, a veritable triumph that paved the way for Soviet
domination of Eastern Europe, and first and foremost Poland, for more
than four decades after the end of the war.
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VICTORY IN THE WEST AND EAST

The year 1945 was in some ways the most dramatic of the war, both in
the scale of the battles and their consequences. In January–February, the
two northern fronts of the Soviet forces – the First Belarusian Front under
Zhukov and the First Ukrainian Front under Konev – advanced from the
Vistula to the Oder rivers. The attack began partly at the request of the
Western allies, who were being placed under severe pressure in the
Ardennes region. The Red Army, by contrast, marched 500kms in just
over three weeks, and during this period occupied all interwar Polish ter-
ritory. East Prussia, which had been cut off from the rest of Germany on
January 24, held out until April when the last German remnants in
Koenigsberg were defeated. At the Oder, Soviet forces halted, while the
Germans prepared themselves for a last stand in front of their capital.
Stalin incited Soviet soldiers to take revenge during this campaign. In the
former German and Austrian territories of Central Europe, the Red Army
began a systematic campaign of looting, torture, and rape, as though to
release all the pent-up energy of the savage fighting. One explanation for
these excesses may have been that Soviet soldiers had uncovered the Nazi
death camps, freeing living skeletons and uncovering mass graves.
However, the pattern of the atrocities was rather familiar, and the
majority of the victims were equally innocent.

The German 9th Army had 14 poorly equipped divisions to defend its
capital, calling up the Hitler Youth and other raw recruits. They faced 110
Soviet infantry divisions with a formidable arsenal of artillery and guns.
The campaign was one of the most difficult of the entire war, despite the
overwhelming advantages possessed by the Soviet commanders. It took
16 days for the Soviet armies to capture the ruins of Berlin. Hitler, the
coveted prize, committed suicide on April 30, five days after Konev’s
forces met the Americans at Torgau on the Elbe, cutting Germany in two.
The Americans had stopped at the Elbe, allowing the Soviet forces to cap-
ture territories within reach of their armies, a decision that was to cost the
Allies dear in the coming years. On May 6, the armies of the First
Ukrainian Front began an operation to capture Prague that ended on May
11, the last day of fighting in Europe. Germany capitulated on May 8, and
Stalin gave a victory speech in Red Square, on the day that was to be
commemorated throughout the Soviet period and beyond as Victory Day.
The official victory parade took place in Red Square on June 24. Zhukov
received the victorious troops, who included 1,000 personnel from every
front during the war, and Rokossovsky was in command of the soldiers
on parade. The leaders of the party and government, headed by Stalin,
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stood on Lenin’s Mausoleum. A 1,400-strong orchestra played, and
Zhukov told the gathering that they had achieved a victory the like of
which had never been known.

The postscript to the war from the Soviet perspective was the operation
against Japan, which occurred against the background of the testing and
deployment of the atomic bomb by the Americans. The Japanese had
anticipated that the USSR might perform the role of mediator in its war
against the United States, but the Soviet government had denounced the
neutrality agreement on April 5, 1945. On the night of August 8–9, the
Red Army crossed the border into Manchuria. Three fronts were estab-
lished – the Baykal under Marshal Malinovsky; the First Far Eastern Front
under Marshal Meretskov, whose career following his removal at the
beginning of the war had come full circle; and the Second Far Eastern
Front under General Purkaev. Overall command was in the hands of
Marshal Vasilevsky. Though Soviet and Russian sources have stressed the
quality of the troops facing the Soviet armies, it appears that the Japanese
had little stomach for another conflict against the Russians. The Red
Army moved rapidly and advanced about 80kms per day before the
Japanese Kwantung army surrendered on August 18. In the Far East, the
Red Army had fought for nine days, but by early September the rewards
were considerable – Stalin’s troops controlled the northeast part of China,
North Korea, all of Sakhalin Island, and the Japanese Kurile Islands.
General Derevyanko was present at the ceremony for the official capitu-
lation of Japan on September 2, 1945. Ultimately, however, the USSR was
not permitted to play a role in the future administration of Japan, though
it did retain the Kurile Islands, thereby reversing and adding to the 1905
Treaty of Portsmouth with Japan.

THE RESULTS OF THE GREAT PATRIOTIC WAR

The war replaced the October Revolution as the most important event in
Soviet history. It was used to legitimize Soviet rule, and as the foundation
for an expanding new empire that would extend into Eastern and Central
Europe, the Far East, and the Near East. The German Fascist threat would
be portrayed as the greatest danger ever posed to humankind. It had been
overcome, according to the official Soviet version of events, only by the
unity and resolution of Soviet forces under the leadership of Stalin
(whose role would be downplayed by 1956 and especially after 1961). The
war also was identified with a great victory of Russians above all other
peoples of the USSR. In part, this attitude reflected Stalin’s belief that
many non-Russians had acted disloyally and often treacherously at the
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beginning of the war. There were of course Russian traitors (Vlasov is the
best known) as well as those of other Soviet nationalities. But after 1945,
the conjunction of Russians with Soviets became commonplace. The
Russians emerged as the leading force in Soviet society. Their prime role
was recognized. Russian achievements were magnified, exaggerated,
whereas other nationalities were told to show gratitude to the Russians
for liberating them from the Fascist occupants.

The scale of the war simply defied belief for future generations. Nothing
had been seen like it before. The size of the German invasion force was
the largest ever encountered, and the ferocity of the battles also appeared
to be without precedent. Yet whatever the suffering, Soviet propaganda
raised the war to a new platform. It could not simply be portrayed along
the lines of defeat, occupation, and then victory. Instead it was depicted
first of all as a “treacherous” invasion (even though widely anticipated at
some point), following which the entire Soviet people fought to remove
the hated invader, and did so, freeing Europe in the aftermath. Sixty years
on, this version of the war still holds in many Russian cities (and even
non-Russian cities, such as Minsk). As such, perspective on the war, even
the questioning of events, battles, alignment of forces, has remained
almost impossible.

In the Soviet period, every textbook on Soviet history dwelled at length
on the results of the Great Patriotic War, emphasizing the tremendous
losses and the damage caused by the invader. That such losses occurred
is not in doubt. However, to the impact of the occupier can be added
some equally destructive actions by the Soviet forces. Two Soviet
republics, Ukraine and Belarus, bore huge losses. Proportionally the
latter lost more civilians during the war than any other nation world-
wide – one in every four people. As for Russia itself, it had endured great
battles at Moscow, Leningrad, Stalingrad, and Kursk. The war affected
many parts of Russia but in different ways. Asian Russia provided troops
and industrial goods for the war effort, as did the eastern part of
European Russia. The fighting, however, penetrated only part of Russia.
Some areas suffered Nazi occupation for three years, others for a matter
of weeks. For years, Soviet works did not focus on human losses, pos-
sibly because these were impossible to calculate accurately, but also
because of the sheer scale of Soviet casualties. The Soviet regime cel-
ebrated a great victory and did not wish to belittle the achievement by
revealing the ratio of its losses vis-à-vis the Germans. Instead, the regime
declared that about 25 million people had been deprived of the most
elementary of housing, and focussed on the destruction of towns, vil-
lages, bridges, and railways.
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According to recent Russian statistics, by May 9, 1945, more than 6.9
million Axis troops had perished in the war, of which about 2.8 million
(or about 40 percent) had died on the Eastern Front. Deaths in the Soviet
army have been put at 8.6 million. However, deaths in the USSR – mili-
tary and civilian – were around 27 million (as compared with 6 million
in Germany). Thus the ratio was about 4.5: 1 Soviet over German deaths.
Of the 27 million Soviet dead, more than three-quarters were men, all
born between 1901 and 1931. These figures overlook certain factors.
Some Soviet citizens (an estimated 500,000) chose not to return to the
Soviet Union. Eight entire nations were deported from their homelands
by Stalin in 1944–1945 for alleged cooperation with the enemy – the
Crimean Tatars, the Kalmyks, the Chechens, the Ingushi, the Karachai,
the Balkars, and the Meshketian Turks, while the Volga Germans had
suffered the same fate earlier in the war (Dunlop, 1983). Likewise the
purges and executions of alleged traitors, panic-mongers, and officers
who refused to stand and fight to the last man – mainly at the begin-
ning of the war – added to the immense death toll. Whatever the cause
of the deaths, the impact on the demographic make-up of the popu-
lation was extraordinary – women of reproductive age outnumbered
their male counterparts by about 4:1 in the European part of the
country, with the imbalance being particularly high in the villages. In
1946 in the Soviet Union as a whole, there were 96.2 million women
and 74.4 million men.

The first task for the Soviet authorities at the end of the war was demo-
bilization of the army. At the beginning of the German-Soviet war, the
Red Army’s active troops numbered 2.9 million. By the end of the war
this was a staggering 11 million. Demobilization began in 1945 but took
three years to complete, leaving an active army of 2.5 million troops. The
youngest members of the army were the last to return to civilian life.
Many of these were restless recruits who had no great desire to search for
jobs, as the army had been their first and only experience in life. The war
undoubtedly generated a great optimism in society. This sentiment even
pervaded the growing Gulag camp system, where inmates were confident
of a general amnesty with the victory over Germany. Instead the camp
population grew with the arrival of new prisoners, who included not only
alleged traitors and collaborators, but also troops who had seen service
outside the borders of the Soviet Union, and soon DPs (Displaced
Persons) who had been forcefully repatriated from camps in Central
Europe. In many respects, the late 1940s was one of the most difficult
periods in Soviet history – the country needed a long respite from the
effects of the war, but it continued to be run like a military camp.
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Two more major conferences took place in 1945 as the war approached
its end. From April 25 to June 25, 1945, a Conference on the United
Nations took place in San Francisco, attended by 42 nations. The Soviet
delegation for the first two weeks was led by Molotov, as the Commissar
of Foreign Relations, followed by the dour Belarusian, Andrey Gromyko,
then at the beginning of his long diplomatic career. Gromyko had been
appointed Soviet Ambassador to the United States and emissary to Cuba
in 1943, and he had been present at the meeting in Washington in 1944
that gave formal agreement to found the UN. The conference set up the
formal network of the organization, which would work to establish inter-
national peace and security, amicable relations between the world’s
nations, and international cooperation in resolving international prob-
lems. Three weeks after the San Francisco conference ended, the Allied
powers met for a last time, at Potsdam in the ruins of suburban Berlin.
Stalin represented the USSR, Truman the United States, and Churchill
Britain. The latter had to return to Britain for an election during the con-
ference and was defeated in a landslide by the Labour Party under
Clement Attlee. The Potsdam Conference was far from friendly. It agreed
on the need to remove all Nazi influences from Germany, on reparations,
and the establishment of the western border of Poland. It confirmed also
the transfer to the Soviet Union of East Prussian territories, including the
city of Koenigsberg.

ECONOMIC RECOVERY

The devastation of the war years remained for some time, but industry
recovered more rapidly than agriculture. The State Defense Committee
was abolished on September 4, 1945, and the industrial ministries
reverted to civilian heavy industrial organizations. Machine-building
replaced the production of tanks. The establishment of industries in the
areas to the east of the Urals provided a basis for further industrial devel-
opment. However, the productive capacity of the country had declined
by about two-thirds. Between March 12 and 19, 1946, the USSR Supreme
Soviet approved the 4th Five-Year Plan for 1946–1950 – the 3rd Five-Year
Plan having been disrupted by the war. At the same meeting the govern-
ment of the USSR, the Council of People’s Commissars, was given the
more formal and less revolutionary title of the Council of Ministers.
Stalin remained Premier (Kalinin remained formal head of state as the
Chairman of the Supreme Soviet until his resignation for health reasons
in April – he died in June – but already his fall from favor was evident
when Stalin had his wife arrested after the end of the war). The Presidium
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of the Council of Ministers was filled with Stalin’s close colleagues –
Molotov ran Foreign Affairs, Beria was given the chairmanship of a
special committee for atomic energy, Voznesensky became the Chairman
of the State Planning Committee (GOSPLAN), A.A. Andreev was in charge
of agriculture, and Mikoyan became the Minister for Foreign Trade.

The energies of the country were channelled into industrial recovery
along with investment. This decision was as much for security as econ-
omic reasons. The Soviet Union declined to participate in the Marshall
Plan – which was aimed at assisting European recovery – because it
regarded it as an American provocation, so it was essential to concentrate
on alleviating the main problems arising from the war. By 1948, the auth-
orities said industry had reached its prewar output level, and by the end
of the plan period the targets had been exceeded, an achievement as
extraordinary as those of the initial five-year plan of 1929–1933. After
September 1946 a wage differential was created according to the nature
and amount of skill required for a job. The recovery of the towns, how-
ever, could hardly conceal the lamentable situation in the countryside,
where an acute labor shortage marked the early postwar years. The
number of working people on the collective farms had declined by 32.5
percent from 1940. Then, for example, there had been almost 17 million
males working in agriculture. At the beginning of 1946, only 6.5 million
remained. The concept of a wage or payment on collective farms
remained only on paper. In practice, the collective farmers in the early
postwar years worked for nothing other than the food on their tables.

The government made no attempt to relieve the situation in the villages.
Private plots were overtaxed, and state purchase prices for grain remained
low. The tasks of the 4th Five-Year Plan, though modest, proved impos-
sible to fulfill because of the reduction of sown area by more than 50
percent. As before the war, the recovery of industry and the development
of heavy industry in particular were to be financed through taxation of
the villages. Ration cards were supposed to be abolished in 1946, but the
authorities found it unwise to carry out such a policy in the difficult con-
ditions that emerged. In 1946, an acute drought occurred in many areas
of the USSR – it was particularly acute in Eastern Ukraine where a new
famine broke out – and the Soviet leaders postponed the end of the ration
card system until 1947. A decree of February 1947, issued by the party’s
Central Committee, focussed on “measures to raise agriculture in the
postwar period.” It demanded that the prewar level of agricultural output
be attained within three years, but in the circumstances of the postwar
village, such a task proved impossible. Only in December 1947 was the
ration card system eliminated, but the measure did not signify that Soviet
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residents now had enough food. In Moscow and Leningrad sufficient
food reserves were built up, but elsewhere the elimination of ration cards
caused an immediate food crisis as people struggled in vain to find basic
requirements such as bread, butter, and sugar.

In December 1947, the Soviet economic authorities introduced monetary
reform, made necessary by inflation during the war. Old money was
changed for the new currency at a rate of 10 old roubles to one new
rouble. The ostensible goal was to undermine speculators, but it affected
more deeply the elderly and villagers who traditionally did not keep their
surplus money in savings banks but with them. Many lost their lifetime
savings overnight, though reform did stabilize the financial system. It is
fair to say that all countries involved in the Second World War faced simi-
lar problems in the early postwar years, but many others benefitted from
US credits. The Soviet Union decided to finance its own economic recov-
ery, and the result was an extended period of hardship, particularly in the
countryside. Soviet leaders paid little attention to the acute difficulties in
agriculture, though they did begin to devise new programs for the exten-
sive development of the countryside, and to demonstrate that the Soviet
state, and Stalin in particular, would not baulk at controlling nature.

Two examples may suffice to illustrate this new attitude – one involved
the scientist Trofim Denisovich Lysenko, a man born in the Poltava
region of Ukraine in 1898, a holder of the title Hero of Socialist Labor
(1945), and a three-time recipient of the Stalin Prize (1941, 1943, and
1949). Lysenko was a charlatan, who essentially told the Soviet leaders
what they wished to hear, namely that an organism could change its gen-
etic characteristics through its interaction with the environment, a form
of dialectics of nature. These characteristics could then be passed down
to the next generation on a selective basis so that only those most desired
would be developed in the offspring. The theory seems closer to Nazi sci-
ence than to reality, but it suited the Stalin regime since it implied that
the Soviet Union could revive agriculture by transforming one species of
seed into another. From 1940 to 1965, Lysenko headed the Institute 
of Genetics of the Soviet Academy of Sciences with the direct support of
Stalin. All opponents of his surreal theories were removed; many were
imprisoned, including the distinguished geneticist Nikolay Vavilov
(1887–1943), who was arrested and sent to the Gulag in Kolyma, where
he died.

Stalin was always interested in grandiose schemes to alter the course of
nature. In November 1948, a new Stalin Plan was announced, whereby a
massive new hydroelectric station would be built in Western Siberia, with
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dams linking it to the Pacific Ocean, and an artificial sea would be built.
Stalin had already initiated the White Sea canal, which was built by slave
labor from Gulag camps. In May 1952, the authorities announced a simi-
lar scheme, the Volga-Don Canal, also constructed by prison workers. The
postwar years were a time of Soviet confidence and prestige. As early as
June 1945, the victory over the Germans was attributed first and foremost
to the Russian people. In the late Stalinist period, Russian achievements
were propagated throughout the country, embracing both high-level
scientific achievements and past history. Thus virtually every major
invention was “discovered” to have been created by a Russian. Stalin was
the infallible leader, a Russian by choice rather than birth, but he ident-
ified with and promoted these new ideas. Tsarist history, previously con-
sidered a period of colonial rule over subject peoples, was transformed
into a mission to civilize and educate backward regions, a progressive task
over the centuries.

ARMED RESISTANCE

The war did not end conflict for Soviet forces. In several borderland
regions, fighting continued after the demise of the Germans, carried out
by bands of insurgents who fought fanatically against the return of Soviet
rule. One area was Western Ukraine, where a Ukrainian Insurgent Army
(UPA) was founded in 1942, and reached a peak of around 40,000 mem-
bers. Since the region had been incorporated into the USSR for only some
20 months in 1939–1941, it had not been subjected to Sovietization. On
September 27, 1944, the party issued a decree “On deficiencies in party
work in the western regions of Ukraine.” The decree was premature as the
war was still in progress, but it showed concern with the weak influence
of the Communist Party in this important border region. Though the
Germans had left, the authorities targetted a new phenomenon – the
“Ukrainian-German nationalist.” The term signified alleged collaboration
between the insurgents and the German occupiers, an incitement to the
people to expose and eliminate the enemies within. For some time, how-
ever, the Red Army had other priorities and it was left to the internal
police, the MVD, to fight pitched battles against the insurgents, who
could melt into the forests, certain of being supplied by sympathetic vil-
lagers.

The UPA fought battles with a variety of enemies at one time or another.
During the war, it had several skirmishes with Polish forces (neither side
showed the other the least mercy) and with Soviet partisans who came
through the region. It had some encounters with the Germans as they

180 MOTHERLAND

PE3387 ch06.qxd  6/6/02  13:59  Page 180



retreated. However, the main enemy was always the USSR, and the hope
was that the Western allies would reject their former ally, Stalin, and
enter a new conflict with the Soviet Union. The receipt of aid parachuted
into the region by the Americans served only to bolster this hope. The
insurgents frequented a border region that encompassed not only Soviet
territory, but also parts of Poland and Czechoslovakia. In June 1945, the
USSR forced Czechoslovakia to cede Transcarpathian Ukraine, which
then became the westernmost region of the Ukrainian SSR. The region
had been under Hungarian rule before the end of the First World War,
and then became part of Czechoslovakia in the interwar period. It had
much in common with Ukraine, but also possessed its incumbent
nationalist movement. However, its inclusion in Ukraine simplified the
struggle against the UPA because it created a Soviet-Czechoslovak border.
In 1947, the police forces of the USSR, Poland, and Czechoslovakia com-
bined to hunt down the insurgents, forcing the movement underground.
Under its leader Roman Shukhevych, the UPA continued the fight into
the early 1950s, relying on terrorist raids and assassinations in the tra-
dition of the prewar Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists under Stepan
Bandera. In 1950, Shukhevych was killed in a skirmish near L’viv. Gulag
observers such as Solzhenitsyn noted the large proportion of Ukrainian
nationalists in the camps, a good portion of them emanating from the
UPA movement.

In 1948, the Soviet authorities initiated mass collectivization in the west-
ern borderlands, as well as Eastern Europe. Though the movement failed
in Poland and Hungary, it was introduced with typical ruthlessness in
Soviet territories, using the experience of the 1930s without altering the
methods. In the Baltic States it was introduced in 1949–1950, and here
too the Soviet forces faced a local guerrilla movement before collectiviza-
tion could begin. Delegations of local farmers were sent to model collec-
tive farms around the USSR, while Communist Party members were
directed for permanent work in these regions. The kulak emerged once
again as a target figure, but this time he was identified with bourgeois
nationalists who were resisting Soviet rule. Collectivization certainly cut
off the food supply for the insurgents, who responded with equal brutal-
ity by victimizing anyone in the village who had joined the new farms
voluntarily. Machine Tractor Stations were established in each district,
and in 1949 the MTS political sections were re-established to enforce the
movement. Before collectivization was completed, the Soviet authorities
carried out a series of deportations of the native population to Siberia,
particularly in 1948–1949. Russians, Central Asians, and other national-
ity groups replaced them. In Western Ukraine, Eastern Ukrainians again
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formed the basis of the party leadership, but in all regions outsiders were
transferred to the area. Similarly, the authorities used an agreed popu-
lation exchange with Poland to ensure that potentially troublesome
Ukrainians were moved to areas of industrial labor shortages rather than
farms.

As a result of these measures, collectivization of the western borderlands
was completed by the early 1950s. By 1951 more than 90 percent of
households had been collectivized in Latvia, Estonia, right-bank
Moldavia, and Western Ukraine, with Lithuania and Western Belarus
fully collectivized by the middle of the decade. Stalin was dealing with
populations that had demonstrated a noted lack of loyalty during the
war. As such, these small regions took on an importance out of propor-
tion to their size. They became the focal point of new plots, involving not
only the Germans – who after all were defeated – but also sinister machi-
nations by “Anglo-American imperialists,” and subsequently by a new
enemy, Zionism. In 1950, the US authorities founded under the auspices
of the CIA the radio stations Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty, to serve
as surrogate broadcasters of news to the subject populations of the USSR.
The western borderlands, more than any area besides Poland, represented
for the Soviets the most sensitive region – they had long been under
bourgeois influence, they formed the gateway to the West, and they con-
tained bitter anti-Soviet elements that were to resurface for the remain-
der of the Soviet period.

THE PERIOD OF HIGH STALINISM

Postwar Stalinism may be divided into two periods. In the first, the gov-
ernment made an attempt to impose cultural uniformity under the lead-
ership of Andrey Zhdanov, the Leningrad party boss. After Zhdanov’s
death in 1948, Stalin again began to prepare new purges at the highest
level, while Soviet propaganda took on an anti-Semitic hue, against exter-
nal Zionism and the alleged plots involving Soviet Jews. However, the
two periods were linked and can be regarded as the zenith of Socialist
Realism. In the aftermath of the war, and in contrast to the relatively
moderate trends tolerated during the war, the postwar years saw a return
to the repressive atmosphere of the 1930s. The campaign began with a
party decree of August 14, 1946, which condemned two Leningrad jour-
nals, Zvezda and Leningrad, for publishing articles by Anna Akhmatova
and Mikhail Zoshchenko. Zhdanov led the attack, pointing out that
Akhmatova was a reactionary and an individualist, while Zoshchenko
wrote vulgar prose that tried to ridicule Soviet life and the Soviet people.
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At Zhdanov’s behest, the Union of Writers withdrew their membership.
The decree heralded a new era, in which writers had to adopt a policy
that was fundamentally anti-Western. Stalin and Zhdanov maintained
that several Soviet writers had demonstrated servility toward the West, or
glorified Western achievements. Such unwarranted adulation was to be
replaced by reverence for the Motherland, and praise for all aspects of
Russian cultural and material achievement. No amount of hyperbole
could be considered excessive. Those who opposed such a way of think-
ing were not loyal Soviet citizens. Rather, they were rootless cosmopoli-
tans. The Soviet press and radio added more illustrious names to the
ranks of offenders, including Boris Pasternak and Yury German.

The new stipulations had profound effects on Soviet literature, art, and
music. Soviet writing took on a rigid, formal style, which was hardly dis-
tinct from official propaganda. Experiments in form and style were
frowned upon. In all books and poems, the authors were required to lavish
praise on the Soviet system, to praise its achievements, applaud Stalin and
the benevolent role of the Russian people, and heap scorn on non-Soviet
society. The most feared criticism among writers of this period was to be
accused of being pro-Western. Cultural works were to be optimistic about
the future and to emphasize the harmony of Soviet life. The new style was
also reflected in postwar architecture and art. Classicism was the chief
form, with the prime project being the prospective Palace of the Soviets,
on the site of the Church of Our Savior, a giant edifice with a statue of
Lenin at the highest point, soaring into the sky. It was never completed.
On August 5, 1947, any autonomy enjoyed by Soviet artists ended with the
establishment of an Academy of Arts of the USSR, which was subordinate
to the Committee for Artistic Affairs. The party henceforth could com-
mand Soviet art. The key focus of postwar artists was Stalin. Typical was the
work Generalisimus by Fyodor Reshetnikov. Similar renditions appeared
under the authorship of Viktor Puzyrkov and Aleksandr Gerasimov. They
depicted Stalin as aloof, separate from the people, a godlike figure. Often
individual artistry gave way to artistic teams or brigades, a practice that
had begun in the late 1930s. This sort of system precluded individual
achievement in art and promoted uniformity. Art in this way became a
form of organized propaganda. Brigades were also responsible for a series
of new sculptures of Stalin and Lenin. Massive monuments to the victory
in war were perhaps to be expected. They culminated in the statues to
Mother Russia at Stalingrad and Kyiv. Evgeny Vuchetich contributed a
similar massive monument to the Treptov Memorial Park in Berlin.

Many renowned cultural figures ran into trouble with Zhdanov’s new
uniformity. Eisenstein’s Ivan IV, Part 2, portrayed the 16th century ruler
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as a demonic tyrant, which proved offensive to a regime that had seen its
leader compare himself consciously to the former Tsar. Several composers
stood accused of “formalism” and “anti-populism” in music. Their works
were ideologically subjective and departed from contemporary themes.
Foremost among them were Sergey Prokofiev, almost a contemporary of
Stalin, A.I. Khatchaturian, D. Shostakovich, and N. Myaskovsky. Much of
their work was too experimental for official tastes. Like art and literature
the themes had to be clear and simple, and with the goal of elevating the
Soviet regime and its leader. Not surprisingly, therefore, the period of cul-
tural uniformity produced little of lasting cultural value. Authors con-
tinued to write, artists to paint, and musicians to compose, but the results
were impersonal and the themes predictable. Stalin and Russia were now
beyond criticism. The October Revolution was perceived exclusively as a
Russian revolution, and the Russian Empire with its imperial past was
perceived officially as a period of cultural enlightenment for backward
peoples.

As the cult of Stalin reached a new peak in the postwar years, the leader
himself grew increasingly remote, often relying on subordinates to carry
out his key policies. New enemies were soon targetted. In November
1948, the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, a wartime organization, was
abolished and its members arrested. One of the goals of the committee
was to form a new homeland for Soviet Jews. Early in 1949 an official
campaign was launched against “cosmopolitanism,” which was defined
as a movement that rejected patriotism and advocated a theory of world
citizenship. In 1949, the MGB (Ministry of State Security) announced the
exposure of a new conspiracy, called the “Leningrad Affair,” in which sev-
eral leading party activists reportedly wished to detach Russia from the
Soviet Union and establish Leningrad as the state capital. One of its
alleged ringleaders was Voznesensky, who was removed from the
Politburo on October 27 and arrested, along with A.A. Kuznetsov. M.I.
Rodionov, and Ya. F. Kapustin. All the leaders were executed on October
1, 1950. Voznesensky remained the most prominent victim of the post-
war purges, which were building to a familiar crescendo. In May 1951, a
new trial was held featuring the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. Its
leaders received the death sentence for their role as “despicable hirelings
of imperialism and Zionism,” while others got long terms in labor camps.

From October 5 to 14, 1952, the 19th Congress of the CC All-Union
Communist Party took place in Moscow. It was the first party congress for
13 years and the last one in Stalin’s lifetime. As it was the first such meet-
ing since the end of the war, the Congress recognized fallen heroes and
those party leaders, such as Zhdanov and Kalinin, who had died since the
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war’s end. Various dignitaries from the satellite states of Eastern Europe
attended, such as East German leaders Walther Ulbricht and Erich
Honecker, and Czechoslovakia’s Communist leader, Klement Gottwald.
Stalin’s health had begun to deteriorate by this time and the main speech
was given by Malenkov. The Congress heralded an ambitious new five-
year plan (the 5th) and noted the rapid expansion of hydroelectric power
and oil and gas. The long gap between the congresses was indicative of
the new power structure of the USSR. Though party membership had
almost tripled since the 18th Congress, real authority was now invested
in the few men at the top, who had ruled through the GKO and now
struggled for supremacy within the Presidium. Stalin as ever was suspi-
cious of his subordinates. In mid-January 1953, Pravda announced the
uncovering of a new plot against the Soviet leadership, focussed on a
group of Kremlin doctors, at least half of whom were Jewish. The doctors
were accused of murdering Zhdanov in 1948 and planning the deaths of
other prominent leaders – significantly Beria was not among the group to
be eliminated, evidence that he was among those to be victimized in the
new purge.

The Doctors’ Plot seemingly anticipated a new series of purges but it did
not come to fruition. On February 28 the Soviet leadership held a meet-
ing at Stalin’s dacha at Kuntsevo. On March 2, Stalin took ill and four
leaders – Beria, Malenkov, Bulganin, and Khrushchev – left for his dacha.
Before he died on March 5, he opened his eyes several times. Stalin’s
death occurred in suspicious circumstances, but to date historians can
only speculate on the course of events. Radzinsky (1996), who provides
the most detailed and colorful version, outlines several possible scenarios
that may have followed Stalin’s initial stroke. He implicates Beria as pos-
sibly bearing the main responsibility for ensuring that Stalin did not
recover, and preventing medical aid from reaching the incapacitated
leader. Beria’s troops surrounded Red Square on March 9, 1953, for
Stalin’s funeral, and as a result the masses in attendance had no means to
leave the square. Hundreds died in the crush to pay tribute to the great
leader, whose body was placed alongside that of Lenin in the Mausoleum.
Throughout the Soviet Union, and even in the Gulag, there was genuine
grief at Stalin’s death. The public considered itself leaderless. Stalin, for all
his crimes, his brutality, and his utter ruthlessness, had guided the people
through momentous times. By sheer repetition the propaganda about his
personal qualities was believed by many. Even his enemies would have
granted that his loss would leave an enormous void. Stalin had set the
path for future leaders, but none would ever match his power and auth-
ority. Though in official propaganda he was described as the successor
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and devoted follower of Lenin, the leader of the October Revolution had
never sought or even anticipated the sycophantic devotion that Stalin
seemed to crave. Stalin had been the sole ruler of the Soviet Union for 25
years, and at least joint ruler for 29. Under Stalin an agrarian nation had
begun a transformation to an industrial state that emerged after the
Second World War as a global power.
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7
INTERNAL POLITICS UNDER
KHRUSHCHEV, 1953–1964

THE SUCCESSION QUESTION

Stalin, in contrast to Lenin, had not been preoccupied with the question
of a successor. Had he done so, the person selected would have immedi-
ately been the subject of suspicion and intrigue and likely would not
have survived for long. Because of this lack of decision, the leadership of
the country was in dispute for several years. The idea of collective lead-
ership emerged, but this concept was far from satisfactory given the
rivalry between the various personalities. The three most prominent
party leaders were Beria, Malenkov, and Molotov. The latter was the best-
known figure but by this time the weakest of the three. In Stalin’s later
years, Molotov had fallen out of favor. For a brief time during the war,
and partly through Stalin’s machinations, the government organizations
superseded those of the party in terms of authority and decision-making.
Thus when Nikita Khrushchev became the party secretary it did not sig-
nify that he was the leading candidate to succeed Stalin. Khrushchev was
a lower rank leader at this time. Malenkov was the Chairman of the
Council of Ministers, and his four deputies were Beria, Molotov,
Bulganin, and Kaganovich. The first opportunity to take power, however,
fell to Beria, Stalin’s trusted lieutenant for many years, an odious but
contradictory character. During the short period of his ascendancy he
introduced some important changes of direction in several key sectors. In
the republics, the policy of Russification stopped abruptly. The Doctors’
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Plot was exposed quickly as a fabrication. Beria also wished to defuse
international tension, particularly over Yugoslavia, which had been
removed from the Cominform on Stalin’s instructions in 1948. He pro-
posed in addition to re-examine the enforced socialist construction in
East Germany and to reduce the number of Soviet “advisers” in the satel-
lite countries of Eastern Europe. Why did Beria adopt such moderate poli-
cies? One possible reason is that he believed that a period of toleration
was necessary after the harsh Stalin dictatorship. Better perhaps than any
other leader, Beria was aware of the alienation caused by centrist policies
that belittled the rights of the national republics. In addition, the change
of policy would allow the uprooting of the Stalin team and the instal-
lation of a new government that could include his most loyal supporters.
However, Beria moved too quickly and too transparently. In particular, he
wished to reduce the power of the Communist Party, thus posing a direct
threat to his fellow leaders.

Malenkov and Khrushchev also had their differences, but together with
Zhukov they were powerful and united enough to prevent Beria from
taking over. On March 14, 1953, the country elected a new Secretariat
under the leadership of Khrushchev, though he remained lower in the
Soviet hierarchy than Malenkov. The following month, a decree of the
CC CPSU (as the all-Union party was now called) focussed on the activi-
ties of the Georgian Ministry of State Security, exposing a Mingrelian
nationalist organization led by Beria. On June 26, 1953, Beria was for-
mally arrested during a meeting of the Presidium. Zhukov and
Moskalenko carried out the arrest, and the majority of the Presidium
supported the action (Mikoyan was opposed). Some time during the next
six months, Beria was executed as an enemy of the people, who allegedly
had been spying for the British for several years. At a Central Committee
Plenum of July 2–7, 1953, Beria was removed from the Central
Committee and deprived of his party membership. On July 10, he lost his
other major posts, those of the First Deputy Chairman of the Council of
Ministers (directly subordinate to Malenkov) and as Minister of Internal
Affairs. Evidently several members of the Presidium wavered as to the
sentence that Beria and his associates would be given, but Molotov
demanded the death sentence, in the belief that otherwise Beria’s politi-
cal recovery was possible. It should be borne in mind that Beria kept files
on all the party leaders and was a feared figure. Following his death, the
Ministry of Internal Affairs was abolished. The KGB replaced it in 1955,
and was transferred from government to direct party control. The move
greatly strengthened the authority of the party and by the same token
Khrushchev personally.
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However, at first Malenkov enjoyed a brief spell as the leading figure. In
August 1953 he made an important speech about the need to reprioritize
the Soviet economy to produce more and better consumer goods and
basic foods. He relieved the collective farms of their debts and raised the
prices for agricultural products. He also created a new commission to
investigate the repressions of the Stalin period. At the same time,
Malenkov’s position was never consolidated. He bore responsibility for
the agricultural shortcomings of the country, had been foolish enough to
declare that the country “had resolved” the grain problem, and his pos-
ition had also been undermined by the Leningrad Affair, during which he
had been one of the most outspoken supporters of a new purge.
Malenkov initiated the move to elect Khrushchev as the First Secretary of
the CC CPSU in early September 1953, evidently underestimating his
comrade’s own desire to take over leadership of the country. Almost
immediately upon taking up his new position, Khrushchev made a
speech in which he ridiculed Malenkov’s comment that the agricultural
problems had been solved, and also maintained that the government had
failed to give adequate guidance to the oblast and local committees of the
Union republics, and to backward collective farms. The latter had been
subjected to an amalgamation campaign in 1950 – a program supported
by Khrushchev – and for several years this reform caused enormous prob-
lems in the village.

Slowly but relentlessly Khrushchev undermined Malenkov’s position. In
April 1954 the proposed victims in the Leningrad Affair were rehabili-
tated. At a CC Plenum between January 25 and 31, 1955, Khrushchev
attacked Malenkov for the move away from heavy industry toward light
and consumer industries, the former being the traditional priority of the
centralized socialist state. As a result, Malenkov lost his position as
Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers at the same plenum and was
replaced by N.I. Bulganin on February 8, 1955. Malenkov lacked the attri-
butes for such a prominent position. Meanwhile, Zhukov, cast into the
wilderness by the jealous Stalin after his triumphs in the German-Soviet
war, returned to favor as USSR Minister of Defense. Thus almost two years
after Stalin’s death, the nature of the new administration had been clari-
fied. Khrushchev emerged on center stage as the new leader, supported
particularly by Bulganin and Zhukov, with other figures such as Mikoyan
in the background. In 1955, however, the longevity of the new leader in
his elevated position was a moot point. Who was Khrushchev and to
what did he owe his rise to power?

Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev is a larger than life figure. He has been the
subject of several biographies, including one written by his son Sergey, a
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resident in the United States. Khrushchev was born in a village called
Kalinovka, Kursk gubernia, on April 17, 1894, into a coal mining family.
In his early years he took up physical labor, both as a metalworker and a
coal miner in the Donbas region of Ukraine (the area to which his family
had migrated in 1908), the republic with which he is most closely associ-
ated. Khrushchev joined the Bolshevik Party in 1918, using the patron-
age of Lazar Kaganovich, a party worker raised in Ukraine, who had
joined up in 1911. After taking part in the civil war, he was further
involved in economic work in the Donbas and in Kyiv. In 1929 he
studied at the Industrial Academy in Moscow, and took up positions in
the party apparatus of Moscow oblast. By January 1934, he had risen to
be the First Secretary of the Moscow city and oblast party committees,
and in the same year was elected to the party’s Central Committee. A
loyal Stalinist at this time, Khrushchev took an active part in the early
purges in Moscow, before being appointed First Party Secretary of the
Ukrainian SSR in January 1938. He also became a Candidate Member of
the Politburo, being promoted to full status the following year.

Khrushchev had an active war record, serving on the Southwest Front, in
Stalingrad, Voronezh, and the First Ukrainian Fronts as a member of the
Military Council. After the war, he returned to Ukraine as the leader of
the Ukrainian government, in addition to his role as party chief. In
March 1947, he briefly lost his leadership over the Ukrainian party organ-
ization, ostensibly for his inability to eliminate the insurgents of UPA –
the task was given to Kaganovich – but he returned to the same post in
December of that year with his powers intact. After December 1949,
Stalin brought him back to Moscow as the First Secretary of the Moscow
committee of the party. Khrushchev can be described as an ideological
Communist, a robust, stocky man with a bald pate, crude and ruthless,
but at the same time a far more human figure than Stalin. Like his former
ally Malenkov, Khrushchev recognized the need for a more tolerant
period in Soviet life. On several occasions Stalin had taken his advice on
agricultural affairs, and Khrushchev considered himself a reformer and
even pioneer in this troubled sphere. Khrushchev was a restless man of
great energy, and in several respects a more dangerous adversary for the
Western powers than the more predictable Stalin.

His style of leadership was markedly different from that of his predeces-
sor. He was constantly on the move, touring the country and making
speeches. He also made appearances at party congresses in Poland and
Czechoslovakia. His friends were promoted to eminent positions. They
included the first woman to be prominent in the political leadership (and
eventually in the Presidium), Ekaterina Furtseva, who was put in charge
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of the Moscow party organization; Ivan Serov, who took over the KGB;
and Frol Kozlov, who was placed in control of the Leningrad party appar-
atus. Premier Bulganin was also loyal to his new master. Khrushchev did
not hesitate to expand his areas of influence, particularly in foreign
policy. From the first, he frustrated the grim Molotov by delving into
foreign affairs. In December 1954, Khrushchev and Bulganin went to
China on a trip that was a publicity triumph, but one from which
Molotov was, inexplicably, excluded. More and more frequently party
decrees would be passed on Khrushchev’s signature alone, which led to
many members of the Presidium being unaware of some events of major
importance. Khrushchev’s impulsive character would also lead to several
dangerous moments for the country.

Younger than the Stalin generation by some 15 years, Khrushchev seems
to have revelled in his newfound power. Perhaps more than any Soviet
leader, Khrushchev was an ideological Communist. He tried to combine
the Stalinist concept of the Motherland, and more specifically Great
Russia, with party authority and party infallibility, creating in citizens an
image of the triumphs of the Soviet state specifically. In doing so he delib-
erately competed with the main adversary, the United States, at every
opportunity. Whereas Stalin worked quietly and deviously to undermine
the capitalist giant, Khrushchev expressed the world conflict openly,
being both disparaging and dismissive about the rival power. He was fre-
quently intoxicated in public, a liberty that Stalin would never have
allowed himself, thus appearing almost comical. There are probably more
Soviet jokes about Khrushchev than any of the other leaders. He is
remembered for anti-American phrases such as “We will bury you!” and
for his boasts and bluster when it was plain that the USSR was not in the
superior position that it claimed to be. Because of this attitude,
Khrushchev’s brief time in power assumed much more importance than
was warranted by this stocky figure. It was a time of extremes, of experi-
ments, of early successes but very fundamental failures. Khrushchev was
the first Soviet leader to take over a global power, and he very much
wanted to rule in his own stead, without the personality cults, but with
most other facets of the leadership, including personal decision-making,
intact.

KHRUSHCHEV’S VIRGIN LANDS PROGRAM

Under Khrushchev, a reform movement was initiated in agriculture
almost immediately. At the September 1953 Plenum of the Central
Committee, various authorities in the USSR discussed the question of
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increasing grain production. By January 1954, the CC CPSU had issued a
memorandum entitled “Ways to resolve the grain problem,” which was
circulated among local party organizations. The goal was to cultivate the
so-called Virgin Lands, remote regions of the country that could be
devoted to grain production, and which would add around 13 million
hectares to the sown area by 1955. Khrushchev devised the plan and he
was very much associated with its success and failure. The locations for
the program were Kazakhstan, the Volga region, Siberia, the Urals, and
the North Caucasus. By 1954, the party was asking for volunteers – pri-
marily through the Komsomol – to travel to the Virgin Lands to take part
in the new program. Many of Khrushchev’s colleagues had reservations
about the plan, which contained typical elements of any Khrushchev
scheme – great enthusiasm, the desire for an immediate return on invest-
ment, a radical transformation of Soviet agricultural practices, and a gen-
eral lack of foresight about the likely results. Essentially it took the form
of a youth movement to the countryside. In theory priority was to be
given to those volunteers with agricultural or technical skills. They trav-
elled on special trains, while equipment and building materials were
quickly transported to the east of the country.

Most of the volunteers travelled on Komsomol permits. By May 1954,
those arriving in the Virgin Lands of Kazakhstan comprised some 130,000
new settlers, and by the following year the figure had risen to more than
360,000. One in seven were members of the party or the Komsomol of the
Virgin Land regions, but the European settlers evidently were in control
of the newly established state farms. Khrushchev’s goal was to get some
1,220 poods of grain from the new lands, using 120,000 tractors, 10,000
combines, plus plows and seeding machines. The new arrivals came from
almost all the union republics of the USSR. Once at their destination, new
state farms were founded. Several key party officials were on hand to
guide the volunteers, including P.K. Ponomarenko, the former Belarusian
party chief, and 48-year-old Leonid I. Brezhnev, a trusted associate of
Khrushchev, who was appointed the First Party Secretary of Kazakhstan
in August 1955. Reliable party workers from the major cities of Russia,
Ukraine, and Belarus arrived to run local party committees; in the first
two years of the Virgin Lands program, some 26,000 Communist Party
members moved to these areas, helping to set up party organizations.
Conditions were very difficult. The new settlers found no infrastructure
when they got there. They slept in tents and worked long hours, suffer-
ing intensely dry summers and heavy snowfalls in winter.

At first, the scheme was quite successful. By 1955, another 13 million
hectares of new lands had been plowed, making a total of almost 36 mil-

192 MOTHERLAND

PE3387 ch07.qxd  6/6/02  13:59  Page 192



lion hectares by 1956. More than 50 percent of these lands were in
Kazakhstan. In 1954, a difficult year for agriculture in the European part
of the USSR, the Virgin Lands accounted for 43.5 percent of gross agri-
cultural output. The country was agog with publicity about the success of
the program, which was identified closely with the First Party Secretary.
Almost 94,000 Virgin Landers received awards and medals, and 262
received the revered title of Hero of Socialist Labor. The program con-
tinued, but it never reached such heights again. Khrushchev had simply
been very lucky. There were record harvests in the early years but the cli-
matic conditions ensured that these would be a passing phenomenon.
The Virgin Lands lay in a zone that was fundamentally unsuited to agri-
culture. Moreover, with the investment required for such a program,
funds had to be diverted from other agricultural regions, which suffered
greatly as a result. The food question was not resolved and before long it
was to get worse. Khrushchev’s ambitious plan was of his own making,
but it was the first of several rash ideas. By 1957, he had made the bold
prognosis that within a four-year period the USSR would catch up with
and overtake the United States in the production of dairy products – and
especially meat – per head of population.

The dairy production program soon overrode all other concerns in agri-
culture. Individual oblast and district leaders began to organize the mass
slaughter of livestock to meet the extravagant figures demanded by the
party leader. There are some famous examples of how these targets were
reached, such as the story of A.N. Larionov, the party leader in Ryazan
oblast, who declared that he would produce five times his assigned quota
of meat. He more than fulfilled his target by slaughtering all the livestock
in the region, and was rewarded with fame and his photograph in Pravda,
largely at the behest of Khrushchev who thereby received free publicity
for his program and could demand similar performances from other
regions. However, the following year the Ryazan oblast could not pos-
sibly match the same target, and eventually Larionov, having received
the Order of Lenin the previous year, committed suicide. Meat produc-
tion in the early 1960s was considerably lower than in the 1950s, largely
as a result of Khrushchev’s program. The proposed dramatic rise in live-
stock raised the question of corn production for animal feed. Since 1956,
Khrushchev had begun a mass corn planting campaign even in areas that
had traditionally been reserved for grain. In 1959, Khrushchev visited
Eisenhower at Camp David, and during the trip toured farms in Iowa;
here he appears to have become convinced of the merits of growing corn.
He seemed to believe that the American example could simply be
imported without regard for Soviet conditions. Soviet farmers planted
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some 37 million hectares with corn, much of it in areas that were too cool
and damp. Many agricultural regions suffered as a result.

Khrushchev dabbled with the structure of agricultural organization. In
1958, again on the instructions of the Soviet leader, the Machine Tractor
Stations were abolished, and transformed into Repair Tractor Stations.
The goal was to allow farms to build up their technical base themselves
and remain the sole proprietors of the land. The farms could then pur-
chase whatever technology they required. Like other reforms, this one
was carried out in haste. As the MTS wound down their operations, the
collective farms bought out their goods and began to run up large debts.
In the late 1950s, an attempt was made to make the collective farms
larger and then to transform them into state farms, which were con-
sidered closer to the ideal for the construction of Communism in the
Soviet Union. By the early 1960s, Soviet agriculture had reached crisis
point. Prices for meat and butter rose, and the grain harvests were no
longer adequate to feed the population, particularly in the cities. The
Soviet Union became for the first time an importer of grain, a situation
that was to remain throughout the rest of the Soviet period. By June
1962, there were reports of mass protests about the food supply, and in
the city of Novocherkassy a workers’ uprising ended in brutal suppression
by the authorities and the execution of some 7,000 protesters.
Khrushchev’s experiments in agriculture had not only failed to alleviate
the problems, they had made things worse.

THE 20TH PARTY CONGRESS

On November 22, 1955, the Military Collegium of the USSR Supreme
Court re-examined the affair of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee and
concluded that there were no grounds upon which to convict its mem-
bers. The following month, an earlier initiative was continued, namely
the formation of a Commission for Rehabilitation, which was given the
task of examining evidence from the 1930s Purges of the party and can-
didate members who had been elected at the 17th Party Congress, along
with other Soviet citizens purged in the same period. These measures
formed the prelude to the convocation of the 20th Party Congress, which
opened in the Great Kremlin Hall in Moscow on February 14, 1956. More
than seven million party members were represented by 1,355 delegates.
The party members included both old and new – almost 22 percent of
those present had joined the CPSU during the war years, and 34 percent
in the period between 1931 and 1940. The Congress, which as usual
included foreign visitors, proceeded normally, discussing the 6th Five-
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Year Plan. But members were called back at midnight for a closed-door
session, which featured a lengthy speech by Khrushchev entitled “About
the cult of personality and its consequences.” Several other delegates also
spoke on the same topic, but it was Khrushchev who gave the main
speech in a move to dissociate his government from that of Stalin.

Essentially, Khrushchev stated that Stalin had deviated from the correct
policies of the party during the period of the Purges. The speech did not
question the actual measures, such as collectivization and removing the
kulaks, but rather the extortionate methods used. The goal, therefore,
was to return to the path laid out by Lenin (whose teachings and
measures by implication were infallible). Since Khrushchev himself had
been a key actor in the drama of the mid and late 1930s, he had to tread
carefully. One may ask why he chose to take such a step at all. The
answer likely lies in the control that the Stalinists still exerted over the
party, particularly Stalin’s old followers and devoted admirers, such as
Malenkov and Molotov. The latter two, however, were not singled out in
the speech. Rather the focus lay on the two NKVD chiefs of the time,
Yagoda and Yezhov. Hundreds of innocent victims of the Purges were
rehabilitated, but hundreds more remained, at least on paper, guilty as
charged. Moreover, there was no suggestion that the Purges had been as
devastating in the national republics. A copy of the speech found its way
abroad where it was published later in 1956. It did not appear in print
in the Soviet Union for another 32 years. It implied that a personality
cult was a dangerous thing, and that it had led to distortions of Lenin’s
teaching. Stalin deserved some praise for his leadership of the country,
but he had to take the blame for the fact that the Purges got out of con-
trol, and also for his lack of preparedness at the outset of the German-
Soviet war.

Khrushchev’s speech inaugurated a new, more tolerant era in Soviet poli-
tics. However, the immediate impact was shock and protest that he
should have attacked Stalin in such a way. Mass demonstrations broke
out in Georgia, demanding the restoration of the good name of Stalin
and under slogans such as “Down with Khrushchev!” and “Away with
Bulganin!” On March 9, Khrushchev ordered Soviet tanks to intervene
and suppress the protests. Gradually the official movement away from
Stalin filtered into the official press and official propaganda. On March
28, an article appeared in Pravda entitled “Why the cult of personality
was alien to the spirit of Marxism-Leninism.” The CC CPSU issued a
decree only on June 30, 1956, with the same title as the secret speech, but
much more tentative and moderate in tone. For the first time, Soviets
were to hear of events that they had hardly dared discuss hitherto. The
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shock they received can only be imagined. Yet the document was mild.
Circumstances had dictated that there would be certain restrictions on
freedom, particularly the presence of anti-Soviet imperialists seeking an
end to the Soviet government. Stalin had performed some important
tasks, especially in the struggle against the deviations of Trotsky and his
followers. During the war, however, Stalin had taken all the credit for the
victories, which was a distortion of the facts. He had become obsessed
with his own image and a personality cult had developed.

According to the decree, there was a parallel development in the country
during this period. On the one hand was the damaging personality cult
of Stalin, which caused serious harm to socialism and to the building of
Communism in the country. Yet on the other, the party and the working
class continued to follow the teachings of Lenin. The CPSU leadership
was collective and continued the process of socialist construction. Thus
it was possible, after Stalin’s death, to recover from the harm and to
return to a correct approach. The speech and then the decree caused
immediate problems for the Soviet leader. In several countries of Eastern
Europe, a political crisis developed. On the other hand, the liberalization
was a benefit to many Soviet citizens. In late April, the victims of Stalin’s
wartime deportations were allowed to return home; several were partially
rehabilitated and their national republics once again given autonomy
(including Chechens, Ingushetians, and Kalmyks). Khrushchev’s rivals in
the Presidium could no longer afford to delay before making a move to
unseat him. Molotov lost his position as Minister of Foreign Affairs on
June 2, and was replaced by Dmitry T. Shepilov. The hardliners, therefore,
decided to remove Khrushchev, selecting as the opportune moment his
state visit to Finland with Bulganin, his closest ally, in June 1957.

The conspirators were the old Stalinists, Malenkov, Molotov, and
Kaganovich. Voroshilov also supported the plot. When Khrushchev
returned from Finland, the Presidium immediately held a vote, and he
was voted out of office by eight votes to four. Khrushchev refused to
accept his dismissal, arguing that the motion was invalid, as it required a
vote of the full Central Committee plenum. Though outnumbered at the
Presidium level, Khrushchev had some powerful allies. Through Zhukov,
he had the support of the army, and through Serov, he had behind him
the powerful organization of the KGB. The four plotters found them-
selves unable to resist the call for a full Plenum to discuss Khrushchev’s
position, and this took place between June 22 and 29, 1957. A tense
affair, the Plenum developed into a virtual trial of Malenkov, Molotov,
and Kaganovich; they were depicted as a Gang of Three who had opposed
openly the decisions of the 20th Party Congress. Molotov, it was noted,
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had tried to prevent conciliatory moves toward Yugoslavia and he had
opposed the State Treaty with Austria that led to the removal of Soviet
troops from that state in 1955. The three plotters, however, were permit-
ted to offer their criticisms of Khrushchev and they attacked his style of
leadership and rash promises such as overtaking the United States in the
production of meat and milk. It is likely, however, that few of those pres-
ent could look forward without trepidation to the potential elevation of
three figures so closely associated with Stalin. Zhukov was evidently ready
to divulge information about the gang’s role in the Purges and was par-
ticularly incensed at the removal and execution of many of his former
colleagues.

Thus at the end of the Plenum, Molotov, Malenkov, and Kaganovich were
removed from the Presidium and the Central Committee of the party.
Their ally Shepilov lost his position as a Secretary of the CC CPSU and
candidate membership in the party. Henceforth they were to be referred
to as the Anti-Party group. Khrushchev, however, did not take the tra-
ditional route of a public trial, followed by pleas of guilt and executions.
His three opponents, all well known to the public, were given demeaning
roles instead. Malenkov was put in charge of a power plant in Central
Asia, Molotov the diplomat was given an ambassadorship in Mongolia,
and Kaganovich, Khrushchev’s former mentor and patron, was sent to
Sverdlovsk in the Urals and given responsibility for a cement works. So
ended ingloriously the active careers of three notorious followers of
Stalin. Molotov was no longer in good health, and eventually
Khrushchev agreed that he could take up an easier position as the leader
of the Soviet delegation to the Commission on Atomic Energy in Vienna.
In 1984, when Molotov turned 90, the Brezhnev regime readmitted him
to the party. Kaganovich lived a long life reclusively in Moscow, relying
on his state pension. The relatively mild sentences show that
Khrushchev’s regime promised a departure from the past.

His power was consolidated by the advancement of his allies into promi-
nent positions. Furtseva and Brezhnev were admitted to the Presidium,
and Aleksey Kosygin became a Candidate Member. The treatment of
Zhukov, however, was quite different. Zhukov had been indispensable to
Khrushchev on two occasions – the removal of Beria and in fending off
the Anti-Party Group. However, Khrushchev believed he had become too
powerful. Moreover, Khrushchev had decided to cut military spending by
1955–1956, one facet of which was a substantial reduction in the size of
conventional military forces. The fear of a military coup was never far
from Khrushchev’s mind. Thus in October 1957, he removed Zhukov
from his state and party positions while the war hero was on a state visit
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to Yugoslavia, replacing him with Marshal Rodion Malinovsky. According
to the official communiqué, Zhukov was dismissed for “crude violations
of the Leninist principles of leadership over the armed forces,” meaning
that the army had escaped for too long the grasp of party control. Under
Malinovsky the army was to become part of the ruling structure, but
more compliant. The next month Mao visited Moscow, another occasion
when the two world Communist leaders stood side-by-side, evidently
united. In August 1958, Khrushchev removed Bulganin and took over the
government leadership himself, symbolizing that he had reached the
peak of his power.

Khrushchev soon began to delve into the Soviet bureaucracy, introducing
changes in the way industry was organized. Specifically he switched from
the branch to the territorial principle, creating Economic Councils to
replace the role of the ministries. One of the problems of the Soviet struc-
ture was that with the centralized structure, ministers made decisions
about factories located hundreds of miles away and without any detailed
knowledge of the area in question. Thus Khrushchev created 105
Sovnarkhozy at a Central Committee plenum of February 13–14, 1957. He
maintained that under the old system the ministers tended to operate
within their departmental boundaries, often creating structures that
operated parallel to each other. Once again, however, the existing struc-
ture did not lend itself well to change. The concept was original, but the
result was the development of more regionalized bureaucracy, with a
haphazard control over the factories and plan targets. One of the goals of
the reform was to allow for the production of consumer goods, an area
neglected by the centralized planned economy with its focus on military
and heavy industry. Khrushchev’s moves made him unpopular in
Moscow circles, where ministers saw their power being undermined.
Moscow was very much the hub of the country, with a superior lifestyle
and standard of living. Already party officials were enjoying several perks
of office. However, the establishment of numerous economic councils at
the regional level caused only confusion and resentment.

On July 31, 1957, again on the initiative of Khrushchev, a decree was
issued to deal with the acute housing problem in urban areas. In
Khrushchev’s period, there had been a significant migration of popu-
lation from villages to towns, exacerbating the already complex housing
situation in the Stalin years. Khrushchev scoffed at what he saw as “archi-
tectural excesses.” The workers needed a roof over their heads, and the
buildings could be simple and inexpensive. Thus he commandeered the
construction of the “Khrushchobami” – the Khrushchev “slums” as they
were referred to by the public – five-story high-rises built according to
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one design and still all too visible today in the suburbs of the major cities.
The aim was to ensure that each family should enjoy the basic require-
ments of working life – a home of its own, television, refrigerator, a mod-
erate-sized pension and some time to enjoy it. Thus Khrushchev raised
the minimum pension for workers, and allowed men to retire at 60;
women at 55. However, Khrushchev, at 63, had no intention of retiring!

In 1959, the government also reformed the banking system, eliminating
a number of banks and dividing their functions between the two remain-
ing banks, the State Bank of the USSR and the State Construction Bank.
Khrushchev also tampered with the school system, introducing a change
whereby the 10-year system of education was reduced to eight, and the
two additional years were to be spent in industry or agriculture. Schools
became associated with local factories or enterprises. It also became
impossible for students to enter university without having gone through
this practical experience, along with the support of a party or trade union
official. For the factories themselves, however, the new system meant that
they had to deal with an influx of untrained young students. The trade
taught was predetermined by what sort of factory existed in the neigh-
borhood. Therefore students were not necessarily able to work in a field
most suited to them, or follow the sort of careers that they or their par-
ents may have envisaged. Khrushchev was always adamant that the sons
and daughters of workers and peasants should have ready access to uni-
versities. He resented the notion that students from members of the party
and government hierarchy should receive preferential treatment. In the
early 1960s he went one stage further and introduced the principle that
government and party officials should serve limited terms and then step
down.

Underlying these piecemeal measures – none of which was to survive him
for long, and several of which were reversed even during Khrushchev’s
administration – was the notion that a workers’ state was under con-
struction. Unlike other Soviet leaders, Khrushchev anticipated that the
construction of socialism would bear fruit before long. A Soviet utopia
would be created. By 1959, when the authorities convoked an
Extraordinary 21st Congress of the CC CPSU, some of Khrushchev’s
visionary claims received official status. The victory of socialism had been
completed, it was announced. Therefore the path for the future was to
create Communism. The basis for a Communist society was to be a newly
introduced Seven-Year Plan for the development of the USSR that would
see the Soviet Union (in theory) lead the world not only in overall output
of production, but also in consumer goods. The largest increases were to
take place in industry, which was anticipated to enjoy a growth rate of
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more than 8 percent per year. The rise in agriculture, albeit much lower,
was to see the continued focus of the development of animal husbandry,
increasing the yields per hectare of various crops, but especially of grain.
Though these targets proved to be unrealistic, Khrushchev persisted with
the concept of pursuing a Communist utopia. The next occasion was the
22nd Party Congress, which took place from October 17 to 31, 1961, and
at which a new party program was introduced. The first such program
was based on the original Communist Manifesto of Marx and Engels in
1848, and announced at the 2nd Congress of the Russian Social
Democratic Workers’ Party in 1903. The second program had been
announced in 1919 at the 8th Congress of the Bolshevik Party of Soviet
Russia, with the aim of building a socialist society.

In his opening speech to the Congress, Khrushchev defined the world as
falling into two clearly defined camps – the socialist camp and the capi-
talist camp. The former represented socialist progress, and the latter reac-
tion, oppression, and war. The two systems had switched positions,
Khrushchev declared, in that socialism had now forged ahead in a decis-
ive sphere of activity – that of material production. Henceforth there
would be two clearly defined periods for the USSR – from 1961 to 1970, the
country was to establish the material base for Communism, overtake the
United States (portrayed in the opening speech as a declining power), and
ensure that a high standard of living was attained for the Soviet people.
The second stage was to last from 1971 to 1980 and would achieve the
material and technical basis required for full Communism. The goal would
require a colossal economic surge – an overall rise in output of around 250
percent over the 19-year period, a fourfold increase in the production of
meat, and the doubling of grain output. Labor productivity, Khrushchev
anticipated, would increase by up to 350 percent over the same time-span.

How was this utopia to be realized? Khrushchev’s solution was to
announce several grandiose power and electrification programs, particu-
larly using the great rivers of Siberia. Irrigation schemes would divert
northern rivers so they could reach the arid farmlands of the south. Oil
and gas would be rapidly developed. As in the past, Khrushchev felt that
the distinction between the town and the village would gradually disap-
pear. Farms would be larger, and eventually the kolkhoz community
would merge with the town, and concomitantly living standards for the
farmers would catch up with those of their urban counterparts. Along
with the rise in labor productivity that would be attained over the
coming two decades, the working week would gradually be cut down to
35 hours with two days off in the first period, and even shorter working
hours in the final decade. The decentralization policies introduced with
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the Sovnarkhoz were to be reversed, and the economy would be run by a
Supreme Economic Council, under the chairmanship of Dmitry F.
Ustinov, who had been appointed Minister of Armed Forces in 1946, and
subsequently, after a merger of this ministry with aviation, the Minister
of Defense in March 1953. The Supreme Economic Council supervised
the National Economic Council, the National Building Association, and
the State Planning Committee. Khrushchev now wished to strengthen
party control over the economy and to end his experiment with the
regions.

The 22nd Party Congress is also remembered for Khrushchev’s definitive
split with Stalin. Many of the measures initiated at the 20th Party
Congress were now completed. Stalin’s victims were said to be in the mil-
lions, and Khrushchev acknowledged that the late Soviet leader had
signed the death warrants for thousands. Stalin could therefore no longer
fittingly remain in the Mausoleum beside Lenin; his body was removed
and buried in the Kremlin Wall, in a rather prominent place, since his
bust is clearly visible from the entrance to Lenin’s Mausoleum. Portraits
of Stalin were taken down and towns and villages bearing his name had
to be renamed. Most poignant was the decision to rename Stalingrad –
site of the most famous of all Soviet military victories – Volgograd. In
Georgia, however, Stalin’s name remained sacrosanct. Why did
Khrushchev return to his anti-Stalin campaign? The most logical expla-
nation is that he needed a diversion from his agricultural and inter-
national failures; with regard to the latter, the final break with Stalin was
also a direct affront to China. Khrushchev’s relations with Mao had dete-
riorated badly, but China had adhered to Stalinism and the memory of
the USSR’s wartime leader. This time, the reaction to Khrushchev’s poli-
cies was more muted.

CULTURAL THAW

Stalin’s death brought an end to the heyday of Socialist Realism in Soviet
culture. Ehrenburg’s 1954 novel, The Thaw, heralded the arrival of a more
tolerant era. It took time, however, for conditions to be truly normal.
Those who appeared to go too far, such as Aleksandr Tvardovsky, editor
of the reformist journal, Novyi mir, were temporarily dismissed. After the
20th Party Congress, however, writers began to be more ambitious. In
1956, two symposia held under the title of Literaturnaya Moskva (Literary
Moscow) offered criticisms of conditions inside the Soviet Union.
Hundreds of writers were released from the Gulag and from prisons in the
general amnesty that followed Stalin’s death. Slowly new discussions
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began in the press about the lamentable state of Soviet literature. In
December 1953, Vladimir Pomerantsev had published an article in Novyi
mir, which declared that Soviet literature was insincere and dishonest,
simply listing slogans rather than focussing on the real problems of
Soviet society. Several other writers joined in the criticisms, including
Ehrenburg and Zoshchenko. The Union of Writers expelled some of
them. The entire period was far from settled. Toleration was followed by
repression, and then moderation returned again. The fates of various
works depended entirely on the whim of the authorities. Thus Pasternak’s
Doctor Zhivago, which won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1959, did not
appear within the Soviet Union. However, after the further de-
Stalinization that occurred during the 22nd Party Congress (1961),
Solzhenitsyn’s much more radical depiction of the Gulag system, One Day
in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, appeared uncensored in November 1962 in
serial form in Novyi mir. Khrushchev himself was the ultimate arbiter of
Soviet literature and art. His tastes were notably conservative, and taken
overall the so-called thaw did not result in the freedom of Soviet writers
and artists to express themselves openly, with a few exceptions.

ANOTHER PLOT

The combination of domestic blunders and adventures in foreign policy
were enough to convince Khrushchev’s fellow leaders that he could not
be allowed to continue as Soviet leader. Given the failure of the previous
plot in 1957, however, the plotters had to maneuver much more care-
fully. Khrushchev had alienated many of the forces that had supported
him in the past – the ministers, the army (incensed at the cuts to con-
ventional forces, and the apparent loss of face during the Cuban Missile
crisis), and also the KGB when he had tried to limit its authority. Serov,
Khrushchev’s ally, had been transferred to the GRU in the early 1960s and
his successors as chairmen of the KGB, Aleksandr Shelepin and Vladimir
Semichastny, were at the heart of the plan to remove the Soviet leader.
Frol Kozlov, another close ally of Khrushchev, suffered a stroke in May
1963, and never regained his health. Brezhnev, meanwhile, had enjoyed
mixed fortunes. In April 1962, he was elected Chairman of the Presidium
of the USSR Supreme Soviet, a largely ritualistic position that had been
occupied for many years by Kalinin. For two years it appeared that
Brezhnev’s ambitions would come to nothing. However, in July 1964 he
replaced Kozlov as the Second Party Secretary of the CC CPSU while
Mikoyan took over the ceremonial presidency. Another major figure was
Mikhail Suslov, the so-called “gray cardinal,” a former chief editor of
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Pravda, who was to play major roles in the administrations of Stalin,
Khrushchev, and Brezhnev. By 1964 Serov was also clearly a key supporter
of the plan to get rid of Khrushchev.

Publicly, Khrushchev’s removal was a simple affair. On October 14, 1964,
when he was on vacation in the Crimea, the Presidium voted to remove
him. Khrushchev’s moves were closely watched by the KGB, his tele-
phones were bugged, and the plotters had ensured that the vote could not
be reversed in the Central Committee. According to the official account,
Khrushchev was in poor health and had retired on a state pension. The
Central Committee Plenum that followed his removal cited his failures,
particularly his erratic reforms and the establishment of a new personality
cult. The ebullient Khrushchev went into retirement under fairly gener-
ous conditions, and officially became a non-person, disappearing almost
totally from the Soviet press. When he died in Moscow on September 11,
1971, his death merited only a brief paragraph on the back page of Pravda.
However, his retirement was spent in writing his memoirs, some of which
were also recorded on tape. In these he attempted to justify his various
policies and to add to them an order that was hardly evident at the time.
Khrushchev’s removal ended active party leadership for two decades.
Henceforth, the Presidium (soon to be renamed the Politburo) would
ensure that no one person became so powerful that he could introduce
and pass decrees without the consent of the other members.

With the removal of Khrushchev, three main figures emerged in political
life, none of whom had played leading roles in the KGB-engineered coup.
Brezhnev became the First Party Secretary; Aleksey Kosygin became the
head of the government, and Nikolay Podgorny became Chairman of the
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet by November 1965, with the retirement
of Mikoyan. In March and April 1966, when the 23rd Congress of the CC
CPSU took place, Brezhnev became General Secretary. Other changes
were in place by 1967, solidifying the new leadership. A.A. Grechko
became Minister of Defense with the death of Marshal Malinovsky, and
in May Yuri Andropov became the Chairman of the KGB, replacing
Semichastny, one of the key figures in the plot to remove Khrushchev.
Khrushchev’s reforms in the party sphere, particularly the attempts to
decentralize administration and limit party leaders’ terms in office, were
quickly reversed by the new administration. Brezhnev essentially was a
mediocrity. He had few new ideas or desires to make major changes.
Rightly he recognized that the country needed a period of stability, and
though he was as ambitious as he was conceited, it would be some years
before Brezhnev began to assert himself as the “first among equals”
within the party leadership.
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8
FOREIGN POLICY DURING THE
EARLY COLD WAR, 1945–1963

GERMANY AND EASTERN EUROPE, 1945–1948

The victory over Nazi Germany was achieved despite the wartime
alliance as much as because of it. The goals of the Allied powers, and
particularly the three leaders, were rarely the same. There were three
parallel concepts of the way the West should conduct the war. It would
be an error to perceive the Western allies in unity against the new Soviet
power once the war ended, though it certainly seems true that relations
improved after the death of Roosevelt in April 1945. Stalin had been
content at Yalta to make a few minor concessions while holding on to
his gains in Eastern Europe, and ensuring that Roosevelt – a man inex-
perienced in foreign policy and with little interest in the fate of small
countries in Central and Eastern Europe – was never very close to
Churchill. The British leader staked his career on the defeat of Nazi
Germany, a goal that for a long time superseded any others on the
world stage. Once it became clear that the Germans would eventually be
overcome, however, Churchill seemingly switched to his former role as
an anti-Soviet politician who was determined to preserve both the
British Empire and an independent, “free” Poland. It says much for the
frustration of the British Prime Minister that he entered into a bizarre
negotiation with Stalin in September 1944, in which the two leaders, at
Churchill’s behest, divided Europe by means of a percentage of interest
system.
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In acting in this fashion before Yalta, Churchill presented Stalin with a
mandate for the latter’s future claims. Yalta was a most unsatisfactory
treaty for the Western allies, made worse by the rapid advance of the Red
Army. Stalin was in a powerful position but made the concession that
there would be democratic elections in the countries of Eastern Europe
once the war was over. Only Czechoslovakia could genuinely be termed
pro-Soviet. However, Stalin intended to use the Red Army’s presence to
merge various political parties and harness them to the local Communist
parties. The first step was the formation of the Lublin Committee as a
future Polish government. This immediately undermined the Polish
Government-in-Exile, which Stalin regarded as hostile. The Allies agreed,
however, that the Lublin Committee could serve as the basis for a future
government, with the addition of some Cabinet members from the
Government-in-Exile.

Stalin also showed some restraint. Though Germany was to be divided
between the three powers and France, the Soviet Union never made any
claims to the zones in Western hands, other than the delivery of indus-
trial goods – part of the reparations demanded from Germany for insti-
gating the war. Stalin had not intervened in the civil war in Greece,
allowing the British to help the government suppress the insurgents
(Tito, however, a more ideological leader, did come to the aid of the
Communists). In this respect he was consistent. The Soviet Union would
allow the Western allies to administer zones under their occupation as
they saw fit. In return, they should not interfere in the Soviet “zones.”
This sort of vision fitted well within the traditional European spheres of
influence that had been prevalent in conflicts over the previous centuries.
It did not coincide with the outlook of the new power within Europe, the
United States. However, as far as the USSR was concerned, the American
presence was temporary. The United States already had extensive com-
mitments in the Pacific, and it was anticipated that the country would
eventually send home its troops and retreat into its former isolationism.
This viewpoint made it essential that the Soviet Union did not retreat
from its holdings in the meantime, and took a firm line when dealing
with Western requests and demands. Possibly the inconsistency and
unpredictability of Western policy was a larger problem for Stalin’s
regime than its support for a democratic Poland, or the non-recognition
of new governments in Romania and Bulgaria while under Soviet occu-
pation.

The United States had two presidents who were not well versed in foreign
policy. Paradoxically, it was John F. Kennedy, a president who was –
theoretically at least – the best qualified in this area, who was partly
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responsible for the debacles at the Bay of Pigs and later Vietnam. If
Roosevelt was able to accumulate knowledge from the experience of the
world’s worst ever conflict, Truman clearly relied on his advisers at the
outset. He seems to have vacillated between a desire for compromise and
outright irritation at Soviet behavior. In May 1945, before the Potsdam
Summit, by which time Churchill was already furious at what he regarded
as Soviet duplicity, Truman sent his aide Harry Hopkins to Moscow, in the
hope that the wartime diplomat could once again reach a satisfactory
agreement with Stalin. Before the month ended, however, US Lend Lease
aid to the Soviet Union was suddenly halted. By this time, the United
States was making good progress on the Manhattan Project. Truman
seems to have decided, therefore, that the policy of conciliation would
not work, and that the Soviet Union should be made aware of the formi-
dable economic and military power of the United States. The presence of
the bomb also relieved Truman of the need to rely on the Red Army to
assist in the defeat of Japan, as stipulated by the Yalta Treaty.

By the time the three powers met at Potsdam, in the ruined suburbs of
Berlin, the impasse between the two leading powers was already evident.
Germany had been defeated and was being rapidly demilitarized.
Germany and Austria were joint zones of occupation. Both old capitals,
Berlin and Vienna, lay within the Soviet sphere, and already the Soviet
occupation regime had demonstrated a distinct lack of sympathy with
the local population, in spite of the fact that Stalin always made a dis-
tinction between the ruthless Nazi leadership and the benign German
workers. Stalin and Molotov made more demands at Potsdam, requesting
that the USSR take over the mandate of the Italian colonies in Libya – a
request that the Allies turned down point blank – that the Ruhr industrial
region be made an international zone, and that significant annexations
be made in the south at the expense of Turkey. The Western allies were
not anxious to see Germany permanently crippled and additional bur-
dens placed on the taxpayers of their countries through reparations.
Though Truman informed Stalin about the testing of the atomic bomb
just before the conference began, the comment made minimal impact.
Stalin was already aware of the weapon, but could not believe that it
would be used against the Soviet Union. Secretary of State James Byrnes
represented the United States at the Council of Foreign Ministers in
London in September–October 1945, and once again tried to reach an
accommodation with the Soviet side, including the statement that the
USSR might have a role in the future administration of Japan.

Yet the United States was already moving to a new policy of containment.
The strategy owed much to George Kennan, the US Ambassador to the
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Soviet Union, a Soviet specialist who believed that Moscow’s foreign
policy was based primarily on ideology and long-term insecurity that
made it impossible for the Communist state to reach any serious agree-
ments with a rival power. Moscow was already exerting control over the
Communist parties of neighboring states and the result would be the col-
lapse of weak regimes around the world. Kennan’s views, expressed in his
Long Telegram (February 22, 1946), gained the support of the disillusioned
Byrnes. The diplomat and the politician seemed to have good grounds for
their skepticism. Powerful Communist parties in France and Italy seemed
destined to take power or to have a decisive influence over the countries’
governments. Civil war continued in Greece. Communist parties were
gradually taking control in Eastern Europe. Soviet troops refused to leave
their zone in Iran, as scheduled, on March 2, 1946. Containment – the
taking of a firm line and adhering to it no matter how great the pressure
– seemed the only logical response. At the same time, the United States
had no wish to prolong the colonial empires of the European powers that
had been weakened by the war. Britain and France, the main democratic
Western powers of Europe during the interwar period, had both suffered
humiliating defeats during the war (France at home and Britain in
Southeast Asia), and the United States was at best half-hearted in sup-
porting their attempts to regain their overseas possessions. Both, in fact,
were close to bankruptcy.

Kennan’s views, however, implied that the Americans had for the
moment to tolerate imperialist empires in the face of the greater threat –
Soviet Communism, or, as Stalin usually envisaged and called it, the
expansion and influence of Russia. Thus the Americans and British acted
firmly on Iran with the result that the Red Army withdrew in May 1946.
Truman then came to the aid of the British, when the Attlee government
declared in February 1947 that because of economic constraints it could
no longer continue to support the Greek government. Churchill had
requested the renewal of the wartime partnership during his speech at
Fulton, Missouri, on March 5, 1946 when, in the presence of President
Truman, he declared that an Iron Curtain had fallen over Europe “from
Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic.” Churchill was no longer in
office and thus free to be outspoken. There could be no clearer indication
of his anger at his former wartime ally, Stalin. The delay in the move from
deep suspicion to outright hostility between the two Super Powers, how-
ever, was most likely because of US reluctance to prop up the British
Empire and its desire to open up world markets to American trade.
Though Soviet propaganda railed against a single entity, which it termed
“Anglo-American imperialism,” Stalin was well aware of the tensions
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between the English-speaking powers. The Americans had been negotiat-
ing a huge loan to the British in late 1945, but the tough terms engen-
dered a furious outcry in Britain. The United States was also growing
more reluctant to share its nuclear secrets with its wartime allies.

Stalin’s position was considerably weaker than it appeared. The USSR
entered a period in which it was forced to concentrate on domestic recov-
ery rather than further extending its power. It possessed by far the largest
army in Europe once the United States began to send troops home and
divert others to the Far East, but the military also required replenishing.
It had suffered huge losses and now had to deal with postwar adminis-
trations, control over neighboring states, as well as insurgencies within
the USSR itself. The best hope for Stalin was that the United States would
leave the scene. In contrast, on March 12, the Truman Doctrine was intro-
duced, whereby the Americans resolved to come to the aid of countries
facing Communist insurgencies, and offered immediate financial assist-
ance to Greece and Turkey. The commitment was huge and theoretically
universal. To the Stalin regime, it also seemed illogical and unfair. The
United States was attempting to take the position of world policeman to
promote US economic interests and imperialism. In June 1947, these
beliefs were bolstered by the introduction of the Marshall Plan to assist
European recovery, which initially was offered to all the countries of
Europe, including the USSR. The plan came too late to assist the full
recovery of the Western Europeans, but it immediately placed Stalin and
Molotov in a quandary – how to respond to an offer that would represent
foreign intrusion into the economic affairs of the Soviet Union and its
allies. Initially Molotov received instructions to consider the plan.

At a meeting of the European powers in Paris concerning the US aid pro-
gram, Molotov met the most enthusiastic supporters, Britain and France.
He requested that Germany be excluded from the plan. The Western
powers had no wish to get into a prolonged debate that would delay
American credits, and thus a serious rift developed with the Soviet
Foreign Minister. On July 1, Molotov received a telegram from Stalin and
the following day he spoke out strongly against the Marshall Plan, which
was depicted as an intrusion into national sovereignty and a means of
enforcing US control over recipient countries. Moreover, the Soviet
Union then put pressure on Eastern European countries, such as
Czechoslovakia, which at first were also in favor of the idea. In official
Soviet jargon, the plan would establish control over German industry by
the US “monopoly capitalists.” Where the truth lay was debatable. Most
likely, Stalin and Molotov feared that the plan would push Soviet citizens
into more contact with the West, thereby subjecting them to the corrup-
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tions of bourgeois influence. The Soviet Union had begun to isolate its
citizens in the tense postwar atmosphere. At the same time it could not
afford to allow its satellite states to be drawn into the Western sphere
either. Thus the Soviet Union had to come up with an alternative to the
Marshall Plan, something that would bring together the Eastern
Europeans under a single economic umbrella.

The answer was the Communist Information Bureau, commonly known
as the Cominform, initiated in September 1947 at a meeting in Warsaw
attended by the Communist parties of the Eastern European countries,
and also those of France and Italy. The main speaker at the conference
was Andrey Zhdanov, the rising star of the Politburo, and the party leader
of Leningrad. Zhdanov, the enforcer of cultural uniformity within the
USSR, noted that Italian and French workers were already on strike
against US plans to enslave Europe. However, the speaker noted, those
parties had missed a golden opportunity to take power when the Second
World War ended. It was necessary in addition for the assembled to unite
against the same threat, and to maintain constant communication in
order to prevent the outbreak of a new war. In theory, the COMINFORM
would now coordinate the activities of the various Communist parties. In
practice, there was to follow a period when the leaderships of the satel-
lite states had to pay homage to the benevolence and wisdom of the
Soviet leadership in Moscow. The smaller countries were obliged to show
their gratitude to the Soviet “elder brother.” Henceforth, non-
Communist parties in these countries would no longer be tolerated.
Either they were dissolved or else – assuming they were sufficiently left-
leaning – they would be merged with the Communists. The USSR also
began to sign treaties of “friendship, cooperation, and mutual aid” with
its Western neighbors, beginning with Romania, Hungary, and Bulgaria
in November 1948.

Both Finland and Czechoslovakia at first remained outside this new
Union. In February 1948, the Finnish problem was resolved by a Soviet-
Finnish military alliance. Stalin had no wish to begin a new military con-
flict with its neighbor. Czechoslovakia was a different matter entirely. On
paper it was the country most likely to seek accommodation with the
USSR, but Prime Minister Klement Gottwald had been among the first to
welcome the Marshall Plan, before he was summoned to Moscow and
ordered to reject its terms. In 1946 in the only democratic elections in
postwar Eastern Europe, the Communist Party had won 38 percent of the
vote and had begun to play a prominent role in the government. The
vote was influenced by the fear of Germany, and also by general suspicion
of the Western democracies. Gradually, however, Stalin prepared for the
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demise of independent Czechoslovakia using control over the police
forces and intimidation by Soviet troops that had begun to mass over the
border in Austria. Liberal leaders started to resign from the government.
By the summer of 1948, the Socialist Party had been merged with its
Communist counterpart and a new constitution drawn up, based on the
Soviet model. President Benes resigned rather than accept such sub-
servience, but Czechoslovakia was now firmly part of the COMINFORM
group.

Of the Eastern European countries, Yugoslavia, which had got rid of the
German occupiers by means of its own forces rather than by the presence
of the Red Army, was the most independent. For some time Tito was the
most loyal of all Stalin’s supporters, and equally ruthless. By 1946,
Yugoslavia had introduced a Soviet-style constitution, and began its first
five-year plan a year later. Though Tito favored local trading blocs with
neighboring states in the Balkans, there is no evidence that he was trying
to form a breakaway group. Thus in 1948, when Stalin suddenly turned
on his disciple, it could only have come as a profound shock. What were
Tito’s faults? In Soviet official missives he was referred to as a renegade
and a spy, a hireling of the imperialist powers, and a Hitlerite-Trotskyite
agent. Plainly he had not followed orders to Stalin’s liking, particularly in
the reluctance to develop heavy industry at the expense of consumer
goods. He had also not ruled out trade with the West and was anxious to
develop close economic links with neighbors in order to improve living
standards for Yugoslav citizens. To Stalin, it may have appeared that these
contacts took precedence over subservience to Soviet diktat. Gradually
links were severed. In the spring of 1948, Stalin recalled Soviet advisers
from Yugoslavia, along with military specialists. An attempt to spark civil
war in Yugoslavia by declaring the country’s leader a traitor failed. The
population was not ignorant of the sort of fate that might await it were
it to follow Stalin’s lead. The brief entry of the Red Army into the country
in 1945 was remembered as an interlude of mayhem. Instead, it was the
hardened Stalinists who were arrested for disloyalty as the two leaders
exchanged a series of angry messages. On September 28, the USSR ended
diplomatic relations with Yugoslavia, which was expelled from the COM-
INFORM. Titoists were hunted and purged in neighboring states, and
Stalin waited for the inevitable fall of his new adversary. The United
States stepped in and offered aid and a new trading partner. Ideology was
superseded by the opportunity to create a chink in the Soviet armor. Not
until 1955 would relations be restored between Yugoslavia and the USSR,
and Khrushchev rather than Tito would make the conciliatory steps.
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THE BERLIN CRISIS

In the European climate of 1948, it appeared that a new war could break
out at any time. The crucial area was clearly Germany, divided among the
Allies and ruled by the Allied Control Council that allowed the military
leaders of each side to visit the other zones. The main conflict arose
between the Americans and the British on the one hand, and the Soviet
Union on the other. Berlin was the battleground, an island of capitalism
in the Soviet zone and located only 50kms from the Polish border. Stalin’s
views on postwar Germany often changed. At certain times he appeared
to favor a reunification of Germany on condition that reparations would
continue and the country would develop as a modest agricultural region
with a major role for the Communist Party. He was also aware that the
key industrial regions lay under Western control. Economically the Soviet
zone did not constitute a viable future state. The greatest fear for the
Soviet Union was the remilitarization of Germany. The second fear was a
US attack on the USSR in the period 1946–1948. When such an attack did
not take place, Stalin grew more confident. He was also aware of the
progress of the atomic bomb project behind the Ural Mountains, super-
vised by Beria but using the resources of some brilliant scientists, such as
Igor Kurchatov and Andrey Sakharov. The bomb would eventually be det-
onated on August 29, 1949, ushering in a new phase in the Cold War –
the arms race.

The US and British authorities merged their occupation zones in January
1947 into what became known as Bizonia. They wanted to introduce a
common currency and to allow the zone to benefit from the resources of
the Marshall Plan. To the Stalin leadership, these measures were signs
that the easy terms for Soviet purchases in Germany were about to end,
and, more seriously, that the Western powers had reneged on the agree-
ment that Germany should remain demilitarized. At a meeting in Paris in
April 1946, the USSR had put forward this view on the grounds that such
a policy had been agreed upon at Yalta and Potsdam, but the United
States was no longer willing to recognize that the decisions taken during
the war years should be adhered to in the new postwar circumstances. In
December 1947, when the Council of Foreign Ministers met in London,
the Soviet delegation reiterated its demands, but the Western nations
refused to accept them; they held several private meetings, excluding the
Soviet delegation, with a wish to maintain the division of Germany,
and to unite the (then) two Western zones into a new federation of
Western Germany. The following summer, the foreign ministers of
the main socialist countries met in Warsaw, and agreed not only that the
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dismantling of all weapons from Germany should be completed, but also
resurrected the idea of four-power control over the Ruhr industrial zone.
Matters finally came to a head when the Western powers announced
plans to carry out monetary reform (France joined Bizonia in the summer
of 1948), extending the new currency into West Berlin. The prospect of
two Germanys suddenly became a real one.

On May 20, 1948, the Soviet delegates abruptly left the Allied Control
Council. Ten days later they began to restrict communication routes
between Berlin and the western zones of Germany. The Berlin blockade
was an attempt by Stalin to alter the gradual but relentless process of
transforming occupied Western Germany into a new federal state that
would have access to Western aid and technology. The emergence of such
a state would redefine the limits of Soviet control. Whether Stalin
intended to occupy all of Berlin remains a moot point. It seems more
likely that he was using Berlin as an instrument to prevent the division
of Germany and the formation of a potentially dangerous new state in
the West. Also, the USSR in the early postwar period could not hope to
match the United States in terms of economic power. Gradually Western
links with Berlin became more and more restricted. Trains were no longer
allowed to leave Berlin for the western zones. Only air links remained.
Stalin found it hard to believe that the Western powers would care
whether the 2.5 million citizens of Berlin – their avowed enemy only
three years earlier – fell under Soviet rule. Geography alone suggested
that they would have to comply with the Soviet move. There was no real
need for a contingency plan in the unlikely event that the Allies would
resort to force, because the USSR could always end the new controls at
any time. The official version for the closure of the rail and road routes
was that there were “technical difficulties” in the Soviet zone, which
would continue “for a long time.”

The decision of the United States and Britain on June 24 to use an airlift
to supply West Berlin throughout the winter of 1948–1949 changed the
nature of the Cold War. It also led irrevocably to the formation of two
German states. The western zones were combined into the Federal
Republic of Germany with the capital at Bonn; in response, the German
Socialist Unity Party (SED), on the instructions of the Soviet Politburo,
formed the German Democratic Republic (GDR) on October 7, 1949,
presided over by the well-known German Communist Ernst Thalmann.
The Soviet military administration turned over the government to the
new entity, which would enjoy a brief inglorious 40 years of existence
highlighted only by drug-induced sporting triumphs; and, as a Soviet cre-
ation, it would constantly bear the hallmarks of its painful birth. Stalin’s
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decision to blockade Berlin, which was to be ended by May 1949, also
prompted the formation of a Western defensive alliance, the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), which was an expansion of a
smaller European defensive pact and initially comprised 12 nations,
including the United States and Canada. The Federal Republic of
Germany would be included in NATO by October 1954 after a treaty
signed in Paris. The USSR formally ended its state of war with Germany
in January 1955, but responded officially to West Germany’s acceptance
into the Western alliance by forming its own military union, the Warsaw
Pact, on May 11–14, 1955. By this time the Cold War was at its height,
and the world had been divided into two notably hostile camps, split in
Soviet propaganda into capitalist and socialist.

Though the creation of the Warsaw Pact occurred after Stalin’s death, it
lies within the scope of postwar Stalinist foreign policy. In one respect
Stalin’s worst suspicions had been confirmed – as he had suspected would
happen during the war, the Western powers had finally linked their cause
with that of Germany in a campaign against the Communist East.
However, it is also clear that in their later years, Stalin and the heavy-
handed Molotov lacked subtlety in their approach to foreign relations.
There was a cruelty and ruthlessness in their attitude to satellite states
that for the most part would not have objected to a friendly Soviet Union
on their border providing that they could have formed governments of
their own making. The blockade of Berlin was a gamble but it also rep-
resented a fundamental misreading of American intentions. The relative
tolerance of the wartime Soviet Union had undergone a metamorphosis
into the most brutal of dictatorships, transcending in its nature – though
not in numbers of victims – the prewar regime. The Allied Control
Council provided the USSR with a permanent presence in Western coun-
cils but the leadership chose to leave it. And mistakes made over Berlin
were to be repeated only a year later, when the Soviets walked out of the
UN Security Council, thereby allowing the UN to become involved in the
Korean Crisis, a war that Stalin clearly knew about, and of which he may
even have been the main architect.

Stalin and Molotov, however, were now actors on a world stage and felt
that they could adopt a more aggressive stance. The wartime victories and
the new atomic weapon permitted a confidence that had not been
exhibited in the early war years. When Stalin died in March 1953,
Yugoslavia had seemingly been lost to the cause. Moreover, Stalin did not
even trust the victorious Chinese Communists and their leader Mao
Zedong, though the Chinese treated the veteran Soviet leader with great
deference. On February 14, 1950, the USSR and China signed a Treaty of
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Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance, following Mao’s bizarre
and drawn-out visit to the USSR; during this he was left alone for long
periods and rarely given the sort of treatment deserved by a fellow
Communist leader who was arguably, after Tito, only the third such
leader to have gained his eminence through genuine popular support. In
Stalin’s later years he grew more distant from Molotov, but foreign policy
remained constant, marked by general suspicion and malevolence.
Stalin’s strategy and Soviet foreign policy was one and the same thing. By
late 1948, Zhdanov, the apparent successor to Stalin, had died. Soviet
policy was essentially that of a single man. Perhaps because of such a
precedent, Khrushchev also continued the same general policies – bel-
ligerence, bullying, cajoling, refusal to tolerate dissent, and using every
opportunity to promote Soviet interests vis-à-vis the United States. In
January 1949, at an economic summit, the USSR initiated the Council for
Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA), an organization that lasted until
1991 and through which the USSR channelled aid and traded with fellow
socialist countries.

KOREA 1950–1953 – STALIN’S LAST THROW OF THE
DICE?

The Korean War saw the expansion of the Cold War into Asia. It was an
important event in several respects. It was the only time during the Cold
War that all three major powers (United States, USSR, and China) were
actively engaged in a conflict, and to some extent it defined the limits of
both Communist expansion and Western will to resist. The war, more-
over, resulted in an armistice but never formally ended. Even after the fall
of the Berlin Wall, Korea remained the dividing line between East and
West, with UN and North Korean border guards facing each other at the
demilitarized village of Panmunjom. The Korean War, however, has often
been taken out of the context of the Cold War and portrayed as a civil
conflict between two hard-line governments – that of Kim Il Sung in the
north, and Syngman Rhee in the south. Through the opening of Soviet
archives, and the work of historian Kathryn Weathersby and others, that
assessment has been revised. That the Soviet Union was closely involved
in the Korean War is no longer in doubt, but the main questions revolve
around the outbreak of the war in 1950, and the USSR’s continued com-
mitment to it. Negotiations between three countries occurred separately
– between North Korea, the USSR, and China. Of the three major figures
(the third being Mao), Stalin was by far the most senior, the most experi-
enced, and the one who had acquired most international prestige. Stalin
by the late 1940s was a skilled manipulator of foreign policy.
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The official Soviet version of the outbreak of the war was that it had
begun because of aggression by South Korea, including provocative
moves at the 38th parallel. At the end of the Second World War, the USSR
and the United States had divided Korea at the 38th parallel following the
surrender of Japan, which had occupied the peninsula during the war. In
1949, North Korea was militarily weak, and evidence suggests that the
Stalin regime feared that the South could mount an invasion. However,
Kim Il Sung had ambitions to unite Korea under his own leadership and
to form a Marxist state. How the United States would respond to an
invasion was not known. The international climate, from the Soviet per-
spective, appeared favorable. US troops had withdrawn from Korea, and
the closest available forces were based in Japan. They were far from battle
ready. Alluding to the United States’ assigned defensive perimeter in
Southeast Asia, Secretary of State Dean Acheson had notably excluded
Korea, while some US senators had been forthright in their views that
eventually Korea would be taken over by the Communists. Furthermore,
Japanese rule, which had been predictably harsh, had widened social ten-
sions among the population, enhancing the popularity of the
Communists under Kim Il Sung. To the North Koreans, the time for an
invasion was ripe, and their task was to persuade their patron, Stalin, that
he had nothing to lose from supporting such a venture. An invasion
could not take place without Soviet support. The Chinese Communists
were close to victory but had yet to consolidate their regime. The North
Koreans lacked planes (especially) and modern weapons with which to
stage a successful occupation of the south. In April 1949, the USSR and
North Korea signed an agreement on military-technical assistance,
whereby Moscow would dispatch to its allies planes, tanks, machineguns,
ships, and other goods.

For Stalin, the essential matter seems to have been to avoid a major con-
frontation that could result in a Third World War. Some historians, par-
ticularly at the height of the Cold War, saw the invasion as part of Stalin’s
plans for world domination. Using new documents, Weathersby in par-
ticular has argued persuasively that this was not the case. In 1949, Stalin
consistently rejected North Korean pleas to support an invasion on the
grounds that preparations were insufficient, the South Koreans would not
necessarily support such an invasion, and moreover, such a decisive
action would compel the Americans to intervene on behalf of the South
Koreans. At some point, however, Stalin changed his mind. North Korean
military preparedness had improved by late 1949 and early 1950. The
Soviet international situation looked much stronger too. Mao’s victory in
China signified that the Soviet Union now had a partner that had
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attained Communism independently, without the support of the Soviet
army. Also in 1949 the Soviet Union had detonated its own nuclear
bomb. At the same time, having suffered the reverses of the Berlin block-
ade and with the formation of NATO, there was an understandable desire
to achieve a short but complete military triumph that would raise the
country’s prestige. All these factors made the case for supporting North
Korean aggression much stronger. Stalin also demanded that in return for
Soviet support, the North Koreans should start to supply lead to the
USSR. Kim Il Sung meanwhile, had been requesting a visit to Moscow to
plead his case. He was allowed his wish in April 1950, shortly after a visit
by Mao. Though Stalin and Mao discussed the developing crisis in Korea,
Stalin evidently never divulged the invasion plans to the Chinese leader.

Stalin wanted the war to be brief and successful, presenting the
Americans with a fait accompli. Soviet military advisers drew up the
battle plans, which then had to be translated into Korean. Stalin told Kim
Il Sung to inform the Chinese about the preparations for the invasion;
the North Korean leader did so, indicating that the Soviets were fully
behind the plans. Though Stalin had decided to back the invasion, how-
ever, the commitment was largely kept secret. The war began with sub-
terfuge reminiscent of the German attack on Poland in September 1939.
North Koreans wore South Korean uniforms and mounted an assault on
their own border guards. Thus the fiction could be propagated that the
South Koreans had begun an invasion of the North. The Communist
regime would therefore defend itself and take the fight into South Korean
territory. This interpretation of the start of the war stood the test of time,
and would remain convincing to some for several decades. It could be
corroborated by a protracted correspondence between Moscow and
Pyongyang throughout 1949 concerning the dangers of an attack from
South Korea over the 38th parallel. South Korea was also militantly
nationalistic and regarded by the Communists as essentially a puppet
regime established by the United States, without much grassroot support
from the Korean people.

There seems no question that the Soviet leader retained some reserva-
tions about the operation, and these became more pronounced with the
failure of the North Koreans to achieve a swift and convincing victory.
Though US response (through the United Nations, the USSR having tem-
porarily given up its veto power by walking out of the assembly in protest
at the failure to provide a seat for Communist China) was far from rapid,
once intervention began US forces immediately gained control of the air.
In early July, Kim asked Stalin how his forces should proceed, and Stalin
agreed to send more Soviet military advisers. In September, after General
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MacArthur had engineered the landing at Inchon, effectively trapping
the North Koreans between UN forces there and at Pusan, the situation
for the Communists began to look desperate. The USSR suddenly became
very scathing about North Korean military performance. Stalin was
obliged to agree to send Soviet pilots to the border region, with strict
instructions that they should not venture far from the Yalu River. The
North Koreans would have preferred to see the arrival of the Soviet army
to participate directly in the fighting. Stalin, unwilling to raise the stakes
to such a degree, was prepared to evacuate North Korean forces from the
peninsula, and prepare for a liberation movement at some time in the
future. The Soviet-backed operation had clearly been a failure.

In October 1950, communication between the USSR and China regarding
the situation in Korea began to increase sharply. Like Stalin, Mao did not
really wish to become embroiled in what promised to be a prolonged
struggle. There would come a point, on the other hand, when Chinese
territorial security might come under threat. President Truman, swayed
by the optimism of MacArthur, was prepared to take the war into North
Korea in an attempt to unify the peninsula. This program went well
beyond the original UN agreement to remove the North Koreans from
land south of the 38th parallel. Even so, the Chinese response depended
heavily on Stalin’s commitment to future aid. Only with a firm Soviet
promise would China agree to form “volunteer” detachments to join
with the North Koreans (in North Korean uniforms) in fighting UN
forces. Stalin’s commitment was genuine but always limited. Air support
was spasmodic at best. The Soviet leader’s main concern was that no
Soviet pilots should fall into UN hands. They were dressed in Chinese
uniforms – ironically, therefore, captured Chinese were less likely than
Soviet troops to be found in their own uniforms – and were not permit-
ted to carry identification documents. On the other hand, Stalin took
considerable interest in downed planes from the US side, using captured
technology to support the Soviet military program. The USSR began to
exploit the Korean War for its own purposes once it became clear that no
military victory was in sight. The Chinese could hold off the US forces
indefinitely, while the Soviets supplied thousands of military advisers and
occasional air support around the Yalu River region. With the stalemate
situation, President Truman also wished to limit the scope of the war,
refusing MacArthur’s request to take the war into China.

Why, then, did the Korean War drag on for so long? The answer is that
Stalin had become the main impediment to the peace process. There were
without doubt other major issues, such as the controversial question of
returning POWs, some of whom (on the Communist side) were less than
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willing to be returned to their homeland, and also the treatment of such
prisoners, adjudged by some to have been unnecessarily harsh on both
sides. However, without the opposition of Stalin, the war would likely
have ended much sooner than it did, as is witnessed by the relatively
quick armistice that followed Stalin’s death in March 1953. For the Soviet
Union, Korea may have been a proxy war, but it was conducted cleverly.
The American enemy, through the UN forces, was largely preoccupied for
three years. Paradoxically, the Soviet Union was then weakened badly by
the loss of its leader with no clear replacement. Between 1949 and 1953
the Soviet Union’s world position had grown stronger. Another
Communist power, using Soviet technology, had prevented the collapse
of Kim’s regime, despite unexpected intervention by the forces of the UN
(the United States and some 50 supporting countries). That power, China,
was now stronger, but still regarded the Soviet Union as the senior part-
ner. The relative success in Korea partly made up for the failure to remove
Tito from the Yugoslav leadership after he was expelled from the
Cominform. On the other hand, Soviet prestige was ultimately lowered
somewhat by the second-hand form of commitment to North Korea. It
was China that had emerged as the Communist regime more prepared to
support its neighbors.

FOREIGN POLICY UNDER KHRUSHCHEV

Under Khrushchev, Soviet foreign policy was at first directed toward
trying to restore the unity of the Communist world that had existed at
the end of the Second World War. Khrushchev and Bulganin visited
China between September 29 and October 12, 1954, and signed a new
Sino-Soviet treaty that handed the Liaotung Peninsula to the Chinese.
Soviet troops left Port Arthur, the base that had been defended with such
tenacity against the Japanese in 1904–1905. In May 1955, the Soviet
leaders visited Yugoslavia to try to restore relations with Tito’s regime.
The Soviet side clearly played the role of secondary partner, as Tito was
more or less able to dictate the terms by which Yugoslavia would restore
relations with the Soviet Union. Khrushchev’s immediate concern, how-
ever, was the proposed entry of the Federal Republic of Germany into the
NATO alliance, as a result of the Paris Peace Treaty on Germany signed by
the Western allies in December 1954. The response was the formation of
the military alliance known as the Warsaw Pact, which included the
USSR, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania,
in May 1955. All those involved had already signed bilateral treaties with
the USSR. Now they were obliged to sign a joint Treaty of Friendship,
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Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance. The Pact might be seen as the
belated Soviet response to NATO, or to the emergence of a militarized
West Germany, but it can also be perceived, perhaps more accurately, as
a guarantee both of Soviet hegemony in Eastern Europe and the preser-
vation of the Eastern European alliance. The Pact did more to prevent
Eastern European countries from breaking away from Soviet control than
it did to oppose NATO aggression.

The Pact was also useful for the Khrushchev regime in that it initiated dis-
cussion on various issues. The individual armies of the satellite countries
had been effectively under Soviet control since the later years of the war.
Now the key institution for the next decade was the Political
Consultative Committee (PCC). The Joint Staff of the Warsaw Pact con-
sisted of the deputy ministers of defense of the signatory nations, which
in turn established a Joint Staff, with each nation represented. The pact
was scheduled to last for 20 years, but would be renewed for a further 10
years automatically unless any of the member nations renounced it. In
theory, the Pact would be quietly dropped if the Western nations could
be persuaded to disband NATO and sign a collective security agreement
for Europe. The Soviet side made this request repeatedly, apparently with
little real hope of success. Rather it was an effective propaganda ploy to
place NATO in the role of the aggressor. Khrushchev pursued the policy
with the visit of West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer to the USSR
in September 1955, after which diplomatic relations began between the
two states. One week later, Khrushchev recognized the existence of the
GDR, a state created by the USSR, by signing a formal Treaty of Friendship
and Cooperation with the East Germans. The withdrawal of Soviet troops
from Austria in 1955 was another important act, one that symbolized the
professed peaceful desires of the Soviet Union in Europe. However, the
Western states never responded in the way that Khrushchev wished.

THE CRISIS OF 1956

In his early years in office, Khrushchev was put under tremendous pres-
sure both by Western moves and by incidents of disobedience and protest
within the Soviet bloc. Soviet tanks had been used to subdue East
Germany after protests in 1953. The formation of NATO, while a response
to actions taken by Stalin rather than Khrushchev, heralded a new era of
arms build-up in Europe. Though the Soviet Union had detonated a
hydrogen bomb in August 1953, the country remained well behind the
United States at this stage of the Cold War. Khrushchev’s response to
Soviet “backwardness” was to bluster and boast about Soviet capability,
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which only prompted the United States to act more belligerently. The
internal instability and Khrushchev’s own struggle for power ensured
that the Eastern Europeans would take some action to free themselves
from the Soviet stranglehold. The catalyst was Khrushchev’s denuncia-
tion of Stalin, which appeared to undermine the position of hard-line
Communist leaders in countries such as Poland and Hungary. The key
question was how far the Soviet regime would be prepared to allow
Eastern Europeans to promote new leaderships, often with people who
had been rehabilitated in the more tolerant post-Stalin environment.
Khrushchev dissolved the Cominform – evidently his prime motive was
to improve relations with Yugoslavia – and replaced the stone-faced
Foreign Minister, Molotov, with Shepilov. By October, however, riots had
broken out in Poland, and on October 18, Zhukov put Soviet armed
forces on high alert. An invasion of Poland seemed only a matter of time.

October 1956 was dramatic. On October 19, the date scheduled for the
8th Plenum of the Polish United Workers’ Party (PUWP), a Soviet plane
carrying almost the entire Politburo landed in Warsaw. The initial inten-
tion may have been to prevent Wladyslaw Gomulka from taking over as
the leader of the PUWP. The Polish party had become fractured and mired
in bitter disputes over leadership. Gomulka, who had been removed from
the leadership in the late 1940s, played the nationalist card, arguing that
the Soviet military had been in control of the Polish military to the
extent that Soviet-Polish relations had been adversely affected. Among
Gomulka’s demands were the removal of Soviet military forces and the
replacement of Konstantin Rokossovsky, the Polish-born marshal and
Soviet war hero, as Minister of Defense. Rokossovsky, a supporter of Stalin
though at one time a victim of the Purges, was a symbol of Soviet mili-
tary dominance over Poland. Under Gomulka, the PUWP managed to
heal the splits in the party, and its members united under his leadership.
Rokossovsky and other hardliners were excluded from the newly elected
Politburo by a vote on October 17 (though the results would only be rat-
ified by the forthcoming Plenum). The situation was then conveyed to
Moscow by Ponomarenko, the Soviet Ambassador to Poland. Thus when
the Soviet delegation stepped off the plane – it included Khrushchev,
Zhukov, Konev, Mikoyan, Molotov, Kaganovich, and Antonov – the situ-
ation looked ominous for the Poles. Ponomarenko seemed to expect that
a major purge of the newly elected Polish leadership would take place.

After a few heated exchanges, however, Gomulka and the Polish military
leaders were able to convince the Soviet leaders that they would be best
advised to accept the more moderate Polish regime. Worker protest could
be held in check, whereas a Soviet invasion would meet sustained resist-
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ance. Gomulka’s Poland would remain loyal to the Warsaw Pact and
follow Soviet foreign policy guidelines. To that extent, Poland would be
permitted to follow its own path to socialism, though there would be no
opposition to Communist rule. The compromise ended the impasse in
Poland and the threat of the most important buffer state leaving the
Soviet-led alliance. It was a close call. Khrushchev in any case had a larger
problem. The riots in Poland had had repercussions in other states, most
significantly Hungary. Imre Nagy, the new Communist Party leader, was
prepared to go much further than Gomulka by making Hungary inde-
pendent and withdrawing from the Warsaw Pact. Communist control
was to be ended. In the meantime student protestors had demanded the
removal of statues of Stalin and an end to the control of the Communist
Party over political life. The threat of a domino-like collapse of the Soviet
buffer zone seemed imminent. On October 24, Soviet troops stationed in
Hungary entered Budapest and the following day shot dead more than
100 people in the city’s central square. Thousands more were injured. By
October 30, a massive Soviet invasion, involving more than 200,000
troops, was under way. More than 25,000 Hungarians were killed after
vicious conflicts. By November 4, the insurrection was over and the
Soviet Operation Vertex – to restore the “national-democratic” govern-
ment of Hungary – had succeeded. Nagy was arrested and executed. His
replacement was Janosz Kadar, a firmer leader who was ready to comply
with Soviet demands.

Why was the Soviet Union prepared to act with such force in Hungary,
but not in Poland? Poland had always been a more sensitive issue, a
country that had been formed as virtually a new state in the postwar
period, but without the democratic structure favored by the Western
powers. Gomulka had used diplomacy to assuage the angry Soviet lead-
ership. He was fortunate that the leaders came to him, and that he could
convince them of his own popularity and the need to end the fractures
within the PUWP leadership. Nagy had gone much further. Moreover, he
had done so during a major international crisis, the attack on Egypt by
Britain, France, and Israel following General Nasser’s nationalization of
the Suez Canal. This event involved all the major wartime powers, but for
once the Soviet Union and the United States were in agreement that the
attack had to end. Khrushchev threatened to resort to nuclear weapons
unless the British and French ended their invasion. Though Suez ended
quietly, with a humiliating withdrawal for Britain and France, its timing
was fortunate for the Soviet Union. The Hungarian rebellion was quashed
without any form of Western intervention. Though such a Western
response was probably impossible, Hungarians had been encouraged in
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their resistance to Soviet hegemony by broadcasts from Radio Free
Europe. When the UN protested at the brutal intervention, the Soviet
Union proposed a non-aggression pact between NATO and the Warsaw
Pact.

GERMANY, SPY PLANES, AND THE CUBAN MISSILE
CRISIS

By the time of the Khrushchev administration, an arms race had begun
between the Cold War powers. Both sides had detonated hydrogen
bombs by 1953, but the United States had amassed a far greater number
of nuclear weapons than the USSR, outnumbering them by at least 10 to
1. American B-52 bombers posed a serious threat to the Soviet Union.
Though Khrushchev feared US military technology, he was confident
that his country could catch up. In the interim the Soviet authorities
staged a cunning display of bombers over Moscow on Aviation Day in
June 1955, when aircraft made repeated sorties to give the impression of
greater numbers. The United States had devised a sophisticated spy
plane, the U2, which was able to cover long distances at great altitude.
The plane proved useful for spying on Soviet military facilities, so what-
ever Khrushchev’s subterfuge, Eisenhower’s administration soon knew
that the United States was ahead in the arms race. On the other hand,
he was unlikely to make any kind of public statement about it. He had
no wish to reveal his sources and Washington was only too well aware
that the Soviet Union was capable of matching the US military build-up
in a relatively short time. It was Khrushchev rather than Eisenhower who
was naturally aggressive. Whether Khrushchev fully understood the
nuclear threat is debatable, but he combined his official quest for “peace-
ful coexistence” with public comments about the “winnability” of a
nuclear conflict.

There were fears that the Soviets posed a genuine threat to the security of
the United States. There were also questions about the validity of the
Allied approach to European security, which had been based on nuclear
deterrent to a conventional attack by Warsaw Pact forces. Was the West
morally able to carry out such a response? Moreover, would it even be
effective given the comments of the Soviet leader, now solidly in power
after the defeat of his enemies, concerning the possibility of victory in a
nuclear war? Khrushchev had raised the stakes considerably, not being
content, as Stalin had, to bolster Soviet security in neighboring countries.
In that sense, Khrushchev was more of a messianic leader, a confirmed
Communist who believed that an aggressive stance could be successful.
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On August 26, 1957, the USSR successfully tested its first intercontinen-
tal ballistic missile (ICBM), once again ahead of its American rival. Only
in the following year did the United States begin to respond in kind. The
focal point of the Cold War, nonetheless, was not space, but Berlin, the
island of capitalism within the GDR. The city was Khrushchev’s
obsession. Almost his entire Cold War policy can be explained by the
desire to end the existence of West Berlin.

Two years earlier, the former wartime allies had met in Geneva, at a con-
ference attended both by Eisenhower and Khrushchev. Up until then all
initiatives for reducing international tension – whether serious or for
propaganda – had been made by the Soviets. In Switzerland, Eisenhower
suggested that each side be permitted to fly planes over the other’s terri-
tory to inspect military forces. Khrushchev regarded the proposal as
provocation. He had no wish to expose the military strength of the Soviet
Union to his main adversary. In general, however, the Geneva summit
did ease international tension. In this same year, the Soviet Union had
withdrawn from Austria and recognized the Federal Republic of Germany.
The positive atmosphere of Geneva did not last long, above all because of
the brutality of the invasion of Hungary, and the surprising support for
such action by Yugoslavia and Poland’s new leader Gomulka. Khrushchev
appeared to have united the Soviet bloc once again, and he was clearly
prepared to use force to preserve the Soviet position. By November 1958,
he turned again to the German question, announcing his intention to
turn the matter over to the GDR, which would then have the authority
to stop Western access to West Berlin. Khrushchev then boldly set a six-
month ultimatum for the problem to be resolved; during that time all
foreign troops should leave Berlin, which would be declared a “free city”
by the United Nations. The demand was in clear contravention of the
four-power administration over Berlin agreed at the Yalta summit. The
Americans could hardly be expected to accept such a demand. Instead,
Eisenhower gave consent for the US to attend a foreign ministers’ con-
ference in Geneva just two weeks before the deadline expired, in May
1959. There, Khrushchev extended the deadline.

As the talks continued in Geneva, a US cultural exhibition opened in
Moscow in July, attended by Vice-President Richard Nixon. Nixon’s visit
was enlivened by some heated exchanges with Khrushchev, with both
men using the occasion to make political capital. Though neither gave
any quarter, the Kitchen Debate, as it became known, was a prelude to an
invitation to Khrushchev to visit the United States in September. His
arrival caused a mixed reaction among Americans. To some observers, he
represented a hostile nation and had shown himself unprepared to make
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compromises. For Khrushchev, the visit was of great symbolic signifi-
cance. No Soviet leader had visited the United States, and he wished to
be recognized on an equal footing with the other major nuclear power.
The two leaders discussed the Berlin question, with Eisenhower promis-
ing that he would seek a fair solution, provided the ultimatum was lifted.
A new summit would also be held, made up of the former wartime allies.
It was, at best, a temporary reprieve to the tension, but Khrushchev was
swayed by the mood of the moment, and agreed to the suggestions.
Overall, his trip boosted his prestige at home but did not alter his think-
ing on the German question or indeed his general perception of the
United States as a hostile power, though one to be emulated and sur-
passed economically and militarily.

The summit of the four powers was to take place in May 1960. It would
be followed by a visit by Eisenhower to the Soviet Union. Both events
were critical to the Khrushchev leadership, a huge propaganda ploy that
would raise the international prestige of the Soviet Union. To Khrushchev
the public perception of two equal powers and two leaders of similar
standing was as important as the matter of nuclear weapons, and second
only to the German issue. The Americans, however, continued the U2
missions over Soviet territory that had begun in 1956. CIA Director Allen
Dulles believed they gave the Americans an advantage since they could
take photographs of the Soviet landmass without detection. The missions
contained a high degree of risk, but as long as they remained undetected,
then they would proceed. U2 flights could take off from a variety of bases
to the west, northwest, and south of the Soviet Union, with a total range
of around 8,000kms. Only the President could authorize them. The
flights caused problems for both leaders. Eisenhower had detailed infor-
mation about the state of the Soviet arms build-up, and it revealed that
the Americans maintained a significant lead. However, he could not
divulge the source of his information, and therefore the US public was
not privy to such knowledge. Instead, a myth persisted of a “bomber
gap,” that the US administration had permitted the country to fall
behind the USSR. Conversely, Khrushchev was soon told about the mis-
sions, but was also reluctant to divulge such news, since it would demon-
strate Soviet inferiority. The goal instead was to shoot down one of the
planes.

Eisenhower made the rash decision – one of several in the early 1960s –
to allow two more U2 missions before the Paris summit, in order to
ensure that he was fully acquainted with the Soviet military situation.
The aircraft involved in the second of these flights, on May 1, was
reported missing. Soviet sources reported a crash in Russia, but the US
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authorities did not anticipate that the pilot, Gary Francis Powers, might
have survived. Khrushchev’s position was difficult. He did not wish to
cancel the summit, but on the other hand was under pressure to con-
demn the spying mission. His anger was probably genuine. The US
decision to send two spy planes at such a time could only indicate that
the enemy was attempting to glean information that it could exploit in
Paris. He decided on a public spectacle, showing both pilot and plane on
Soviet television, and demanding an apology from Eisenhower. Several
factors came into play. Eisenhower had to consider his Western allies, one
of whom – Charles de Gaulle, recently elected as the new president of
France – was anxious to develop a nuclear deterrent independently of
NATO and adopt policies that would reduce the French commitment to
the alliance. Britain, under Harold Macmillan, was more amenable, but
still smarting from the disastrous intervention in the Suez crisis when the
United States had notably refused to support the British action.
Eisenhower decided not to apologize, though he did take responsibility
for the missions, a rare acknowledgement by a world leader that his
country had been involved in spying missions.

Khrushchev then decided on more gestures, arriving in Paris early for the
summit, and taking the floor as soon as the conference started in order to
reprimand Eisenhower. Khrushchev denounced the United States, and
demanded that the summit be postponed for six to eight months. He also
told the Americans that the invitation for them to visit Moscow no
longer stood, and repeated his demand for an apology from the US
President. Khrushchev’s behavior shocked the conservative politicians
who had gathered in Paris. The French in particular were appalled at the
crudity of the Soviet leader. Macmillan got an opportunity to voice his
displeasure when both he and Khrushchev were at the UN General
Assembly in September, the occasion of its 15th anniversary. While the
British Prime Minister spoke, Khrushchev listened, visibly agitated, fre-
quently intervening with caustic remarks. Finally Khrushchev took off
his shoe and pounded the table with it in protest. He and Gromyko, the
Foreign Minister, then added to the spectacle by banging on the table
with their fists. Later, Khrushchev deliberately sought out the new Cuban
leader, Fidel Castro, and the two men embarked on a propaganda tour of
Harlem. Khrushchev’s boorish manners bordered on the ludicrous – not
until Boris Yeltsin would a Russian leader make such a public spectacle of
himself. Yet the events reflected the precariousness of Khrushchev’s pos-
ition. He had to express his anger openly, and from then on he would
seek the first opportunity to get revenge – some gesture that would serve
as a counter-ploy to the US spying missions. An opportunity appeared to
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have presented itself with the surprising and very narrow defeat of
Richard Nixon in the US presidential elections by the 43-year-old
Democrat, John F. Kennedy, who took up his office in January 1961.
Khrushchev decided to exploit the situation to resolve the Berlin ques-
tion in the USSR’s favor.

Khrushchev’s behavior owed much to his position at home – his reform
failures, particularly in agriculture, necessitated some sort of spectacular
foreign policy success – and in his relations with China, whose leaders
saw him as unravelling Stalin’s legacy and failing to stand up enough to
the United States. The confrontation over Berlin that began with
Khrushchev’s ultimatum had essentially seen the Soviet side back down.
In June 1961, the two leaders met in Vienna. The meeting had been
requested by Kennedy and desired by Khrushchev. There could hardly be
a greater contrast between the two superpower leaders – the young patri-
cian Kennedy, rich and well educated, reliant on academic training to
resolve some of the pressing international questions of the day, and the
rumbustious, emotional Khrushchev, with his peasant habits and often
outrageous public behavior. In Vienna Khrushchev at first suggested that
Berlin’s long-term future should be left to the people of Germany to
decide. Kennedy replied by noting that the American presence in the city
had been agreed to by the Allied powers. The Soviet leader then accused
the President of seeking a military conflict over the issue, and once more
raised the notion of turning Berlin over to the East Germans. Kennedy,
who was suffering from acute back problems during the summit, would
not be moved by the threats, but the impression was of Khrushchev
making threats and the American responding mildly and – insofar as it
was possible – in conciliatory fashion. The Vienna summit represented at
least a token victory for the Soviet side.

On the other hand, Khrushchev had hardly acted subtly. His objectives
were clear, and Kennedy was determined to be firmer on the question of
Berlin. Soon after the summit, Kennedy began an expansion of the US
military at the same time as Khrushchev decided to reduce conventional
Soviet armed forces. The US President appeared to be determined to
defend West Berlin should it prove necessary. For the Soviet side, the
major factor was becoming less the division of the city in the middle of
Communist territory, than the wave of migrants leaving East Berlin for
the West. Many crossed the border regularly since their places of employ-
ment were in West Berlin. The border was therefore open, and many of
these workers could choose not to return. Usually, it was the young and
skilled East Berliners who decided to remain in the West. The gap in
living standards was only too obvious. The Kennedy administration was
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aware of the sensitivity of the problem for the Soviet Union. One sol-
ution, the closure of the border, was always an option, and for the
Americans a more preferable one than the enforced annexation of West
Berlin, since this would have brought a response from the Western allies.
But did the Americans encourage the border closure? As with the ques-
tion of the Korean peninsula in 1949–1950, US intentions were rather
hard to decipher. Certainly some leading statesmen favored such a move
as a temporary solution to the German question. The East German leader,
Walther Ulbricht, on the other hand, was becoming frantic. Ulbricht
demanded that all routes between the two Germanys be closed off to
stem the flood of East German refugees. The viability of his quasi-state
was coming into question. Its population, at around 17 million, was
already small. It was because of pressure from Ulbricht that Khrushchev
agreed to the border being closed at the end of July.

By August 12, barbed wire was in place, and the Soviet authorities began
to build a more permanent barrier – a heavily fortified wall. West Berlin
would not be sealed off; rather, the East Germans would be sealed in. The
most memorable edifice of the Cold War, in many ways its most endur-
ing symbol, was created, like the Warsaw Pact, to hold the fragile Eastern
European alliance together. The building of the Wall did, however, sever
Berlin families, and it was hardly a positive outcome to the German prob-
lem. The Kennedy administration did not respond to this move on the
part of the Soviets and East Germans. In theory, if the Americans were to
act, then they had to do so quickly, before the Wall became consolidated.
Would such an action have resulted in a new war? It is possible. In retro-
spect, however, the construction of the Berlin Wall was an act of desper-
ation, the aim of which was to prop up a collapsing state, East Germany.
For the Kennedy administration, it provided a temporary respite – as long
as the President could convince West Berliners that they would not be
cast aside (something he was to achieve with his speech the following
year) and the lack of response was not interpreted as a sign of weakness.
For Khrushchev, the Berlin Wall did not constitute good publicity, but he
had very much forced the issue of Berlin on the West.

The culmination of this policy was the Cuban Missile Crisis, which may
be seen as another rash gamble to gain ground on the Berlin question.
Having been made aware of the ability of the U2 flights to photograph
missile bases, one can only wonder how Khrushchev expected to get
away with installing missile bases on Cuba. Yet, by agreement with
Castro who feared a second US attempt to invade Cuba following the
abortive Bay of Pigs operation in 1961, Khrushchev began the installation
of missiles in secret in the summer of 1962. The missiles were SS-4s and
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SS-5s, with ranges of about 2,000 and 4,000kms respectively. From Cuba
these missiles could reach most parts of the United States, and posed a
particular threat to the cities of the eastern seaboard. Why did
Khrushchev make such a move? Neither recent work by historians nor
the memoirs and tapes of Khrushchev himself has provided a satisfactory
answer. In theory, the aim was to protect a new Communist state, tiny
Cuba, from an invasion by the United States. It also provided a response
to the US Jupiter-C missiles in Turkey that could easily reach Soviet terri-
tory. The use of Cuba as a bargaining chip strengthened Khrushchev’s
hand in Berlin. Added to this is the general impression that Khrushchev
enjoyed the subterfuge and the idea that he could pose a genuine threat
to the United States, one that was not possible with missile systems based
on Soviet territory. The United States had deployed U2 planes secretly for
years. He could now exact some revenge. This is largely supposition, but
it seems to tie in with the personality of the ebullient Khrushchev.
Ultimately, organizations far less sophisticated than the CIA could have
uncovered the secret. Trucks carrying the lengthy cylinders caused havoc
on Cuban streets whenever they turned corners, destroying mailboxes
and impeding traffic. On October 14, 1962, a U2 flight confirmed the
existence of missile launchers.

The world crisis raised questions about the way that the two leaders
communicated with each other. The American side would wait for Radio
Moscow announcements, while messages from Khrushchev arrived
slowly, and appeared to contradict one another. The two powers also
relied on proxies, such as the Attorney General Robert Kennedy, the
President’s brother, and the Soviet Ambassador to the United States,
Anatoly Dobrynin. The US President adopted a patient approach to such
a blatant attempt to gain ground in the Cold War. It seems certain that
Khrushchev wished to use the crisis to bolster his position at home,
where his standing had fallen considerably as a result of the crisis in agri-
culture, and a variety of failed reforms. The impasse over Cuba was also
based on the Soviet guarantee to Cuba that it would not stand by if the
United States invaded the island. On October 22, when Kennedy went on
television to announce the existence of Soviet missiles on Cuba, an inter-
national crisis began. NATO voiced its full support for the United States,
as did the Organization of American States.

After the United States decided to impose a naval blockade, the least risky
of several options open to the EXCOM (Executive Committee of the
National Security Council), the two superpowers entered a new phase of
direct confrontation. Khrushchev said that if the blockade were enforced,
the Soviet Union would use its submarines to break it. On October 24,

228 MOTHERLAND

PE3387 ch08.qxd  6/6/02  14:00  Page 228



however, Soviet ships turned back. It seems plausible that their captains
had been given orders to avoid being boarded by US naval personnel. On
October 26, the US Embassy in Moscow received a new letter from
Khrushchev that was more conciliatory in tone than earlier ones. It
offered to withdraw the weapons, provided that the United States gave a
guarantee that Cuba would not be invaded. A subsequent letter, received
on October 27, added to this request the demand that the United States
remove its missiles from Turkey. It seemed as though Khrushchev was
being inconsistent, and on any given day he might be bolder or more
fearful than the previous one. The United States was not averse to the
demands of the second Khrushchev letter, but Kennedy would not be
seen publicly to be in agreement with the demand about Turkey.
Discussions were by now on several different levels – through the Soviet
Embassy, through the UN, and through news reporters. Even now, the
restraint of the Kennedy administration seems admirable. It continued
despite the downing of a U2 flight over Cuba while negotiations were in
progress.

The Soviet loss of prestige during the Cuban crisis was enormous, but the
gains made, curiously, were much greater than they at first appeared. For
Khrushchev, a leader who relied on public image, they were not enough
to save his leadership, mainly because the agreement specified that they
could not be announced publicly. In return for the Soviet removal of
atomic weapons from the island, the United States agreed to remove its
Jupiter missiles from Turkey (they were fairly obsolete), and not to invade
Cuba in the future. The Communist foothold in Central America thus
remained. In addition, the two sides established a hotline for quick con-
tact to prevent the risk of an accidental nuclear war. Thus the Soviet side
had made significant progress in the strategic conflict, even though it had
lost the diplomatic war. Above all, the bullying tactics of Khrushchev,
first witnessed at the Vienna summit with Kennedy, appeared to have
failed. The Soviet regime would never again offer such a direct challenge
to the United States. It was convinced that without the removal of the
missiles, an air strike would be imminent, likely followed by an invasion
of Cuba. Of all the parties affected by the crisis, Cuba was probably the
one that would have resorted to aggression, had it been in a position to
do so. Paradoxically, however, it was now safe, thanks to the incautious
action of Khrushchev. Castro would survive long after Kennedy was assas-
sinated and Khrushchev forced into retirement.
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THE GROWING ARMS RACE

Under Stalin, the USSR had made an ambitious start to the arms race that
culminated with the detonation of the hydrogen bomb in 1953, match-
ing the US achievement of the previous year. Thermo-nuclear bombs
initiated a new stage in the arms race, but in the 1950s, the United States
had a commanding lead. Its pronounced policy for some years had been
one of proposed massive retaliation to any conventional Soviet attack on
Western Europe. This policy threatened a Third World War should the
two superpowers ever be involved in a direct confrontation. Stalin had
carefully avoided any discussion of such a situation, and though he
occasionally took risks – as in Korea – he was never about to risk the sur-
vival of the Soviet Union in a dispute over territory that lay outside his
immediate strategic priorities. Khrushchev, ironically in a weaker pos-
ition than Stalin vis-à-vis the United States, was much more outspoken.
His main desire lay in enhancing Soviet prestige and being regarded as an
equal partner with the United States in international standing. Such a
goal was feasible only as long as the gap in nuclear weapons and long-
range bombers was never revealed publicly (as with the Soviet silence
over the U2 flights before Gary Powers was shot down). Under Kennedy
and his Secretary of State Robert McNamara, the policy of massive retali-
ation was replaced with flexible response. The United States would not be
committed to waging all-out war in the face of Soviet aggression, but
could offer a response in stages, building up to full escalation. The flexi-
ble response correspondingly made the American counter to a Soviet
attack unpredictable. In 1962, the policy called counterforce assumed
that the United States would attack military installations rather than
cities. These policies raised the possibility of a more active and even a first
strike by the United States on the Soviet Union.

Domestic policy under Khrushchev was in a constant state of flux, but to
the Soviet public, there was some indication that the country was moving
toward a brighter future. Khrushchev’s mistake was that he decided to
bring about that future through party decrees and by setting a date for
the unfathomable – the attainment of pure Communism by the Soviet
Union. Propaganda was a key facet of Soviet life. Its most publicized
event in the West was the Soviet exhibition held in the United States in
June 1959. But within the country, the greatest success in these years lay
in the development of weapons, and particularly in space. By 1957, the
country had launched an ICBM, an SS-6, several thousand miles into
Siberia. This showed that missiles had become more important than
weapons delivered by bombers, against which the United States had
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begun to take elaborate precautions. By implication, the threat to the
West now rose significantly. The Soviets had also taken the first steps
toward an effective submarine-launched ballistic missile, though until
the early 1960s these could be launched only when the submarine was on
the surface, and the range was not much more than 1,000kms. The first
such submarine missile was called the SS-N-4 Sark.

In October 1957, the 184 lbs capsule Sputnik, hurled into an orbit around
the Earth by an SS-6 rocket, broke new grounds, and thrust the USSR
ahead of the Americans in the space race. In November a much heavier
satellite (over 1,100 lbs) with a dog on board was sent into orbit. For the
United States, the launches were a sign that they were falling behind in
the race in technology and missiles. For Khrushchev, these were events to
publicize. The prestige of the country was further boosted by cosmonaut
Yuri Gagarin, the first man to orbit the Earth on April 12, 1961. Gagarin,
a 27-year-old pilot from the Smolensk region, was a national hero. There
was genuine celebration in the streets at the news of his extraordinary
feat, which reflected well on the Soviet regime, and likewise grief when
he died in a plane crash at the age of only 34. Of all Soviet achievements,
the conquest of space received the most publicity and made the United
States invest heavily in its own program. The race to put a man on the
Moon had begun. The Soviet space lead proved to be brief, but it caused
some soul-searching in the United States, particularly since, until 1961,
the US public was still ignorant of the true facts about nuclear weapons.
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9
THE BREZHNEV REGIME AND
AFTERMATH, 1964–1984

ECONOMIC TRENDS

Though hardly remembered with great fondness, the years of the
Brezhnev administration represented perhaps the most successful period
of the USSR in terms of the consolidation of military and economic
power. The dual leadership of Brezhnev and Kosygin embarked on an
ambitious agricultural reform that sought to provide incentives for col-
lective farmers and to reduce significantly the various impediments to
production on collective farms. The regime increased the number of live-
stock that could be raised on private plots, and abolished the antiquated
labor days system, replacing it with a guaranteed monthly wage. Bonuses
were to be paid for exceeding work targets, and collective farmers received
the same benefits as urban workers – the right to a passport, a pension,
and social insurance. The government also raised investment in the agri-
cultural sector, and almost immediately saw a sharp rise in agricultural
output. Unfortunately, however, the improvement was somewhat cos-
metic and could not offset the damage inflicted on valuable agricultural
land by the kolkhoz experiments of the past. In the mid-1970s there was
a further effort to improve the situation by building roads in the villages
and developing non-black-earth regions of the country.

In the 1960s and 1970s migration from the villages to the towns con-
tinued. The agricultural population declined to 25 percent of the total by
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the end of the 1960s (at the beginning of the collectivization campaign
in 1928, the figure was 80 percent). The regime’s main focus was on a
rapid build-up of industry based on impressive development and a focus
on beating five-year and annual plans. In September 1965, a Central
Committee Plenum announced major reform of Soviet industry, dissolv-
ing Khrushchev’s economic councils and restoring the branch system of
administration. The Soviet Union introduced a five-day working week,
but in every other respect began a massive program of expansion in areas
such as heavy industry, construction, oil and gas development, and the
arms industry. Priority lay with what was called the “military-industrial
complex.” By 1970, the USSR had overtaken the United States in several
fields of output – iron ore, coal, tractors, and oil. The period 1966–1970
was notable for the dramatic rise in national income, labor productivity,
and living standards. The urban population enjoyed certain basic com-
modities, such as televisions and refrigerators, and the privileged even
bought automobiles. Oil and gas development in Siberia proved to be the
catalyst of the economic boom. Oil exports were an important source of
hard currency, though output began to slow down in the late 1970s.

Despite the improvement in living standards, there were some serious
defects in Soviet society and economic development. Emphasis was often
on the grandiose and on immediate rather than long-term gains from
investment – for instance, expansive and harmful irrigation projects; the
stress on quantity rather than quality; and boasts about Soviet achieve-
ment. Housing remained a constant problem, since the number of people
living in urban regions always exceeded the available space. Because of
the economic focus on heavy industry and military technology, con-
sumer goods were generally neglected and certain items were always in
short supply. When they appeared in a store, a long queue would form.
Queues became a familiar feature of Soviet life. Public transport was over-
crowded and chaotic. Healthcare was relatively poor for a developing
industrial nation, let alone a military superpower. The divide between the
privileged elite and the mass of the population grew wider. Party officials,
senior managers, the military elite, and the KGB enjoyed lifestyles that
included private cars with chauffeurs – Brezhnev’s Volga with its dark-
ened windows used the exclusive middle lane in Moscow – access to
special stores and goods, as well as large and well-equipped dachas.

Furthermore, the surge in industrial output could not be maintained. By
the early 1970s, the rise in industrial output, the principal measure of
progress for the Brezhnev regime, had begun to decline. The five-year
plan model may have worked for industry beginning more or less from
scratch, but in a situation that the government called “Developed
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Socialism,” it proved increasingly inadequate. Bottlenecks and shortages
seemed to be unavoidable. Prices were set by the state; wages were rela-
tively high but did not match productivity. Moreover, though citizens
had a ready supply of cash, there was little of worth to be purchased. By
the late 1970s industrial growth had slowed almost to a halt, introducing
what was later depicted as an “era of stagnation,” though this phrase was
probably inaccurate and a reflection of the nature of the ruling group
rather than the Soviet economy. In the era of developed socialism, the
regime also advocated the concept of the merger of nations, meaning
that the different national groups that formed the Soviet Union would
eventually form a coherent whole. The Slavic republics were encouraged
to promote Russian as the language of business, and newspapers and
journals increasingly were published in the Russian language. At the
same time, in republics such as Ukraine and Belarus, there was a signifi-
cant groundswell of protest. In 1972, Petro Shelest, the Ukrainian party
chief, was removed for his alleged promotion of Ukrainian interests. In
1980, Petr Masherov, Belarus’s popular party leader, a man noted for his
asceticism and marked lack of corruption in contrast to the Moscow-
based leaders, was killed in a car crash under suspicious circumstances.

LEONID ILICH BREZHNEV

Presiding over the country was the plodding administrator, Leonid I.
Brezhnev, who was 58 years of age when pushed into power by the coup
that overthrew Nikita Khrushchev, ostensibly as a puppet leader.
However, Brezhnev was gradually able to consolidate his personal auth-
ority and to emerge as one of the strongest Soviet leaders. By 1970, he was
in firm control of the country and gradually tried to stamp his influence
on Soviet life. Brezhnev was a native of Ekaterynoslav, later renamed
Dnipropetrovsk, one of the giant industrial cities to be developed on the
Dnepr River and a major base of the all-Union Communist Party. He
trained at the Kursk Technical Institute for Land Improvement and later
the Dniprodzerzhinsk metallurgical institute. Having joined the
Communist Party in 1931, he played a part in the harsh collectivization
campaign in the Urals region where he was responsible for rounding up
kulak farmers. Before his rise through the party hierarchy he was
employed as an engineer at a metallurgical works. Brezhnev was a party
careerist who benefitted from the extensive purges of the 1930s, and rose
much more rapidly than might have been expected given his modest tal-
ents. By 1939 he had progressed through the party structures of
Dniprodzerzhinsk and Dnipropetrovsk to become the Party Secretary of
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the latter. His war record was undistinguished, though it was later elabo-
rated to give the impression that he had been a war hero – there are
numerous stories of Brezhnev defending his position against hordes of
Germans, firing round after round of his machinegun after all his com-
rades had been killed.

After the war, Brezhnev was sent to the western border, where he headed
the political administration of the Transcarpathian military district, but
he returned to Ukraine in 1946 as leader first of the Zaporizhzhya and
then once again the Dnipropetrovsk oblasts. In July 1950 he was
appointed the First Party Secretary of Moldavia, and by 1952 he was a
Candidate Member of the Presidium and a member of the Central
Committee of the party. Under Khrushchev, he was moved to the party
leadership of Kazakhstan, and by 1957 was a full member of the
Presidium. Arguably Brezhnev was regarded as an ideal leader by the 1964
plotters precisely because he was such an unthreatening figure.
Increasingly bulky and overweight, he was noted for his big bushy eye-
brows. He was no public speaker, though his later shambling public per-
formances were a result of his failing health. Brezhnev does not seem to
have been particularly malevolent. He made a half-hearted attempt to
restore the name of Stalin, but backed down when it appeared there
would be significant opposition. Above all he was vain, and despite his
limited talents he wished to elevate himself to the sort of heights that
Stalin had enjoyed. Cynics referred to his leadership as a “personality cult
without a personality.” There was no more familiar sight in the Soviet
press or on television than the view of Brezhnev receiving another medal
on his already well-decorated chest. As such he became a figure of fun,
just as Khrushchev before him for his drunkenness and boorish public
behavior.

The titles and medals became almost ridiculous. Brezhnev was named a
Hero of the Soviet Union no fewer than four times, 1966, 1976, 1978, and
1981. In 1976, he was given the same title with which Stalin had adorned
himself, that of Marshall of the Soviet Union. In 1977, he added to his
titles the term President, when he took over the chairmanship of the
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, formerly a ceremonial position. It was
said that through this he could conduct negotiations on equal terms with
his American counterpart, Jimmy Carter. On February 20, 1978, he was
awarded the Order of Victory. Brezhnev even took to writing, and the
result of his turgid tomes was the award of the Lenin Prize for Literature,
perhaps the most outrageous of all his awards. In 1976 he suffered a
stroke and his health began to deteriorate, but the party leadership tried
to keep this from the public, who could only have been bemused to see
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their leader in action. Plenums and Congresses were occasions to lavish
praise on the leader. At the June 1980 Plenum, for example, Eduard
Shevardnadze, the Georgian party leader, described Brezhnev as a Leninist
who was both bold and wise. The press described him as a “wise Leninist,”
and the “father of the peoples of the USSR.” In 1981 when Brezhnev
addressed the delegates at the 26th Party Congress, his speech was inter-
rupted 78 times for applause. The party leadership seemed remote, cut off
from the population, living in a sort of fantasy world where real problems
were hidden by propaganda and the trumpeting of Soviet achievements.

During these years, an internal movement developed that was critical of
the Brezhnev regime and its infringements of the Soviet Constitution.
There were several catalysts for such a movement, which wanted reform
of the existing structure rather than replacement. The first notable event
was the trial of two Leningrad-based writers, A. Sinyavsky and Yu. Daniel,
who had published, under pseudonyms, works in the West critical of the
USSR. The trial sparked protests across the Soviet Union, with public
opinion being vented through underground works or samizdat. There
were different types of dissidence, ranging from a national form – Jewish,
Ukrainian, and other groups – to literary and scientific. The literature
focussed on the plight of the persecuted and on political prisoners, par-
ticularly the large population of the Gulag camps scattered across the
remote areas of the country. Some journals became widely known both
inside and outside the country, and Western views also permeated the
closed Soviet society through the same process. The Soviet response was
to persecute dissidents and often sentence them to long spells in prison
or hard labor. On August 25, 1968, dissidents took their protests to Red
Square before the KGB rounded them up. Various events catalyzed dissi-
dence, but the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, in response to
the democratization of the Czechoslovak Communist Party, was among
the most important, along with attempts by members of the Soviet
Jewish community to seek the right to emigrate to Israel.

Andrey Sakharov, the noted scientist and academic, spoke out that year
on behalf of political prisoners. Sakharov had worked on the atomic
bomb project and had become disillusioned with the arms race and its
likely results. As such he was a public embarrassment to the Brezhnev
regime. Sakharov felt that the two predominant systems, capitalism and
socialism, were not incompatible but could be merged through the adop-
tion of the best features of each system – there could therefore be con-
vergence of the two systems rather than competition or conflict between
them. Soviet society, in his view, needed to be more open and pluralistic.
In December 1975, Sakharov was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, a move
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that was criticized by the Kremlin. By 1980 the famed physicist had been
exiled to Gorky, along with his wife, the noted writer Yelena Bonner.
Sakharov had spoken out strongly against the Soviet decision to invade
Afghanistan in December 1979. In 1976, Yury Orlov created a group to
ensure that the regime fulfill an agreement signed with the Western
powers in Helsinki in 1975 that would ensure the recognition of human
rights within the Soviet Union. A particularly strong Helsinki Group
emerged in Ukraine. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, the best-known Soviet
author of the 1970s, documented the plight of political prisoners in a
massive and embittered three-volume study entitled The Gulag
Archipelago in December 1973, a work that was banned in his own
country, and for which Solzhenitsyn was deported the following year.
Solzhenitsyn lamented the fate of the Russians within the Soviet Union,
condemning Soviet leaders from Lenin onward. Later he produced a
thesis advocating a Slavic community that would include Russia,
Ukraine, Belarus, and the Russian-populated part of Kazakhstan.

The Soviet regime responded harshly and clumsily to the spate of dissi-
dence. Though the number of dissidents was relatively small – several
thousand – they served to undermine the Soviet regime in a number of
ways. In particular they highlighted the contrast between official propa-
ganda about the freedom of Soviet citizens and the regime’s desire for
international peace, and the grim reality of domestic life in which citi-
zens were not free to assemble or express their views. Many dissidents
were interned in psychiatric hospitals and injected with drugs; others
were arrested and imprisoned, or, as in Solzhenitsyn’s case, deported. In
addition to those seeking political reform, there were also religious dis-
senters – Baptists, Ukrainian Catholics, and Lithuanian Catholics.
Through meetings and underground literature, they kept alive persecuted
churches. Another form of dissidence was underground music. An
alternative culture appeared in which the models of the Soviet regime
were rejected. Thousands listened to the music and poetry of Vladimir
Vysotsky, who became a cult figure among Soviet youth.

THE CONSTITUTION OF 1977

In 1977, the Brezhnev regime issued a new Soviet Constitution, the first
since the Stalin Constitution of 1936. It was based on the concept of
Developed Socialism, which was a signal that Khrushchev’s vision of
Communism would not be attained by 1980, as forecasted in the 1961
Party Program. Instead there would be a slower movement to the ideal
society through Developed Socialism, a society in which no crises or
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contradictions existed. The idea first emerged in 1967, when Brezhnev
presented a report on “Fifty Years of the Great Achievements of
Socialism.” Now, 60 years after the October Revolution, a more precise for-
mula was sought. Under Developed Socialism the country had developed
the material and technical basis for Communism; it had reached a new
stage of societal development. Centralized management would be com-
bined, in theory, with the independence of units, and management would
be free of bureaucracy and red tape. As for the new Constitution, it was the
first to state openly the leading role of the Communist Party in Soviet
society (Article 6), and one that stood for the interests of the working class.

As in 1936, the Constitution hardly reflected reality. In the late 1970s, the
Soviet structure became both bureaucratic and corrupt. Such a develop-
ment was made more likely by the stability of the Brezhnev administra-
tion. By the end of his tenure as General Secretary, the USSR possessed
160 all-Union ministries, a vast and centralized empire. The Communist
Party had reached the peak of its power. No state organizations were free
of its control, from the Komsomol to the trade unions to the Supreme
Soviet. The government avoided hostility by raising social services and
through a barrage of slogans and propaganda. The latter was also associ-
ated with the growing Soviet world role as a military power with tenta-
cles in every continent, and a navy that operated in every ocean. The
regime focussed in particular on the development of arms, and reached
approximate parity with the United States. It was also increasingly chau-
vinistic. In the late 1970s, the regime mounted a new initiative to pro-
mote the teaching and use of the Russian language in non-Russian
republics. In this way, it was hoped, a “merger” of the Soviet nations
would occur. In reality, the campaign was a lost cause in the Caucasus
and the Central Asian republics, where the population was increasing
much more rapidly than in the Slavic republics. The move, made partly
because of the prospect that Russians would soon be a minority of the
Soviet population (the Muslim populations had a much higher birthrate),
was to ensure the hegemony of Russians over the Soviet empire. The task
was not impossible given the centralization of control in Moscow. But it
was applied clumsily and in ways calculated to arouse opposition.

LANGUAGE AND POLITICAL QUESTIONS IN THE
NATIONAL REPUBLICS

It seems the language question was one that worried Brezhnev personally,
though by the time the new policy reached its fruition, the leader him-
self was incapacitated and relatively ineffectual. When in the spring of
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1978 the authorities in Moscow attempted to eliminate the status of
Georgian, Azeri, and Armenian as state languages in the respective
republics of the Caucasus, mass protests ensued, particularly in Tblisi,
and the government was forced to back down. Nevertheless, the pro-
motion of the Russian language continued. It manifested itself in official
publications – books, journals, and newspapers in Russian were promoted
and had much higher circulations than native language publications in
the various republics. Russians for some time had migrated into non-
Russian republics, so much so that in places like Latvia, Estonia, and
Kazakhstan, the native peoples barely maintained a majority of the popu-
lation. Russians, and to a lesser extent Ukrainians and Belarusians, com-
prised between 35 and 45 percent of the population. The Russian
language began to be implemented at all levels of the educational system,
from kindergarten through to university. Moreover, students found that
their choice of careers would be more limited without a knowledge and
fluency in Russian. In one respect, the policy made some sense. For a vast
contiguous territory, a common language for communication was essen-
tial. On the other hand, insofar as Soviet policy was based on the teach-
ing of Lenin, then nationality policy had to recognize the rights of the
individual republics. In theory, these republics had the right to break
away from the Union. Though such a right remained only on paper, the
issue was still a very sensitive one. Officially Russian was promoted as the
“intra-national” language, and the language of business.

On the other hand, in the non-Slavic republics, the languages of the
indigenous or titular populations continued to flourish. In turn, mem-
bers of the titular nationality did benefit from state policies. In his
provocative study (Brubaker, 1996), Rogers Brubaker maintains that even
the Stalin regime was never intent on the destruction of the nations of
the Soviet Union, though he is careful to note that nations represent
groups of persons rather than territorial areas. Scholars such as Ronald
Suny perceive national formation as a constant process during the Soviet
period, initiated by the state through the system of national republics.
The more traditional view would hold that the Soviet Union was intent
on promoting Russian interests to the detriment of those of the national
republics. By the mid-Brezhnev period, one can say that two parallel
trends were in evidence – on the one hand, key positions were preserved
for trusted representatives of the Russian (and to a lesser extent
Ukrainian and Belarusian nationalities); and on the other hand, within
the designated territories of the national republics, a certain amount of
national enhancement did occur. The compromise between a pro-
claimed Communist regime in Moscow and national self-assertion in the
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periphery was at its most pronounced in the states of Central Asia. It
manifested itself in a very high level of corruption, which occasionally
was “uncovered” by the official media, with the consequent resignation
of officials. There was never, however, any systematic attempt to eradi-
cate the high levels of corruption in republics such as Uzbekistan.

Of all the national groups of the USSR, the Russians were by this time the
least confined to their national territory. About half of all ethnic Russians
lived outside the RSFSR, for example, and made up significant propor-
tions of the population in republics such as Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan,
Latvia, and Estonia. Russians also migrated extensively into Siberia (as
they had done for several centuries). In the Brezhnev era, the large-scale
development of oil and gas in Western Siberia encroached on the lands
of the native populations of Siberia (such as the Khanty-Mansi
autonomous region), while the development of Eastern Siberian
resources (especially gold and diamonds) again saw a large influx of
Russian and other Slavs into areas such as Yakutia and the Far East.
Russians often occupied the key managerial positions in these new terri-
tories. Autonomous regions were in a much weaker position than the
national republics. The Soviet system may have paid lip service to the 15
republics, but it did permit development along national lines while cur-
tailing political freedoms. The concept touted by the regime – the merger
of nations and the emergence of the New Soviet Man – was mere propa-
ganda. Increasingly the national boundaries established by the Soviet
state became exactly that – potential borders of a future state, even when
many other elements of state formation were lacking. Brubaker notes that
non-titular groups within titular republics may have suffered, particularly
with regard to the retention or development of their national languages.
As a result, when the USSR eventually collapsed, there were many
internal conflicts, often between different ethnic groups, or between
smaller ethnic groups and the titular nation. The somewhat arbitrary div-
ision of republics also made a transition to a national state more complex
in the 1990s. Brezhnev and his associates never looked beyond the hypo-
thetical world of an ideal state in which the national question had been
resolved, however.

In the Slavic republics, the danger was somewhat different to that of
regions such as Central Asia and the Caucasus but nonetheless of equal
importance. We have noted the removal of Petro Shelest as the party
leader of Ukraine in 1972. As in the other critical moments of the Soviet
period – the aftermath of the October Revolution and the Great Patriotic
War – Ukraine played an important and yet contradictory role in the
Soviet equation. As fellow Slavs, Ukrainians took on key leadership roles.
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The region of Dnipropetrovsk in particular was an important industrial
base and one in which Brezhnev himself had been raised. Frequently offi-
cials from this region were promoted rapidly, over the heads of their
superiors, and sometimes as far as the Politburo itself. One example is
Nikolay Tikhonov, who replaced Kosygin as the Chairman of the Council
of Ministers of the USSR in 1980, at the age of 75. On the other hand, the
important factor in such promotions was not national residence but
party power. The majority of inductees from Dnipropetrovsk and other
parts of industrial Eastern Ukraine were non-Ukrainians (like Brezhnev).
Ukrainians were needed, as Slavs, to prevent other nationality groups
from gaining ascendancy. In the 1960s and 1970s, furthermore, members
of the indigenous groups had successfully used the Soviet system and
emerged as local leaders. It was a natural phenomenon but its implication
was the loss of control by Russians (and to a lesser degree Slavs) over the
positions of authority within the empire. In the late Brezhnev period, the
regime set about resolving this dilemma with an astounding lack of sen-
sitivity. Nationalities policy and the fear of non-Russian self-assertion
would eventually become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, the indigenous populations in most of
the non-Russian republics could be found in positions of authority. In the
Baltic republics, particularly Lithuania, Russians had been virtually
excluded from the power structure. In Central Asia, the progress had been
slower, but already the native populations comprised more than half of
the ruling party elite. Was this phenomenon a sign of the success of the
Soviet regime or its failure? The ageing masters of the Kremlin decided the
latter. In Belarus, Russians dominated the party leadership, but in Minsk,
Petr Masherov had distanced himself from the corruption and intrigue of
the Kremlin. He had remained a more steadfast Communist and more-
over one significantly more popular than Brezhnev himself. Masherov’s
role was important in keeping alive a Belarusian entity. Belarusians in this
period generally had a good standard of living and were free from the pol-
itical intrigues and high-level official farce in Moscow. At the same time,
the Russian language had assumed a position of control over state and
urban life. The vast majority of books, journals, and newspapers were
published in Russian. Because of the similarity of the Belarusian and
Russian languages and the “invisibility” of the large Russian minority, an
acute level of Russian linguistic assimilation took place in the republic,
making it much more difficult for subsequent national self-assertion. In
Moldavia the leadership was under firm Russian and Slavic control. One
may exaggerate the dilemma that arose before the Politburo by the mid-
1970s – the ruling elite itself was Russian (including 10 out of 12 members
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of the Politburo elected in this decade). As the Politburo grew in size,
Russian membership was maintained. The authorities also tried to stress
the natural friendship and links between the three Slavic nations, their
common roots in the Kyivan state of the 10th century, and a common
history in which the key aspect was Russian friendship and guidance of
the “younger brothers.” Often state propaganda would revert to the war
years, to a theme of common action against a foreign occupier, heroism,
and love for the Motherland. In turn, the growing Soviet power in the
world was also a common topic. The period had hardly been a successful
one for the rival power, the United States, which had suffered badly – par-
ticularly in terms of internal protests – during the war in Vietnam. The
Brezhnev regime therefore sought to present an image of a state that was
united and based on the friendship of its peoples. National distinctions
thus were blurred as far as possible. Yet they were never eradicated and
would re-emerge during the Gorbachev period as a new and pressing
dilemma for the Soviet leadership.

FOREIGN POLICY UNDER BREZHNEV

INTRODUCTION

Under Brezhnev, Soviet foreign policy pursued several aims. In Eastern
Europe, it faced threats of Communist Party reform and, toward the end
of Brezhnev’s leadership, the creation of an independent trade union in
Poland. In the developing world, the Soviet Union took advantage of
decolonization to spread its influence in India and Afghanistan; in sev-
eral African countries it established a foothold either directly or by proxy.
Relations with China were hostile, and resulted in several military clashes
on both sides of the border. At this time China became the main enemy
of the Soviet Union. Finally, in the Cold War conflict with the United
States, the Soviet leadership was able to reach a position of approximate
parity, to promote Détente and an official peace campaign. The culmi-
nation was the signing of a SALT-2 treaty with the United States in
Vienna, though the latter did not ratify this, preferring first to ensure that
the missile situation in Europe was made more even. By the mid-1970s,
the signing of the Helsinki agreement brought a practical end to the
Second World War, recognizing current boundaries, the two German
states and the agreement of the Soviet Union to respect human rights.
The period 1964–1982 can be regarded as one of Soviet consolidation and
military growth. It saw two Soviet invasions of neighbors; one within
Europe and one in the Near East. These were to be justified by the so-
called Brezhnev Doctrine, but they revealed that the Communist giant
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was in essence an imperial regime that would use force to expand its
power or to ensure that its satellite states did not try to break links with
Moscow.

THE INVASION OF CZECHOSLOVAKIA

By the end of the 1950s, the Warsaw Pact had carefully integrated the
armies of the Eastern European states under Soviet control. The period of
consultation with military leaderships of the smaller states was replaced
by a Soviet command system. The Warsaw Pact from this point embarked
on a series of military exercises. Superiority – in numbers at least – over
conventional NATO forces in Europe was a source of concern to the West.
Of the European socialist states, only Yugoslavia and Albania remained
outside the Soviet orbit. Romania nominally took an independent line
partly because its Constitution did not allow it to get involved in Warsaw
Pact aggression without domestic consent, and it can be regarded as
having been a fringe state of the Pact. The key ally up to 1968 was
Czechoslovakia, the most openly pro-Russian country of Eastern Europe.
However, it was a nation in name rather than in reality. Under President
Antonin Novotny, economic performance was sluggish and the Slovaks
felt that they had been relegated to a secondary position by the country’s
leadership. This changed on January 5, 1968, when Alexander Dubcek, a
Slovak, replaced Novotny as party leader. Under Dubcek the Communist
Party began to reform the economy, while public activists, especially stu-
dents and journalists, started to campaign for an end to media censorship
imposed by a law of 1966. Novotny resigned in March, and by the end of
the month Ludvik Svoboda, a member of the Czechoslovak Legion in the
Russian civil war, was elected as president. Barely a week later the
Communist Party released a new “Action Program,” which proclaimed
the development in Czechoslovakia of “socialism with a human face.” It
advocated a multi-party system, in which the Communists would face
opposition in elections, and it initiated an experiment in the develop-
ment of “democratic Communism.” However, Svoboda and Dubcek did
not question Czechoslovakia’s commitment to the Warsaw Pact. Unlike
the Hungarians they were not acting disloyally. Rather they were
attempting the sort of ideological change that many felt should have
come from Moscow, had the mother country been demonstrating
adequate ideological guidance.

Some groups wanted to go further than the party leaders. May Day 1968
in Prague turned into a massive rally of support for the new political
direction. In June, reformers issued a manifesto called Two Thousand
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Days, which supported not only democratization, but also the re-estab-
lishment of the Social Democratic Party, banned since 1948, and the cre-
ation of citizens’ committees. Dubcek felt that the manifesto went too far,
and turned it down. In the meantime, his government ended censorship
of the press. The activities in Czechoslovakia did not go unnoticed in
Moscow. In May, the Czechoslovak leaders were in the Soviet Union,
being admonished for the changes to Communist Party control. Soviet
military leaders visited Czechoslovakia in May, to lay the groundwork for
a series of new military exercises. Ostensibly the aim of these exercises
was to intimidate the reformers and to reassure the more hard-line
Communist officials in Prague that the USSR was behind them. At this
stage, there did not seem to be any real danger of intervention. Moscow
did not anticipate the sort of crisis that had been faced in 1956. In July,
after a meeting in Warsaw, representatives of the five major Communist
Parties of the Warsaw Pact (the USSR, Poland, the GDR, Hungary, and
Bulgaria) sent a warning to the new Czechoslovak government (by now
it was under the leadership of Oldrich Cernik) that Prague was under-
mining the position of the other socialist countries in the alliance.
Dubcek rejected this argument, maintaining that the party was building
its position among the public, and would create a genuinely popular
force.

In Moscow, Brezhnev and Kosygin were under some pressure. It came,
paradoxically, less from Eastern European governments than from Soviet
republics. First among them was Ukraine, under party leader Petro
Shelest, who maintained that the liberal direction being followed in
Czechoslovakia would spill over into Ukraine. Shelest, who was to be
removed as too “nationalistic” only four years later, was the most hawk-
ish republican party boss, and favored Soviet intervention. To the north,
the Belarusian SSR under Masherov also strongly supported an invasion.
Within the Warsaw Pact alliance, the GDR under Ulbricht and Poland
under Gomulka also feared the impact of the Czechoslovak movement
on their regimes. With these pleas in mind, the Soviet leadership began
talks with their Czechoslovak counterparts in late July at Cierna-nad-
Tisou. Over three days, the Soviet delegation dismissed Dubcek’s argu-
ments that the party could only benefit from the reforms being
implemented. Four states – the USSR, Poland, the GDR, and Hungary –
had already begun military exercises very close to Czechoslovakia’s east-
ern border in Transcarpathian Ukraine. The culmination was a high-level
Warsaw Pact meeting in Bratislava, the Slovakian capital, on August 3
(without the participation of Romania). Several Czechoslovak delegates
handed a letter to Brezhnev demanding an intervention to prevent the
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spread of sedition and the threat to Communist control. At this meeting,
the USSR first expressed the Brezhnev Doctrine, that it was permissible to
intervene in a Warsaw Pact country if a bourgeois, ie, pluralistic system,
ever emerged. The doctrine would be fully developed by Brezhnev in
November.

The invasion was thus at least in part a response to pleas from anti-reform
Communists in Czechoslovakia, contrived and ritualistic though they
may have been. Timing became an important issue because the
Czechoslovak Communist Party’s Congress was due to take place on
September 9. It was evident that the liberal wing, including Dubcek,
would be targetted for expulsion. On the other hand, the chances of lib-
eral success and further change were self-evident, given the popularity of
the reforms within Czechoslovakia. Two hard-line leaders, Drahomir
Kolder and Alois Indra, were asked to evaluate a report of the situation
drawn up by Jan Kaspar of the Information Department of the Central
Committee of the Czechoslovak Communist Party. Kolder and Indra were
to play more than bit parts in the drama that unfolded. Loyal in the
Stalinist tradition, they expressed their worst fears to Stepan
Chernovenko the Soviet Ambassador in Prague. Though one version of
events has the Presidium of the Czechoslovak party requesting “fraternal
aid” from the Warsaw Pact, Kolder and Indra’s assessment of the Kaspar
Report was probably directly responsible for the actions. The troops had
crossed the border before the request for help, with the sort of timing that
was a feature of Soviet invasions. Evidently Andrey Grechko, Soviet
Defence Minister, was committed to the invasion, regardless of the
Western response. On the night of August 20, 500,000 Warsaw Pact
troops (including more than 80 percent from the Soviet Union in 23 div-
isions, in addition to two East German, two Polish, and one Hungarian
division) invaded Czechoslovakia. Prague recognized the futility of resist-
ance – in truth it had made few preparations – and its troops remained in
their barracks. The invading army arrested several leading Communist
reformers, including Dubcek and Cernik.

Despite the decision not to resist the invasion, there was widespread sup-
port for the Dubcek Communists during this period. The population
daubed walls with graffiti and remonstrated with invading troops.
Portraits of Svoboda and Dubcek were put up in the streets. Moscow was
sensitive to such protest and did not immediately replace Dubcek. By
August 21, the Soviet media was stressing the progressive nature of the
invasion, that it was necessary for the protection of the working class and
socialism. The Czech Communists’ request to Brezhnev to resolve the
political crisis was given as the reason for Warsaw Pact intervention. The
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same day there was an encounter between angry citizens and Soviet
troops in Prague’s Wenceslas Square. Tanks fired on several historic build-
ings. Dubcek and others were taken to Moscow and harangued by Soviet
leaders into denying parts of the reform program and accepting the pres-
ence of Warsaw Pact troops. On August 25, the Czechoslovak leaders
signed the Moscow Protocol, which in essence accepted the new con-
ditions. The backlash came quickly, even though Dubcek kept his pos-
ition for several months. Censorship of the media was re-established, and
many local activists lost their high-level jobs and were given menial tasks.
On October 28, in an effort to placate the Slovaks, the country was des-
ignated as a federal republic. Only in April 1969 was Dubcek, the symbol
of the reform movement rather than the instigator, replaced by Gustav
Husak, a leader who was more faithful and willing to adhere to Soviet
instructions. Dubcek became a forestry inspector in his native Slovakia.
Opposition leaders made an effort to revamp the Communist Party in its
original reform and to hold the banned Congress privately. For some time
the sentiments of reform continued. The Warsaw Pact invasion was not a
bloody affair like the 1956 invasion of Hungary because resistance was
passive rather than active. Rather it was a limited campaign, imposed
with overwhelming force, with little chance of encountering disaster. It
embodied the new policy of the Brezhnev Doctrine.

The doctrine itself was expressed fully by Brezhnev in a speech to the
Polish United Workers’ Party at its Congress in Warsaw in November
1968. It has been translated and printed many times as it came to encap-
sulate Soviet foreign policy in this period. Brezhnev noted that it was the
duty of the USSR, together with the other socialist countries, to consoli-
date the socialist community. The attack was not one against self-deter-
mination, but to prevent threats to socialism both within Czechoslovakia
and neighboring socialist states:

Each Communist Party is responsible not only to its own people,
but also to all the socialist countries, to the entire socialist move-
ment. Anyone who forgets this and emphasizes only the inde-
pendence of the Communist Party, takes a one-sided position. He
deviates from his international obligations. Marxist dialectics 
. . . demand that each separate situation be scrutinized seriously,
linked to other events and other processes. As Lenin instructed 
. . . one or another socialist state . . . cannot act independently of
the common interests of that community.

The events in Czechoslovakia thus had to be taken in conjunction with
events in the socialist world generally. A “counter-revolution” in one
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socialist state necessarily affected the others. Ultimately, Brezhnev noted,
the most important duty of a Communist Party was to support the strug-
gle against the opposing system of Capitalism. He cited Lenin’s dictum
that one must decide which side to join; those who were not on the side
of the Communist social system were, ipso facto, enemies of that system.
One can read this as saying that such a change could only come if all
Communist parties were in agreement. It also signified that a country
that had a Communist government could not reject that government,
even if popular forces within the country supported such a move. If the
process in Czechoslovakia had gone unchecked, then NATO troops
would have been able to cross the border from West Germany. Thus the
Soviet Union and its allies had been forced to act the way they did. Five
of the 23 Soviet divisions remained behind to “guard” the country
against the incursions of “imperialism” from the West.

THE BEGINNING OF DÉTENTE

Though the intervention in Czechoslovakia was the most extreme action
taken by the USSR in foreign policy in the 1960s, there were other
important initiatives. The Brezhnev leadership was not dissatisfied with
the current situation in Europe, as long as the forces of the West did not
grow stronger. Accordingly it advocated a policy of Détente, the essential
part of which was the Soviet recognition of the existence and borders of
the Federal Republic of Germany, and the latter’s acceptance of the loss
of its eastern territories as a result of the Second World War. The legit-
imacy of such recognition was never properly explained. West Germany,
after all, was a state created from Western occupation regimes until
German citizens voted for their own government. In 1970, West
Germany and the Soviet Union signed the Treaty of Moscow, which pro-
moted trade agreements and through which the German side agreed to
sign the nuclear non-proliferation treaty. The two states also recognized
the postwar borders as inviolable. For the West Germans, the price was
worth paying, though Chancellor Willy Brandt always stressed that while
acknowledging the existence of two Germanys, he had not reneged on
the concept of reunification. East Germans who came to the West con-
tinued to be granted automatic citizenship.

The culmination of this policy was the signing of the Helsinki Accords in
1975, which constituted the final document that resulted from the end
of the Second World War. The Accords, in turn, owed as much to the
Ostpolitik policy of Brandt as they did to Brezhnev’s foreign policy.
Détente, however, was useful in many ways for the USSR. It signified an
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easing of tensions with the West, and of direct confrontation in various
parts of the world, which had been a feature of the Khrushchev leader-
ship. The rapprochement allowed the Soviet leaders to develop initiatives
in new directions, to attempt to win the global conflict between
Communism and Capitalism by a war of attrition. Détente could hardly
satisfy the East Germans. Walther Ulbricht, the GDR leader, opposed it so
strongly that he was replaced in 1971 by E. Honecker. Ulbricht was prob-
ably wise to be so reticent because the policy of Détente allowed closer
contacts between Western and Eastern Europe. Eastern Europeans recog-
nized the benefits of Capitalism and began to lose their partly Soviet-
induced fear of NATO. However, any weakening of the Communist
alliance was probably compensated by the introduction of a much
broader Soviet foreign policy that sought to spread Soviet influence into
the Third World.

EXPANSION INTO AFRICA

The collapse of the European empires in Africa in particular opened new
opportunities for the Soviet Union. The development began under
Khrushchev, but intensified by the mid-1960s, as Britain, France, and
Belgium in particular, gave up control of vast territories. One example of
how the USSR became involved in Africa is that of the former British
colony of Somalia. For the Soviets, friendly links opened up the possi-
bility of acquiring major naval bases in the Gulf of Aden. Further south,
a Marxist government in South Yemen, which gained its independence
from Britain in 1967, had already given the Soviets the chance to use
Aden. Relations between the USSR and Somalia began with a peace treaty
in July 1974, but became complicated when Somalia’s main enemy,
Ethiopia, proclaimed itself a Marxist-Leninist state in 1977. Somalia was
anxious to secure the Ogaden region from Ethiopia, which was populated
mainly by Somalis. In November 1977, Somalia abruptly ended its links
with the USSR and expelled Soviet military advisers. With appeals to the
United States to help, the Somalis invaded the Ogaden. The Brezhnev
regime was quick to respond to an attack on a “fraternal” country, but
began using the troops of “friendly” countries, while directing affairs
through its own advisers. Using the services of more than 18,000 Cuban
troops, the Ethiopians recaptured the Ogaden, and the Soviet Navy was
given access to a new port at Massawa. The events are not important for
Soviet history but they indicate the Machiavellian nature of Brezhnev’s
foreign policy. The ideology of the African state mattered less than the
end results for the USSR. By using Cubans, Soviet action appeared less
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calculated. The fiction was maintained that the struggle was to support a
socialist regime against an imperialist one. In truth, once the United
States became more involved on the African continent, its rationale was
no more clear-cut.

An extended conflict was to develop in the territories held by Portugal,
which were maintained until a change of government in Lisbon in 1974.
The two main Portuguese colonies were Angola and Mozambique. In
Angola a civil war situation developed, with the two superpowers back-
ing opposite sides. This was one struggle in which the United States, in
the aftermath of defeat in Vietnam and with Jimmy Carter as the new
president-elect, appeared to lose its nerve. The USSR backed the forces of
the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) against the
National Union for the Independence of Angola (UNITA). Once again the
Cubans proved to be the decisive factor, as Castro’s crack troops turned
the tide of the war, allowing the establishment of a Marxist government
in Luanda, which then promptly signed a friendship treaty with its
mentor, the Soviet Union. Such influence over a country with huge
reserves – especially of oil – appeared to give the USSR decisive advan-
tages in the quest for influence in Africa, but Soviet gains were not as
clear as they appeared. For one thing, the USSR had to bear most of the
costs of maintaining the Cuban troops even after the apparent victory.
For another, Soviet control rested on the survival of the then leader,
Agostinho Neto (he died in 1979). There were limitations to the amount
of economic aid the USSR could give a former African colony of Portugal,
and for weapons sales, Soviet interest rates were high and terms of pay-
ment relatively brief. By contrast US-based corporations had a more
advantageous position in the long term, and the US political administra-
tion could hardly fail to detect the new Soviet threat on the African con-
tinent. Initially the decolonization received wholesale support from the
United States. The iniquities of the former systems were self-evident to
Washington. The question soon arose, however, of how to permit decol-
onization without weakening the newly independent states, economi-
cally and politically.

For a brief time in the late 1970s, the West seemed to suffer one setback
after another in the giant continent. Using the Cubans as their principal
military force, the Soviets were able to help several governments that
declared their political orientation to be Marxist. Several African leaders
were trained in Moscow institutions. The main power in the north was
Libya, which became very anti-Western after 1969, when the monarchy
was overthrown and Colonel Muhammar al-Qaddafi came to power.
Qaddafi’s early years were characterized by the nationalization of foreign
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companies and the closure of British and US bases. Marxist regimes
appeared in the Congo and Benin. After the collapse of the former
Portuguese empire, the last remnants from the colonial period were in
the south – Rhodesia, a British colony that had declared unilateral inde-
pendence to maintain white rule, and Namibia. In South Africa, an
apartheid government remained in power, opposed by the Organization
for African Unity (OAU), an idealistic body that believed in the common
interests of the continent, free from the incursions and influence of the
superpowers or former European colonists. In the early years of the Carter
administration, the United States had adopted a firm stand on the moral
righteousness of decolonization while remaining wary of international
involvement that could result in another Vietnam. For a brief period,
therefore, the USSR could act with impunity. The main beneficiary was
the expanding Soviet Navy, which now patrolled all seas of the world, but
especially the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea, a menacing threat to
Western interests. Only in 1978, when Cuban-trained guerrillas began an
insurgency in Zaire, did the United States react, and then only after the
French had decided to support the Zaire government.

Ultimately the United States may have decided to raise the stakes in
Africa for economic reasons. Gradually, also, the limitations of Soviet
“aid” became evident to various African governments from Ethiopia to
Algeria. The ideological aspect of Soviet influence might be a suitable
topic for a doctoral thesis at a Western university, but it would prove to
be a short one. By the late 1970s, the Soviet Union had ceased to have a
serious ideological mission. The contest in Africa had become purely and
simply one for power, both military and economic, over a new continent.
The governments formed were corrupt, undemocratic, and brutal, but
they were hardly long-term players in a contest for minds. The United
States had lost a lot of ground, but it could always raise the stakes, par-
ticularly in the area of missile development. Guided by his National
Security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, Carter eventually responded to the
Soviet threat, in Africa and in the arms race. The African embroilment
was unlikely to result in a major breakthrough for either side once the
United States adopted a policy of supporting regimes or movements that
opposed the Soviet client states.

THE SALT TALKS

The arms situation was seen as critical by both sides. During the early
period of Détente, the two powers signed an interim agreement on May
26, 1972 to limit strategic offensive arms, known more commonly as the
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SALT-1 Treaty. As a temporary agreement, SALT-1 came into effect in
October 1972 and was to last for five years. Both sides agreed not to build
any more fixed ICBM launchers after July 1 and not to convert old
launchers into more modern variants for post-1964 ICBMs. Similarly,
modern ballistic missile submarines were not to be constructed after the
date of the treaty, ie, only those already under construction could be
completed. Each superpower was restricted to two defensive missile sites
to protect its capital city. The treaty was signed after protracted debate
over a number of issues, the most important of which were ABM systems,
the guidance systems, MIRVs (multiple independent targetted re-entry
vehicles), and multiple re-entry warheads. It followed the 1970 Non-
Proliferation Treaty, which had been signed by the USSR, the United
States, and Britain (though not France or China).

SALT-1 marked a breakthrough in the arms race, but it left both sides
examining their positions and seeking means of gaining an advantage. At
the time of the signing, the USSR had the lead in ICBMs, but was adrift
as far as bombers and missiles were concerned. By the mid-1970s, the
Soviets appeared to be redressing their disadvantage in these areas. They
had tested an MIRV before the beginning of the Carter administration,
and it was known that a new long-range bomber was under construction.
The Americans introduced several new weapons systems, which were
transitory but appeared very threatening to the Soviet side. Trident mis-
siles were the linchpin because no area in the Soviet Union was safe from
them. The Cruise missile was also introduced in this period, a small self-
piloted missile that could evade radar in reaching its target. New super-
sonic aircraft also were brought into operation (B-1 bombers). In brief,
the United States increased the technological competition, partly to
ensure that the Soviet side signed the new treaty, SALT-2. Though SALT-2
was signed in Vienna by Carter and Brezhnev on June 18, 1979, the US
Senate refused to ratify it. The reason was that the Soviets had begun to
install a new missile, the SS-20, which had a range of 5,000kms. It oper-
ated from an MIRV and could reach selected targets in Europe in less than
30 minutes. The new missile appeared to the United States to alter the
balance of power in Europe. NATO had installed Pershing I missiles in
Western Europe in 1969. It now began to replace these with Cruise mis-
siles and a new generation of Pershings. The ratification of SALT-2 was
delayed indefinitely (President Carter shelved the treaty after the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979), and the Brezhnev adminis-
tration looked for a new response to the more belligerent stance of NATO.
The period of Détente appeared to be over.
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SOVIET POLICY IN THE MIDDLE EAST

In the Khrushchev period, the Soviet Union had begun to cultivate allies
in the Arab world. The Suez Crisis of 1956 was the pivotal event, with
Israel attacking Nasser’s Egypt, and the British and the French landing
forces in one of their last major actions as colonial powers. The tough
response of the Soviet Union, added to the disapproval of the United
States, forced the two Western European nations into an ignominious
withdrawal. Bulganin had acted in bellicose fashion, threatening nuclear
attacks on London and Paris, and the complete destruction of Israel if it
did not withdraw its troops from occupied lands. The Soviet Union was
clearly backing the Arab states against Israel, which received military aid
from the United States. Nasser proved a useful ally. In June 1967, how-
ever, Israel launched a pre-emptive strike, occupying the Sinai, and
defeating Egypt, Syria, and Jordan in turn. The weakness of the Arab
states around Israel was apparent. The USSR decided to fill this void by
becoming the main arms supplier, to Egypt in particular. The relationship
was never an easy one. However, between 1968 and 1970, when a war of
attrition took place, the Soviet Union virtually controlled Egypt’s air
defense, while supplying more than 20,000 military advisers. Though
Nasser died in 1970, his successor, Anwar Sadat, at first seemed willing to
continue wholesale dependence on Soviet aid. On May 27, 1971, the
USSR and Egypt signed a treaty of friendship and cooperation that was
scheduled to last for 15 years. Sadat, however, was dissatisfied with the
quality and variety of weapons Egypt had received. After two visits to
Moscow to try to solicit more sophisticated weapons proved fruitless, he
first removed the pro-Soviet politicians in the Cabinet, and then expelled
Soviet advisers on May 26, 1972. Sadat had begun to lose faith in his ally.
He believed among other things, that the SALT-1 treaty demonstrated
that the USSR and United States had their own plans for the Middle East.

The Soviet-Egyptian relationship, however, did not end there. The USSR
simply had no other reliable allies, even though they had developed
some ties with Syria and Iraq. Brezhnev had committed too much mili-
tary hardware to Egypt to abandon the former ally. Sadat, on the other
hand, had ambitious plans for the recovery of the Sinai. Since the Israelis
had proved so devastating in the air, he proposed to use surface-to-air
missiles to negate any new threat. The cautious Brezhnev was anxious
that no new war should break out, but Sadat would not be restrained, and
launched an attack on Yom Kippur, October 6, 1973. Taken by surprise,
the Israelis at first suffered heavy casualties, but proved tactically
superior. Eventually, the USSR was more concerned that Egypt should sur-
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vive the war, and together with the United States (which had supplied
Israel with arms when it appeared to be in difficulty), negotiated an
armistice. Israel and Egypt ultimately signed a peace treaty at Camp
David, mediated by Jimmy Carter, in September 1978, at which Israel
relinquished the occupied territories. Muslim fanatics assassinated Sadat
in 1981. This Soviet venture into Middle Eastern conflict was not very
successful, mainly for two reasons. First, Israeli troops were better organ-
ized and more efficient than the Arabs. Second, the quality of their equip-
ment, which was American, proved superior to Egypt’s, which was
Russian-made.

Soviet Middle Eastern policy consisted otherwise of arms sales to client
states and the attempt – largely successful – to displace the British and
French from areas they had formerly controlled. In this way, the Soviet
Navy could gain important naval bases, particularly in Yemen. Was there
a goal to eliminate Israel? The Soviet authorities never took such a plan
seriously, despite the occasional anti-Semitism and propaganda denounc-
ing international Zionism. The anti-Israel policy was, rather, a response
to the United States’ unequivocal backing of the Jewish state. The con-
stant Arab defeats in the wars since 1948 hardly raised Soviet prestige. On
the other hand, another close ally, India, had been much more successful
in a border war with China (1959 and 1962) and a war against Pakistan
(1970–1971). The Middle East remained critical for the supply of oil to
the Western world. The Soviet Union had mixed fortunes when dealing
with Muslim leaders. The replacement of the pro-Western Shah of Iran by
a Muslim leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, was equally disastrous for the
Soviet Union, whose policy toward Muslims both within and outside the
country was basically intolerant.

HOSTILITIES WITH CHINA

China had taken exception to Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin at the
20th Party Congress in 1956. Subsequently relations between the two
Communist states deteriorated. Frequently the two leaders indulged in
slanging matches. China had several grievances. The Soviet Union,
despite promises, had refused to share its nuclear technology with China
(the agreement was to give a nuclear weapon to the Chinese as a model
for developing its own nuclear program). In 1959, an agreement signed
five years earlier for the USSR to provide technical aid to China was ter-
minated by the Chinese. Soviet advisers and technicians were expelled
from China. Khrushchev had then overtly supported India in a territorial
war over the border regions that erupted in 1959 and again in 1962. By
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then, Communist client states supported China or the USSR, but never
both. Under Brezhnev the situation did not improve. By 1964, the
Chinese had detonated an atomic bomb (they developed a hydrogen
bomb only three years later) and henceforth China became less reliant on
the former Soviet mentor. However, in 1965, the Chinese entered the
period of internal turmoil known as the Cultural Revolution. In February
1967, the Soviet embassy in Beijing evacuated most of its personnel amid
riots by young Chinese Red Guards. The following year, serious border
clashes broke out on the Ussuri and Amur Rivers. From being a rival
Communist power, China had emerged as one of the main enemies of
the Soviet Union. The development slowly began to change the balance
of power in the Cold War. In vain, Brezhnev began to seek Asian allies to
form a partnership to contain China. Aside from Vietnam, a country the
Chinese invaded briefly in 1979, the quest was unsuccessful.

In 1972, on the initiative of US President Richard Nixon and his Secretary
of State Henry Kissinger, the United States and China established diplo-
matic relations. This breakthrough represented a major setback for the
Soviet Union, which suddenly faced the prospect so feared by Stalin –
being surrounded by hostile states. After the death of Mao in 1976, there
was some hope in Moscow that more cordial relations with China might
be restored. However, the two states could find no common ideological
ground. China continued to maintain that the Soviet Union was an
imperialist state, an accusation it backed up with reference to the 1968
invasion of Czechoslovakia, and before long to the Soviet campaign in
Afghanistan. Instead, China developed closer links with the West. In
1971, China received a seat on the UN Security Council. Meanwhile,
relations with the USSR foundered on several issues – the support of
opposing client states in Southeast Asia – particularly Chinese support for
Cambodia and Soviet support for Vietnam; the Soviet military presence
in Mongolia; and the war in Afghanistan. On the latter, the Chinese
refused to establish normal relations with the Soviet Union unless it
pulled out its entire occupation force. On Brezhnev’s death in November
1982, the two countries had begun talking once again, but it was only
under Gorbachev’s leadership that tensions began to ease. Brezhnev
appears to have been a Sinophobe, and unwilling to take conciliatory
steps to improve relations. The hostile relationship with China was a hin-
drance to Soviet policy during the Cold War. Not only did it provide an
advantage for the West, but it also lowered the international standing of
the Soviet Union as a leader of world Communism. Both sides acted with
a lamentable lack of subtlety.
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THE DECISION TO INVADE AFGHANISTAN

By 1980, Soviet global ascendency – which existed more on paper than in
reality given that the United States always maintained technical superi-
ority – had been undermined by a number of factors. Eastern Europe,
which had been relatively stable since 1968, once again became a focal
point with the creation of an independent trade union, Solidarnosc, in a
Gdansk shipyard in 1980. The trade union expanded rapidly as a result of
public disillusionment with the Polish leadership and its failure to allevi-
ate economic problems. Within a year it had a membership of 10 million,
25 percent of the Polish population, making it a political force that posed
a serious threat to the Communist leadership. The Soviet authorities
responded by staging a series of military exercises in Belarus, with the
obvious threat of invasion. Under General Wojciech Jaruzelski, the Polish
leadership and security forces banned the trade union and declared mar-
tial law in 1981. Though unpopular, the Jaruzelski regime had forestalled
a Soviet invasion. The move was also welcomed in Moscow. By 1981, the
Soviet military was already preoccupied in Afghanistan, and faced a
resilient new administration in Washington under President Ronald
Reagan. It could not afford another major issue in its European hinter-
land. Further, the issues the country faced in foreign policy were becom-
ing overwhelming – what sort of response could be offered to the new
NATO deployment of Cruise missiles and Pershing IIs in Europe? On
which Eastern European ally could it depend now that Poland had come
so close to falling apart?

The invasion of Afghanistan has been seen as a pivotal event in the even-
tual collapse of the Soviet system. It has been compared with the impact
of the Vietnam War on the United States. The decision to invade was a
catastrophic error. The lessons of history alone should have made the
Soviet leadership aware of the perils of trying to control the mountain-
ous country. Since the 1950s the Soviet Union had been providing econ-
omic assistance to Afghanistan, which was out of the US strategic orbit.
Of more concern among Western countries were the pro-Soviet incli-
nations of India, evident by the fact that the Soviet Union sent advisers
to India during its 1959 border war with China. The United States, mean-
while, supported the military government of Pakistan. Partly at Soviet
behest, Communist followers in Afghanistan formed the People’s
Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) in January 1965. It modelled
itself closely on the CPSU, under the leadership of Nur Mohammed
Taraki and his associate Babrak Karmal. The presence of a small
Communist Party within a large Muslim population was hardly a cause
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for concern to the Afghan government. Within two years, the PDPA had
split into several factions, the most significant of which were the Khalq
(the people) and the Parcham (the banner). The Khalq, as the name sug-
gests, had a larger base among rural communities, though it could hardly
be considered a large party. In 1973, Mohammad Daoud overthrew the
ruling monarchy and ruled the country as President, following an earlier
period in office. Thereafter the country descended into a period of politi-
cal infighting. For the Soviet Union – which had become Afghanistan’s
main economic partner, building roads and helping to develop new
industries – the political situation was important.

In April 1978, a coup toppled Daoud and brought the PDPA to power
under the Khalq leader Taraki. In December, the USSR and Afghanistan
signed a treaty of friendship and cooperation. Taraki’s outspoken athe-
ism, his wish to “liberate” Muslim women, and his initiation of land
reform may have been solid socialist policies, but they made him
immediately unpopular. The Moscow government relied for its infor-
mation on Aleksandr Puzanov, the Soviet Ambassador in Kabul. The
Soviets evidently believed that Taraki’s Prime Minister, Hafizullah Amin,
was the main troublemaker. When Taraki visited Moscow in September,
evidently the advice given to him was to remove Amin and appoint
Parcham leader Babrak Karmal as his Prime Minister. Amin, however, had
other ideas, and in another coup, on September 14, 1979, Taraki was
killed and Amin took over. On paper, Amin was more pro-Soviet than his
predecessor. Moscow, however, never trusted him. There was a fear in
Brezhnev’s administration, and within the KGB, that Amin was making
overtures to the United States. Perhaps unwisely, Amin also began to
reduce the number of Soviet advisers in the country. Ideologically, Amin
was also suspect. Though a socialist, he was not convinced that
Afghanistan needed to adhere closely to the Soviet experience or model
of socialism. It could forge its own route. He was highly unpopular out-
side the capital, but the PDPA even at its height could command support
from no more than a tiny fraction of the Afghan population. Could the
Soviet regime have controlled Amin? The point is academic. There is not
much evidence that he was willing to seek aid from the United States, or
indeed do much more than permit himself some freedom of maneuver in
political decision-making. For the USSR, however, there was a better
alternative as President, namely, Babrak Karmal. A decision was made to
end Amin’s leadership through a Soviet-engineered coup.

Clearly several factors influenced the Soviet decision. High among them
was the apparent passivity of the United States. The kidnapping of US
diplomats in Iran, which had become a Muslim republic under Ayatollah
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Khomeini, was a key event. The presidency of Jimmy Carter was heavily
preoccupied with this. The USSR appeared to be free to act with impunity
in Afghanistan. The Soviet military, like the KGB, was willing to inter-
vene, under the leadership of Marshal Sergey Sokolov. Karmal was already
on Soviet soil, in Dushanbe, Tadzhikistan. He was a compliant and reli-
able leader who would not pursue an independent policy. The military
commitment would, it was felt, not need to be heavy. There was already
a vast contingent of military advisers in Afghanistan, and the Soviets had
built most of the major roads there. They were familiar with the territory.
Thus in December 1979, using a limited contingent of troops, and with
military planes carrying special forces to Kabul airport, the Soviet
invasion began. Amin was executed and Karmal installed. The action
caused shockwaves around the world. Most UN states condemned the
invasion, including many countries of the developing world that had
often voted with the USSR in the past. The United States withheld grain
supplies, and threatened to boycott the summer Olympic Games, which
were to be held in Moscow (the boycott was in fact carried out). The USSR
was by now experienced in efficient and rapid invasions that caused min-
imal casualties. How long Soviet troops intended to stay was a debatable
point. There is no indication that the Soviet authorities envisaged more
than a limited campaign. Quite why the Brezhnev leadership felt that
Karmal would be a leader acceptable to the majority of Afghans, however,
is another matter. The Khalq faction at least had some support in the
countryside. The Marxist, urban-based Parchamis had almost none. From
the beginning, the Karmal regime was isolated in the towns surrounded
by a hostile and, shortly, rebellious countryside. Moreover, the longer the
rebellion persisted, the higher were the chances that the United States
would begin to step up aid to the opposition.

Babrak Karmal was a figurehead in the Quisling tradition. His seven years
as Afghan leader saw him under virtual house arrest by his Soviet
guardians. He was provided with Russian mistresses, in the best traditions
of the KGB, and was barely able to make a decision without permission
from his Moscow bosses. Russians guarded him around the clock. The
uprising against his rule began almost at once and continued until
Gorbachev agreed to his replacement with a Muslim, Mohammad
Najibullah. The new red flag that had been introduced by the PDPA, the
atheism of the new leaders, and their total subservience to a foreign
power would have alienated a population far more placid than the
Afghans. The Mujahideen, factionalized in the past, could unite against a
common enemy. Before long they would be supplied with US military
technology. The Mujahideen avoided direct confrontation with Soviet
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artillery, and retreated to the mountains. An exodus of Afghan refugees,
mainly into Pakistan, had begun in the 1970s and now it continued. The
Soviet forces began to use chemical weapons to deprive the guerrillas of
food. Increasingly airborne missions were used, as helicopters sought to
ferret out guerrillas. It was a protracted, almost futile affair. The number
of Soviet troops soon rose from 30,000 to more than 100,000. Moreover,
it was rotational. Central Asian troops were deployed at first, but they
sometimes fraternized with the Afghans (particularly ethnic Tadzhiks).
Soon, European troops from the Soviet Union began to be used more fre-
quently – Russians, Ukrainians, and soldiers from the Baltic States. The
death rate – about 15,000 over the decade of the war – was relatively low,
but the casualty rate was alarmingly high. More Soviet troops fell victim
to disease (hepatitis) than to the weapons of the Mujahideen, not merely
an indicator of adverse local conditions but of the general inattention to
health and hygiene among Soviet soldiers. Others, disillusioned, suc-
cumbed to drugs. Others fought bravely, to no avail. Increasingly the war
became unpopular in the USSR.

The decision to invade and occupy Afghanistan was made during the last
days of the Brezhnev leadership. Nominally Brezhnev himself was
responsible, though it is unclear whether he fully understood the impli-
cations. It revealed how far the USSR had over-reached itself in foreign
policy. The attempt to operate on a global scale was very much a feature
of the later Brezhnev years, and was certainly supported by the Foreign
Minister, Gromyko, and by the KGB. Ultimately some 650,000 Soviet sol-
diers served in Afghanistan. The results for that country were devastating,
with some 1.5 million casualties and up to five million refugees leaving
the country. The years of Soviet aid to Afghanistan were negated by the
invasion; the Soviet soldier was detested. The USSR also lost much in
international prestige. Many former sympathizers wondered how the
Brezhnev Doctrine could apply to Afghanistan, despite Babrak Karmal’s
desire that the country should become the 16th Union republic of the
USSR. What possible security threat could Afghanistan, surrounded by
mountains, pose to the USSR? And would not the Muslims in Central
Asia be alienated by Soviet brutality? Since the regime never addressed
these questions, the war dragged on into the Gorbachev era with little
hope of a positive result. The Soviet army could avoid defeat but could
not win. The Afghan War drained the country economically and changed
the balance of power in the Cold War. It also ended the myth that the
Soviet Union did not have imperial ambitions. It had stepped outside its
frontiers, confirmed by the Helsinki Agreement of 1975. It was folly of
the highest order committed by a leadership that had lost its way.

258 MOTHERLAND

PE3387 ch09.qxd  6/6/02  14:00  Page 258



In general, Soviet foreign policy was heavy-handed. It over-reached in
several areas even though the Brezhnev leadership was considerably more
conservative than Khrushchev had been. One senses that, with time,
Brezhnev became more confident. He possessed formidable military tech-
nology, which was used efficiently when a rapid response was required.
In Czechoslovakia, while the forces deployed were simply overwhelming,
they had been successful. Similarly the initial takeover of the Afghan gov-
ernment was carried out skillfully by the special forces. By the late 1970s,
however, the USSR had begun to take calculated risks, based on the belief
that the United States, badly weakened by Vietnam, had lost the will to
respond. It was a dangerous assumption. Just as Khrushchev had regarded
Kennedy as too inexperienced to constitute serious opposition, so Carter,
with his strictly moralistic foreign policy, seemed indecisive. The failure
to resolve the Iranian crisis only confirmed Soviet views – the country
was now in a position to achieve global dominance. But the Brezhnev
leadership had lost its bearings. There is no other way to explain the
series of irrational decisions made in the late 1970s. One factor may have
been Brezhnev’s illness and physical deterioration, and yet as his speech
in Tashkent in March 1982 indicated, he was still capable of coherence
and clarity of thought. The USSR may have achieved approximate
nuclear parity, but it was losing the technological war. By the 1980s, there
would be no possibility to catch up in weapons technology. Yet it was pre-
cisely the emboldened approach displayed in Afghanistan that provoked
the Americans into research programs such as the Strategic Defense
Initiative. Can one pinpoint when Soviet power peaked? Perhaps for a
brief period in the late 1960s there was a perception that the USSR had
taken the lead in the Cold War. Yet it was a fleeting moment and under-
mined by the obvious limitations of the Brezhnev-Kosygin leadership.
After 1979, Soviet foreign policy was clearly leading nowhere. It had no
mission and no long-term goals.

THE LAST YEARS OF THE BREZHNEV REGIME

Brezhnev’s last years were rife with corruption and disillusionment. The
leadership grew increasingly out of touch with the population and the
country lacked the economic stability that had bolstered the regime in
the 1970s. By 1981 the average age of Politburo members was 70. It
would have been even higher but for the presence of Gorbachev,
appointed a candidate member of the Politburo in 1979, and rising to full
membership in 1980 at the age of 49. Old cronies of Brezhnev, such as his
faithful clerk Konstantin Chernenko, were promoted to high office. Little
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attention was paid to their abilities; what was needed to attain promotion
was loyalty and adherence to the general creed of preserving power and
the perks of the Soviet nomenklatura. The war in Afghanistan dragged on
with no end in sight. Soviet strategy became harsher; chemical warfare
was applied, and some three million Afghans (out of a population of 15
million) became refugees, most of them in Pakistan. Agriculture had
become a huge burden on the economy, but the leadership appeared to
be incapable of coming up with solutions besides importing increasing
amounts of grain. About one-sixth of the grain required was imported by
1982. The response of the Brezhnev Politburo was the Food Program,
introduced with great hype and elaborated by Gorbachev, who had been
given ultimate responsibility for agriculture.

The main goal of the program was to reduce imports of grain by boosting
Soviet food production. Various commissions were set up to direct agri-
cultural activities, including processing and distribution of products.
Investment was redirected to certain target sectors, including the long-
neglected rural amenities (especially roads and housing). The state agreed
to raise purchase prices for agricultural products, while lowering those
paid out by farmers for fuel and fertilizer. In short, the Food Program
offered familiar solutions to persistent problems. As Rowen noted at the
time (Rowen, 1984), the program made no attempt to address the need
to raise incentives and tie them to levels of performance. Neither
Brezhnev nor Gorbachev, however, could bring himself to tackle the
main obstacle to change in the village – the weakness and lack of rights
of the kolkhoz.

Whether the kolkhoz could have been eliminated is another matter.
Peasants were tied to their villages as tightly as during serfdom. They had
become dependent on the collective farm system, despite its inefficiency.
Under Brezhnev, the Soviet authorities continued to invest heavily in
agriculture to little avail. By this time, the USSR was an urban society. The
migration of population to the towns was a reflection of the decline in
agriculture, but it also symbolized the priorities of the regime. However,
many of these difficulties remained concealed. The Politburo seemed
oblivious to them, choosing instead to publish long lists of figures illus-
trating the economic successes of the Soviet system. Within the
Politburo, there were at least two (and probably more) factions develop-
ing – those who wished to maintain the status quo, such as Moscow party
leader, Viktor Grishin and the notorious Leningrad party leader, Grigory
Romanov; and those who sought change, albeit without substantial
reform of the structure of society, such as former KGB chief Yury
Andropov and his protégé Gorbachev. Yet neither Andropov nor
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Gorbachev could be called radical. Rather, both were sickened by the
rampant corruption (Brezhnev’s daughter Galina was implicated in a
number of scandals, for example), the nepotism, and the reluctance – if
not outright refusal – on the part of the leadership to indulge in any form
of self-criticism. There were deaths among the leadership from 1980
onward, and the Moscow public was treated to a long succession of state
funerals. Suffering from a heavy cold, Brezhnev attended the November
7 parade, standing above Lenin’s Mausoleum in Red Square. Three days
later he was dead. Mourning was brief. An agreement had been reached
between the rival factions, that ensured that Andropov would be the
immediate successor, with the hapless Chernenko waiting in the wings.
Brezhnev had left behind a military superpower, but with a vast and
archaic party bureaucracy, and a government in which all-powerful cen-
tralized ministries made decisions for a huge territory.

THE INTERLUDE – ANDROPOV AND CHERNENKO

It is plausible that Yury Andropov might have become one of the most
important leaders of the USSR. Several factors were in his favor. He had
headed the KGB, perhaps the one institution not riddled with corruption;
he had been ambassador to Hungary during the Soviet invasion, and thus
had first-hand experience of how to deal with troublesome satellite states;
though a cruel and ruthless ideological Communist, he recognized the
need for reform, greater discipline, and a new work ethic in Soviet industry.
He began at once to weed out some of the more superfluous and backward-
looking ministers in the Soviet government, and the struggle against cor-
ruption became the new slogan. Many appeals to the population from late
1982 and 1983 have a Stalinist ring to them. “To live better we must work
harder,” was one. Idlers and spongers were rounded up in raids in the
towns, and it became more difficult for workers to justify periods of
absence from work. At the same time, the KGB propaganda machine went
to work on creating a better image for this hard-line, almost faceless char-
acter. The Western media was fed with information. Andropov was a cos-
mopolitan figure, a man prepared to direct the country toward the West,
who loved jazz and could converse in English and other foreign languages;
in short, a cultured man with whom the West could deal. There was little
or no truth to these assertions. In Andropov, nonetheless, the Soviet Union
had a potentially strong leader. However, his health was very poor, and
before long he became incapable of carrying out the duties of office.

There is considerable speculation about what Andropov intended to do
had his health remained good. Some historians believe that he planned
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to resurrect the memory of Stalin, to rename Volgograd Stalingrad, the
name it held for 35 years until Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization campaign of
1961, and to improve relations with countries that had retained a
Stalinist political bent, such as China and Albania. When confrontation
did occur with the West, Andropov generally adopted a harsh tone. On
September 1, 1983, a Soviet military jet shot down a Boeing-747 passen-
ger plane operated by Korean Airlines, which had wandered off course.
Two hundred and sixty-nine passengers and crew were killed. The Soviet
authorities at first denied the event, and then claimed the aircraft had
been on a spying mission. The impasse put an end to the strategic arms
limitation talks that were under way, and raised Cold War tensions once
again. Andropov, however, was unable to play an active role in political
life during his final six months in office. Although the Soviet media tried
to maintain the image of a leader still capable of carrying out his duties,
the facade fooled few people. On February 9 Andropov died, to be
replaced by Chernenko, Brezhnev’s protégé, a man with neither the qual-
ifications nor the intellectual capacity to take on the position of General
Secretary of the CC CPSU. Chernenko symbolized the decline of the
Soviet regime – an uneducated clerk, a faithful servant of Brezhnev for
many years, and now promoted, ludicrously, to the highest office.
Chernenko had been born in Siberia in 1911. Now he was suffering from
a variety of ailments. His emphysema made his speech at Andropov’s
funeral incomprehensible. It was obvious this Soviet leader would not
last long.

The year 1984 might be called a watershed in Soviet history. More than
two decades after Khrushchev’s prediction that a Communist stage would
emerge by 1980, the Soviet Union was beset with economic and social
problems. Perhaps there were few signs of impending disaster, but decline
was evident in several walks of life. Economic growth had slowed to a
trickle compared with the boom years of the early 1970s. The oil and gas
industries that had helped fuel this growth were contracting, thereby
reducing the supply of hard currency in the USSR. Ambitious land recla-
mation and irrigation schemes continued, but they had harmed the
environment, as rivers dried up and disappeared, and huge factories pol-
luted the land. Agriculture remained in decline, and the Soviet village –
the kolkhoz structure aside – resembled something from the feudal
period. The United States had recovered from the debacle of Vietnam and
embarked (at least in theory) on a program to build, the Strategic Defense
Initiative that involved the creation of a shield to protect US territory
from nuclear missiles. Such a policy had profound implications for the
Soviet economy and Soviet military policy, yet for the first time since the
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end of the Second World War, the Soviet Union was unable to respond.
It had fallen behind in technological development and the army was
bogged down in the quagmire of the Afghan War. Even in Eastern Europe,
the situation was hardly stable. Martial law in Poland had averted an
immediate crisis with the growth of the Solidarnosc trade union, but the
heavy-handed tactics of Polish police had alienated many supporters of
the ruling Communists.

Above all, the party had lost its way, its raison d’être. In essence the
Brezhnev structure remained in place, including the 1977 Constitution
that had acknowledged the dominant role that the party played in Soviet
society. The party was bloated, privileged, corrupt, and no longer motiv-
ated by ideology; it had hardly been affected by the brief reforms of the
Andropov period. It went through the motions of celebrating the Soviet
calendar – Lenin’s birthday, the anniversary of various exploits during the
Great Patriotic War, Army Day, and the Great October Revolution.
Slogans still adorned major factories and streets exhorting workers on to
greater efforts and sacrifice. Success, however, was in the past. And how
could a Soviet public compare Lenin, Stalin, or even Brezhnev with the
feeble Chernenko, whose portrait was to be found on the front page of
Pravda and Izvestiya? The temporary collusion between patriotism and
the CPSU appeared to be losing its meaning and relevance. The ruling
Politburo mirrored the rest of the nomenklatura in its corruption. It was
virtually cut off from the realities of Soviet life. Old men, making
decisions around a polished table, sought mainly to retain their elitist
position. The state structure, it appeared, would last indefinitely whatever
its problems, and most of the latter were hidden from the general public
behind Soviet statistics and reports of economic successes. The people
seemed cowed and passive, and would accept hardships as they had done
throughout the Soviet period. On the other hand, so much had been
promised for so little return. Dissidence had not disappeared.

Despite his mediocrity, the career of Chernenko has been graced with a
Western-published biography. Zemtsov (1989) describes him as “an enter-
prising and resolute individual,” but notes that he had little opportunity
to make an impact on Soviet life. In theory the country was run by a col-
lective leadership, but in reality it had already divided into at least two
factions, one of which – led by Gorbachev, Gromyko, Ustinov, and
Vorotnikov – appeared to be waiting simply for the interim leader to serve
out his term. Because of his poor health, Chernenko had to leave most of
the business of running the country to Gorbachev, and the future leader
seems to have been at times less than respectful to the older man.
Chernenko, Zemtsov maintains, had “good intentions,” but was in no
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position to do anything positive. He appears to have sought popularity,
the sort of acclaim (albeit superficial) given to Brezhnev, and wished to
gain closer ties with the West, following the return to Cold War ideology
under Andropov and his adversary, US President Reagan (who coinciden-
tally was the same age as Chernenko). By early 1985, Chernenko was
merely going through the motions, supported by the Leningrad and
Moscow party bosses, Grigory Romanov and Viktor Grishin, who had the
most to lose with his demise. He died on March 10, 1985, quietly and
expectedly, and with virtually no mourning in Moscow. A period of great
turbulence was about to begin.
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10
THE GORBACHEV REGIME,
1985–1991

INTRODUCTION

The advent of the Gorbachev regime in March 1985 did not immediately
herald a period of substantial change. During the brief Chernenko lead-
ership, Gorbachev had taken over the role of Second Secretary with
responsibility for agriculture. In fact, he was chairing Politburo meetings
and filling in for the regularly absent Chernenko. Gorbachev was a pro-
tégé of Andropov, who like many other prominent figures had visited the
Stavropol region when Gorbachev was party leader there. Mikhail
Sergeevich Gorbachev had trained as a lawyer at Moscow State
University, the leading higher educational institution in Russia. He had
been appointed to the Politburo by Brezhnev in 1980, one of the few
signs that the latter was prepared to rejuvenate the ageing leadership. As
a native of the Caucasus, Gorbachev would have been expected to have
a better understanding than his predecessors of national problems
within the Soviet Union. Within a short distance from Stavropol one
could find Chechens, Ingushetians, Dagehstanis, not to mention the
national groups in the south, such as Georgians, Armenians, and
Azerbaijanis. Though Gorbachev had no special qualifications for becom-
ing the key figure in the party hierarchy, his promotion was certainly a
welcome alternative from the pathetic array of leaders that had passed
away in rapid succession. He was relatively young, robust, active, and
intelligent. His wife Raisa was an expert and tutor of Marxism-Leninism,
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and the first Soviet First Lady to appear regularly in public alongside her
husband.

Did Gorbachev have a plan for the future, a vision of what the country
should be like? In his book, Perestroika – New Thinking for Our Country and
the World, the new Soviet leader provided a highly critical analysis of the
failures since the late 1970s:

The country began to lose momentum. Economic failures became
more frequent. Difficulties began to accumulate and deteriorate
[sic!], and unresolved problems to multiply. Elements of what we
call stagnation and other phenomena alien to socialism began to
appear in the life of society. A kind of “braking mechanism” affect-
ing social and economic development formed. And all this hap-
pened at a time when scientific and technological revolution
opened up new prospects for economic and social progress.

Economic stagnation, in turn, had led to what Gorbachev called “a grad-
ual erosion of the ideological and moral values of our people.” In short,
the country had lost its way. The party was no longer the great guiding
force of society, but was more and more detached from the public. Society
had lost the solidarity forged during the great moments of Soviet history,
such as the revolution, the five-year plans, and the Great Patriotic War. It
had descended into drug addiction and alcoholism. The ageing Soviet
leadership had proved immune to change and become engrossed in
handing out titles and awards, which themselves concealed the real fail-
ings in administration of Soviet society.

Such an analysis, while surprising from any Soviet leader since
Khrushchev, reflected realities, but was not necessarily pessimistic.
Gorbachev had not lost faith in the Soviet system, but felt that former
qualities and spirit needed to be revived and reinstated. Essentially,
Gorbachev sought a return to the correct path of Leninism, eliminating
the corruption and the resistance to change. It would be necessary to
improve discipline in the workplace, to boost the technological base of
industry, and to rework the system of planning and management. At the
same time, in late August 1985, Gorbachev was one of the initiators of
the celebration of the 50th anniversary of the feats of Stakhanov, an
event that perhaps symbolized many of the irrational Soviet approaches
to economic production. In 1985, the observer could see several examples
of this phenomenon – a critique of the current situation without really
thinking beyond the confines of former methods and approaches. Even
Brezhnev and Kosygin had begun with a reform program, and by dis-
tancing themselves from some of the more irrational experiments of
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Khrushchev. Gorbachev likewise had begun in the same fashion. Why
would his leadership prove to be any different? The party hierarchy could
be excused for believing that once they had waited out the initial flurry
of reforms, life might continue as before, their privileges intact.

And yet the public image was already very different from that of the
recent past. Gorbachev seemed to delight in meeting the public, albeit
sometimes with his large entourage in front in order to avoid awkward
questions. He spoke Russian awkwardly (but then so had Lenin, his hero),
often making grammatical mistakes, but in most respects he was a much
better educated and more sophisticated leader than his predecessors (with
the possible exception of Andropov). Western analysts contrasted him
with the elderly US President Ronald Reagan, and wondered whether the
US leader would be able to match Gorbachev in debate. The first example
of the contrast with earlier leaderships lay in his personal behavior.
Gorbachev adopted a moral approach, choosing first to focus on alco-
holism, perhaps the most obvious social predicament, but hardly one
that was new or likely to change. In May 1985, the CPSU Central
Committee issued a resolution against drunkenness and alcoholism, rais-
ing the penalties for crimes related to alcohol, and reducing the number
of outlets selling it. At diplomatic functions, much to the horror of many
delegates, alcohol was banned. Russians began to call the new General
Secretary “Comrade Orange Juice.” Sugar disappeared from the stores as
the distilling of illegal “samogon” increased. Though not a major attempt
at reform, little was calculated to irritate Russians more than trying to
curb consumption of vodka in particular. Moreover, vodka was a prime
source of national income. However, the experiment, flawed as it was, did
indicate that Gorbachev was serious in his efforts to raise the morality of
Soviet society.

At first he was still surrounded by members of the Chernenko Politburo,
many of whom had been in office since the Brezhnev period (and often
lingering there for decades). Not all the Politburo members regarded
Gorbachev favorably. Changes were essential and expected. Several of the
early appointees to the Politburo consisted of men whose careers had
blossomed under Andropov. They were solid but reform-minded
Communists – Nikolay Ryzhkov, Viktor Nikonov, and Egor Ligachev.
Ligachev had been a party member for 40 years and a full member of the
Central Committee since 1976. At first, his main role in the Politburo was
responsibility for party ideology. By 1987, his influence within the ruling
body began to decline, as Gorbachev relied more on the maverick figure
of Aleksandr Yakovlev, a former ambassador to Canada, and the architect
of the Glasnost (frankness) that was to be a hallmark of the period.
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Andrey Gromyko, the long-serving Foreign Minister and the man who
had nominated Gorbachev for the leadership of the party, was given the
ceremonial position of Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet
(or nominal president) of the USSR. Potential opponents of Gorbachev
and some of the more corrupt elements of the leadership were removed
gradually. They included Grigory Romanov, the leader of the Leningrad
party organization, who lost his position in July, and Viktor Grishin, the
Moscow party boss who retired in December 1985. Grishin’s replacement
was the Urals protégé, Boris Yeltsin, who was elevated to a Candidate
Member of the Politburo by February 1986. By the time of the 27th Party
Congress (February 25–March 6, 1986), most of the Politburo team of the
Brezhnev years had been removed, along with 45 percent of government
ministers and 40 percent of the membership of the Central Committee.

The Congress was the first opportunity for Gorbachev to outline his
intentions. The Soviet leader emphasized the need for Glasnost and self-
criticism in Soviet life, so that defects and shortcomings could be exposed
rather than concealed. He also stressed the need for radical reforms,
though the extent of that reform was to be limited. Alongside increased
discipline, more emphasis on engineering and improvement in pro-
ductivity, Gorbachev recommended a partial decentralization of the
economy in light industry and agriculture, and supported the notion that
cooperatives should be permitted to develop along with some selected
private enterprise. The cooperative movement had been boosted before
the Congress by a Politburo decree, which anticipated its enhanced role
in the production of consumer goods, in the development of restaurants,
and other services. In January it had been revealed that GNP growth had
slowed to around 2 percent. The heavy emphasis on the military budget
had been made evident. Military spending took up about 25 percent of
the Soviet outlay. For Gorbachev it was essential to approach problems
honestly. However, many of his colleagues in the Central Committee did
not anticipate serious changes. As Gorbachev noted a year later, many of
those present considered that Perestroika was essentially a campaign
rather than a long-term platform, and regional party leaders proved reluc-
tant to advance the careers of those supporting perestroika and change in
society. That is perhaps why Gorbachev constantly reiterated the essen-
tial point – that Soviet citizens and party members in particular had to
change their way of thinking. It was a formidable task.

How far had Glasnost progressed by the 27th Party Congress? There had
been some signs that problems in Soviet society were to receive greater
publicity; moreover, those who had criticized the USSR in the past
received a more sympathetic hearing from the new Soviet leadership. In

268 MOTHERLAND

PE3387 ch10.qxd  6/6/02  14:00  Page 268



mid-January 1986, for example, the daily government newspaper
Izvestiya carried a report of a serious accident on the Trans-Siberian rail-
way, which blocked the line for almost three days. There was no indica-
tion, however, of the number of casualties. Just a month later, the Soviet
press reported the loss of a cruiser, and even printed an interview with its
captain. However, these events were relatively minor mishaps. Gorbachev
invited the Soviet dissident scientist Andrey Sakharov to return to
Moscow from his exile in Gorky, with his wife Yelena Bonner, and
allowed the latter to visit family in the United States. Gorbachev did not
respond, on the other hand, to a letter from Sakharov pleading for the
release of all political prisoners. Another notable event during
Gorbachev’s first year as party leader was a televised “Citizens’ Summit”
between Leningrad and the US city of Seattle, during which American cit-
izens could ask basic questions of representatives of Soviet society, from
military veterans to workers and students. On the whole, the responses
to questions were rather strained and often defensive, particularly on the
continuing Soviet war in Afghanistan. One can say that there was a par-
tial opening of Soviet society by the spring of 1986, but there was little
indication of the upheaval that was to follow. One of the main catalysts
of change was an accident at a nuclear plant in northern Ukraine.

THE CHERNOBYL DISASTER

The Soviet civilian nuclear program had begun to develop in the 1970s,
and accelerated toward the end of the decade when it became plain that
the Soviet energy industry could not rely indefinitely on supplies of oil
and gas. There were several facets of the nuclear industry that related to
the political structure of the USSR and its Eastern European partners.
Many, though far from all, nuclear plants were located in the European
USSR, close to the western border. Most of the Soviet population lived in
this area, and a joint grid was set up with Eastern European countries that
lacked energy resources, such as Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and
East Germany. Countries were invited to invest in building new Soviet
reactors, and would then receive appropriate compensation in the supply
of nuclear-generated electricity. The USSR regarded the nuclear program
as a source of prestige. Its RBMK, or graphite-moderated reactor, evolved
from the nuclear weapons program and was not exported. This type of
reactor was considered efficient because it could be refuelled online, keep-
ing shutdown times to a minimum, but it contained a fundamental con-
struction flaw – it became unstable if operated at low power. The second
type of reactor, the VVER (water-water-pressurized reactor) was produced
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both in the USSR and Czechoslovakia and exported widely to Eastern
Europe, Finland, Vietnam, and Cuba among other countries. By the
spring of 1986, this reactor was being more widely developed, but the
RBMKs still operated and were under construction at stations near
Leningrad, Smolensk, and Kursk in Russia; Ignalina in Lithuania; and
Chernobyl in Ukraine.

The Chernobyl plant had been the subject of numerous complaints from
local residents at the time of its construction in the late 1970s. By the
spring of 1986 it had four reactors in operation, built in twin units.
Another complex close by the main unit contained the partially built
fifth and sixth reactors. The station was built 12kms north of the old
medieval town of Chernobyl (Chornobyl in Ukrainian), and 3kms south
of Pripyat, a town for the plant workers and their families, which had a
population of 45,000 by the time of the accident. On April 25, at the start
of a long holiday weekend, two electrical engineers were asked to repeat
an experiment to ascertain how long safety equipment would remain in
operation during a shutdown. Neither the plant director nor the chief
engineer was on site at the time. Since the plant had shut down in the
past when the experiment was attempted, all of its safety devices were
dismantled. One of the operators made an error and a power surge
occurred at 1.32am that blasted the roof off the fourth reactor building,
causing a graphite fire that threatened to spread to unit three. The Pripyat
fire brigade came to the scene before more fire engines were sent from
Kyiv. Working in appalling conditions, about 40 firemen and first-aid
workers lost their lives in the early hours of April 26. However, though
some residents of Pripyat and nearby farms had seen the glow in the sky
(and in some cases even felt a shudder during the power surge), no gen-
eral alarm had been sounded. That Saturday in Pripyat was like any other
– two weddings were held; residents went fishing, children played in the
parks or attended Saturday schools.

Only some 40 hours after the event was a general warning issued and an
evacuation undertaken of a zone with a radius of 10kms around the reac-
tor. Residents of Pripyat were told to gather enough belongings for a brief
evacuation, and busses were sent from Kyiv to take them to various des-
tinations. Many local party officials, fearing the consequences of the dis-
aster, simply fled from the scene. There was a notably muted reaction
from the Ukrainian party authorities, led by the old Brezhnev appointee,
Volodymyr Shcherbytsky. The official response from Moscow was also
decidedly bland. It acknowledged an accident that had caused two
deaths, and announced the appointment of a government commission to
investigate the accident. That announcement appeared to have been
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prompted by inquiries from Sweden, where nuclear plant workers had
discovered high levels of radiation on their shoes before starting work.
The newspaper Izvestiya was denied permission to publish a detailed
account (insofar as information was known) on the following day. In
short, the Soviet leadership was responding in a manner that had become
familiar – to limit the amount of information reaching the public in an
attempt to eliminate the effects of the accident before news could reach
a wider audience. In this instance, however, the accident was to prove
global in its dimension and a Soviet-style cover-up continued.

The next stage of the aftermath was a frantic campaign to contain the
release of radiation into the atmosphere and below ground into the water
table. Coal miners were brought in for the latter operation, tunnelling
under the reactor and constructing a concrete shelf. By May 2, two
Politburo members, Ligachev and Ryzhkov, arrived on the scene. The
zone of evacuation was duly extended to 30kms. Helicopters dropped
lead, boron, and sand into the gaping hole of the reactor in an attempt
to limit the escape of radiation (in reality this only pushed the reactor
downward). With the use of robots, a cover was hastily constructed over
the reactor. After 10 days, the release of radiation had basically ceased.
Some of the efforts were truly heroic, such as the removal of graphite
from the reactor roof. At first, the government commission used the serv-
ices of volunteers, most of which worked on a 30-day rota. Later, military
reservists were called up, often working well beyond their assigned hours,
and often unaware of the amount of radiation their bodies had absorbed.
Soviet Geiger counters, insofar as they were available at all, only regis-
tered totals up to 25 rems. Mistakes were inevitable. Offers of Western aid
were generally refused. The Soviet media began to focus not on the effects
of the accident, but on the emotional and sometimes exaggerated
Western reaction to it. Izvestiya published a dubious account of accidents
that had occurred over a number of years at nuclear power stations in the
West, while noting that Chernobyl was the first and only such accident
to have occurred in the Soviet Union, and itself an outright distortion.
Gorbachev had remained silent during this first and crucial test of his
leadership. Arguably he was waiting until he could acquire accurate and
detailed information, but the lack of leadership was noticeable.

On May 14, Gorbachev appeared on Soviet television. The broadcast
dealt briefly with the accident before the party leader launched into an
attack on the “heaps of lies” that had appeared about Chernobyl in the
Western media. He also equated the impact of the nuclear accident with
fallout from a nuclear attack, thus justifying his policy of trying to
remove all nuclear weapons from the face of the Earth by the year 2000.
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The accident was also proof of the danger to Europe as a whole, which
related to another of Gorbachev’s early themes, that of a “common
European home.” This sort of response to an international incident was
consistent with Soviet policy. It suggested that little of substance had
changed within the leadership. Chernobyl had been exploited for official
propaganda. However, it proved impossible for the Soviet regime to sus-
tain such a position. For one thing, the Soviet Union had joined the
International Atomic Energy Agency in 1985, and the IAEA was now anx-
ious to hold an inquiry into the causes of the worst civilian nuclear dis-
aster in history. Second, the attempts to contain the effects of Chernobyl
had taken on the appearance of a mass patriotic campaign. Many
observers, at the behest of the authorities, openly compared the cam-
paign with resistance against the Germans in the Great Patriotic War. The
analogy was simplistic but appealing. In the spring and early summer of
1986 it was impossible to estimate the number of casualties that might
result from Chernobyl. Estimates of future cancer cases worldwide varied
from a few hundred to 500,000. The radiation cloud that had moved
north and northwest after the explosion had subsequently moved south
with the change in wind direction, and caused some panic in Kyiv,
137kms south of the plant, with a population of 2.5 million.

In August, a Soviet scientific delegation led by Valery Legasov, an aca-
demic, travelled to Vienna to present an account of events to the IAEA.
The report was praised for its relative frankness though it put most of the
emphasis on human error rather than the technical flaws of the RBMK
reactor, of which Legasov was well aware. Nevertheless the appearance of
a Soviet delegation indicated that the country was now willing to share
details with Western scientists. Eventually certain “technical” improve-
ments were made to the reactor – the plant director and chief engineer
were obliged to be present during experiments; the reactor’s shutdown
time was reduced from around 20 seconds to four seconds; and the
amount of enriched uranium in the reactor core was increased. In the
summer of 1987, officials considered most responsible for the disaster
went on trial in the town of Chernobyl. Other than the first and last days,
the trial was held in camera, and plant director Viktor Bryukhanov was
given 10 years’ hard labor. His chief engineer got five years, and lesser
sentences were imposed on other officials. The Soviet action suggested
that suitable scapegoats had been found, but the trial brought remarkably
little public reaction. It was unconvincing.

There were other aspects of Chernobyl that diminished the standing of
the Soviet government in the eyes of the population in the affected
regions. Information on health was soon classified, and on a number of
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occasions illnesses associated with increased radiation were attributed to
other causes – one of the favorites was “vegeto-vascular dystonia”!
Meanwhile, local officials, including the Ukrainian Minister of Health,
tried to convince the public that the environment had been made com-
pletely safe. It was claimed that the covering over the fourth reactor – the
so-called sarcophagus – would last “for eternity” despite the fact that it
could never be more than temporary. By the fall of 1986, reactors one and
two were back in service (the third was to follow in December 1987). A
new phenomenon emerged, which Soviet officials called “radio-phobia,”
the fear of radiation. Panic-stricken villagers and even residents of Kyiv
and the Belarusian city of Gomel began to attribute every ailment, from
serious afflictions to the common cold, to the effects of radiation. Already
there was skepticism toward official pronouncements. In Kyiv, rumors
abounded that red wine and vodka was an appropriate cure for radiation.
Meanwhile, journalists trying to uncover information got fairly conde-
scending responses from the Soviet scientific community. Before long a
rift developed between the centralized ministries and scientific institu-
tions, and regional groups in the republics of Ukraine and Belarus which
maintained that the real truth about Chernobyl had yet to be revealed.
This gap between the center and the republics began to widen.

In retrospect it is easy to see why the government’s attempt to compare
the struggle against radiation to the epic battle against the German occu-
piers of 1941–1944 resulted in failure. The Germans had represented an
identifiable and barbarous enemy, forcing Soviet citizens to make sacri-
fices to survive. Radiation was an invisible enemy. Mass deaths had not
resulted, but the accident had led the public to fear for their future. In
Soviet mythology, the future was always critical – belief in the success of
the Soviet system for the coming generation had been an important
motivator in difficult times. In addition, the concept of an external
enemy had been maintained throughout Soviet history, whether this
happened to be the British (the earlier period), the Germans (during the
war), Anglo-American imperialists (the immediate aftermath of the war),
or the Americans alone (the latter part of the Cold War years). After
Chernobyl, the myth that the Soviet regime was in control of events
could no longer be maintained. Its helplessness was apparent. It resorted
to lies and secrecy, to accusations against the West for seemingly exploit-
ing a tragedy, but it could not offer the public in the affected areas much
hope that the dangers would be overcome. Doomsayers were much in
evidence in the post-accident months and years. They received much
more attention than they deserved. The central powers were held respon-
sible for Chernobyl, which was added to some of the tragic events of the
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20th century, both in Ukraine, which had endured much suffering, and
the Soviet Union as a whole.

The Gorbachev leadership had begun to change too. Under the influence
of Yakovlev, a genuine public opinion began to develop. Though encour-
aged to question and criticize policies of the Stalin leadership in particu-
lar (the official stance taken by the Gorbachev administration), the Soviet
media soon turned their attention to the prevailing issues of the day. The
environment had become a prime concern. For decades, Soviet industrial
and agricultural planners had paid little heed to the ecological impact of
their decisions. After Chernobyl, the public began to focus on risky and
ill-thought-out projects, particularly in the realm of land improvement,
heavy industry, chemical plants and the like. Nuclear power was the
initial focus. Within the Soviet Union, massive demonstrations began to
take place against virtually every nuclear power station, and particularly
those still at the construction stage. One such station was being built in
a seismic zone near Kerch on the Crimean peninsula. Ukrainians also
turned on a plant being built in the historical homeland of the Ukrainian
Hetmanate in Chernihiv region. Lithuanians campaigned for the closure
of the Ignalina station, a giant RBMK plant with 1,500 megawatt reactors.
Chernobyl seemed to have woken up the public to environmental con-
cerns. There was also a strong political element to these protests, namely
that decisions about the location and operation of nuclear power stations
in the republics was in the hands of Moscow-based bureaucrats who
might never have visited the areas in question. Predictably these protests
were often one-sided, ignoring, for example, the high casualty rates in
the country’s other energy industries. Yet they began a process of alien-
ating the political center from the non-Russian periphery in particular.
Non-Russian republics had begun to demand a greater say in the estab-
lishment and operation of industries and over the exploitation of natural
resources. In this way, the Chernobyl accident began to change the pol-
itical climate of the USSR.

The disaster focussed attention on the Gorbachev regime, and became
the subject of lengthy debates among scholars and scientists worldwide.
In the spring of 1989, the Soviet press was permitted to publish new maps
illustrating the extent of radiation fallout. The area proved to be far more
extensive than the official 30km zone, encompassing about one-fifth of
Belarus, one-eighth of Ukraine, and a small area of Russia, including
Bryansk oblast. Because of the official decision to base the contaminated
zones on cesium content of the soil, those living in affected areas num-
bered around 3.5 million. Once again, the public considered itself to have
been deceived. Those who discovered they had been living in a contami-
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nated zone for three years had the option of being evacuated (providing
that radiation levels were sufficiently high). The health effects at that
time were limited mainly to the firemen, first-aid workers, and clean-up
crews (called “liquidators” in Soviet parlance). Only later did thyroid
gland cancer start to develop, especially in children. A United Nations
study of 2002 has suggested that the evacuations after Chernobyl caused
more problems than they cured. It seems likely that the post-1989 evac-
uations may have been the most problematic of all. Suddenly Chernobyl
re-emerged as an issue. Reports from Kyiv suggested that radiation
hotspots had been discovered there. In another region of Ukraine west of
Chernobyl, official records uncovered by diligent journalists suggested
that radiation levels immediately after the accident had been three times
higher than those in the 30km zone.

In general, Chernobyl proved to be a public relations disaster for the
Soviet regime. Moscow acted indecisively, often, it seems, taking the
wrong decisions. On the other hand, it is difficult to say whether a
Western democratic country would have acted better. Many problems
were unique. Plainly nuclear power had been geared for rapid results, and
it had been operated without due regard for safety. The concealment of
health statistics – and their complete disappearance in Belarus – was the
act of a nervous totalitarian system. Gorbachev had tried to use the acci-
dent for propaganda purposes, but Politburo records of the time suggest
he was trying to discover the root causes of the disaster, though without
much success. The old Russian phrase “Who is to blame?” echoed across
the land. There were reports of widespread (and often unconfirmed)
deaths, though the overall total was in the hundreds rather than the thou-
sands – the Bhopal disaster in India had killed more people, for example.
The standing of the scientific community fell dramatically, as did that of
the IAEA, which only belatedly (in 1994) declared that Chernobyl was a
dangerous nuclear plant that should be shut down. Within the USSR,
Chernobyl had sparked the progress of public opinion and of Glasnost.
Released from the shackles of a Stalinist system, the Soviet media began
to question the policies and uncover the problems both of the present and
of the past. The self-examination would be lengthy, revealing, and at
times an exercise in self-destruction. It began in Moscow.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF GLASNOST

The word Glasnost has been applied to various sectors of life to describe
the opening of Soviet society in the Gorbachev era. The first notable evi-
dence of change was the wider and more accurate reporting of events that
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illustrated some of the problems within Soviet society. In October 1986,
for example, infant mortality statistics were published in the Soviet press,
revealing a rate more than three times higher than that in Western coun-
tries. The comments accompanying the figures stressed the rate had
decreased since the late 1970s. There were also more frequent reports of
protests at factories against new, austere measures of quality control. In
July 1987, Pravda reported a new rise in alcohol consumption (the rate
had fallen between 1985 and 1986 as a result of the anti-alcohol cam-
paign), noting deaths had occurred in the recent past from the con-
sumption of alcohol substitutes such as samogon, anti-freeze, cheap
perfume, and methanol. The Soviet press had been given a free hand to
report social problems in the country, though this freedom was tied to
official policy. Matters were made easier by changes in the editorship of
several prominent journals and newspapers, and essentially the openness
in reporting came from the top rather than from grass-roots pressure.
Generally, the more “progressive” reports could be found in the central
rather than the republican press, with the notable exception of the Baltic
States.

Official de-Stalinization soon found its way into the press. Though some-
what startling in its scale, it merely furthered what had occurred in the
period of Khrushchev. The Gorbachev administration, highly critical of
the Brezhnev regime, refrained from attacking Khrushchev. Rather, that
period was considered a viable attempt to move away from the excesses
of Stalinism. In January 1987, the Soviet media began to discuss the rev-
olutionary roles of much maligned (and rarely mentioned) figures such
as Zinoviev, Bukharin, and later even Trotsky. It was to be some time
before the latter received any sort of flattering mention. Bukharin was
the first to be rehabilitated. On February 5, 1988, the USSR Supreme
Court dismissed the charges that had been laid against Bukharin and
Rykov, the so-called Right Opposition, and supporters of the New
Economic Policy. Though a radical step, the reprieve was in line with
Gorbachev’s public praise for the NEP and association of it with the pre-
ferred policy of Lenin. Gradually, other major figures from the 1930s –
old Bolsheviks – were rehabilitated, with details published in Pravda and
Izvestiya. Officially, Stalin’s policies and crimes were seen as deviations
from Lenin’s vision, from the correct party policy, and there was always
the underlying assumption that although the country had lost its way in
the 1930s, the Communist Party remained the leading force and path to
the future. De-Stalinization was a means of stabilizing the contemporary
regime, not of tearing it apart. Once begun, however, the process took on
a life of its own.
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Since open opposition had been declared on Stalin and Stalinism, it also
became common for new crimes of that era to be uncovered. In several
areas, mass graves of victims were found (or rediscovered), often posing
uncomfortable problems for local authorities. In May 1988, for example,
the Belarusian archeologist and historian, and the future founder of the
Belarusian Popular Front, Zyanon Paznyak, revealed the presence of
mass graves in the Kurapaty Forest in the suburbs of Minsk. Thousands
gathered at the site, prompting the republican leaders to agree to an
official inquiry into the massacre. The inquiry, which took place despite
the protests of war veterans and hardened Communists, was conducted
hastily and proved inconclusive. The investigation team included mem-
bers of the KGB, former partisans, and Communist officials, as well as
Paznyak. Many of them had no desire to lay blame on the Stalin regime
or the NKVD. Though more than 50 witnesses were found who could
testify to seeing the Black Marias make their way to the execution site,
the investigators concluded that it was most likely that the killings had
been carried out by the Germans. The outcome revealed the extent of
opposition to de-Stalinization in some areas. But other mass graves were
found, including one at Bykivnia, near Kyiv in Ukraine. Some writers
began to seek more information about the Famine and purges that had
occurred in the republic. They noted, for example, that one of the per-
petrators, Lazar Kaganovich, was still living in Moscow. The Poles began
to seek information about the executions of Polish officers at Katyn and
other sites in 1940.

As a result of the inquiries into the mass repressions of the 1930s, an all-
Union group called Memorial was founded on January 28, 1989, in
memory of all the victims of the Soviet state. However, at first the focus
was on the victims of Stalin. Some form of backlash was likely following
the general denigration of Soviet history. It came in a letter from Nina
Andreeva, a lecturer at Leningrad Technological Institute. Likely with the
full support of staunch Communist leaders such as Ligachev, she pub-
lished the letter in the newspaper, Sovetskaya Rossiya, on March 13, 1988.
It appeared to many observers to be a turning point, a sign that Glasnost
had ended, particularly given the lack of response from the Gorbachev
leadership over a three-week period. The letter denounced some of the
developments of the time:

I have been reading and rereading sensational articles. For
example, what can you gain (apart from disorientation) from rev-
elations about “the counter-revolution in the USSR in the late
1920s and early 1930s” or about Stalin’s “guilt” for the rise to
power of Fascism and Hitler in Germany?
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In the view of the author, the attacks on Stalin and Stalinism were being
used to reject the entire epoch of “unprecedented feats,” such as collec-
tivization, industrialization, and “cultural revolution,” the events that
raised the country from a backward agrarian nation to a great world
power. In particular, plays and movies had in her view advocated a form
of nihilism. Though Andreeva was no Stalinist – one of her relatives had
been a victim of the Purges and then rehabilitated under Khrushchev –
the force of Stalin’s personality was undeniable. Indeed none other than
his Cold War nemesis Winston Churchill had evoked it. Andreeva there-
fore states plainly:

I think that no matter how controversial and complex a figure in
history Stalin may be, his genuine role in the building and defense
of socialism will sooner or later be given an objective . . . assessment.

Not only Stalinism had come under attack in the period of Glasnost,
Andreeva continued, but also Russian national pride. Whereas the latter
was depicted as “Great Russian chauvinism,” the movement of “militant
cosmopolitanism” and refusedniks was regarded as a manifestation of
democracy. In short, those rejecting the system were being elevated over
those who defended it at great sacrifice throughout the Soviet period.
Aside from the underlying anti-Semitic implications of this statement,
the author was declaring that true Russian values were being lost.
“Principles were not given to us as a gift,” she remarked, “we have fought
for them at crucial turning points in the history of the motherland.”

Though Gorbachev eventually responded to the points made in the letter
through Pravda, the debate over the statements continued for some time.
How was it possible to criticize all aspects of the Soviet period, to ridicule
Lenin – something alluded to by Andreeva in the plays of Mikhail
Shatrov – and to deny past achievements? It was only possible by a com-
plete denunciation of the entire past, a form of whitewash of all Soviet
achievements. The writers of the Glasnost period were therefore lacking
in responsibility and objectivity. In several parts of the letter, the author
referred to “liberals” and those who followed the dictates of the West in
the name of “democracy.” Paradoxically, the Andreeva letter was distinc-
tive because it went against the prevailing trend. It was a sign of how far
matters had gone. The most outspoken of writers and playwrights
immediately began to wonder whether some form of repression was
about to occur, whether Gorbachev might be thrown out of power.
However, despite opposition, Glasnost was to continue. As Andreeva
noted, the revelations about the past were one-sided, but the reasons
were logical enough. The goal was not to rationalize historical events but
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to expose crimes, many of which had been long hidden. No one could
have expected that the results would be dispassionate or detached. Yet
because a significant portion of Soviet society – and particularly the older
generation – could not free themselves from long-held views about the
war or about Soviet achievements, society gradually became polarized.

One institution that had suffered much earlier under the Soviet regime
was the Russian Orthodox Church. The Gorbachev administration
proved to be much more tolerant of the official church, restoring dissi-
dent priests to their parishes – Father Gleb Yakunin was one – and per-
mitting foreign church dignitaries to visit the USSR. On August 18, 1987,
the Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios of Constantinople arrived; he visited
several holy sites and held a formal meeting with the Russian Orthodox
Patriarch, Pimen. No such meeting had taken place for four centuries.
Two days later, Mother Teresa visited the victims of Chernobyl. The fol-
lowing April, Pimen was invited to the Kremlin to meet Gorbachev. The
Soviet authorities had decided to commemorate the Millennium of
Christianity in Kyivan Rus’, when Prince Vladimir (Volodymyr) had
chosen Christianity for his subjects above all other religions. The decision
was a momentous one for the Soviet state for a number of reasons. First,
it indicated that Gorbachev was prepared to distance himself from the
official – and much abhorred – embracing of militant atheism, and rec-
ognize the traditional Orthodox religion. A Communist state was cele-
brating a thousand years of Christianity, despite the limitations imposed
on the church since the time of Peter the Great and the harsh persecution
of priests that began during the 1920s. Though there had been a rap-
prochement of sorts during the Great Patriotic War, the early postwar
years had seen little change in official policy. Yet the Russian Orthodox
Church had survived intact, despite church closures and the fact that
congregations tended to be predominantly elderly.

Gorbachev, inadvertently or deliberately, was also recognizing the Soviet
interpretation of a common root for the Eastern Slavic peoples of the
10th century, ie, that Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians emanated
from the Kyivan Rus’ state that was destroyed in the invasions of the
Golden Horde in the 13th century. Such an interpretation had been
rejected, for example by the Ukrainian historian Mykhailo Hrushevsky,
who perceived a direct link between the Kyivan state and modern
Ukraine. Hrushevsky, however, believed that Russian roots were different.
Likewise, nationalist historians in Belarus did not see a common thread
between the three groups, and argued, among other interpretations, that
the “White Rus” had Scandinavian origins. The celebrations, which
began on June 5, 1988 with wide international publicity, were therefore
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not well received by all churchgoers across the Soviet Union. On the
other hand, Gorbachev was prepared to recognize some churches banned
by Stalin. In December 1989, for example, the Ukrainian Catholic
(Uniate) Church, dissolved in 1946, was permitted to register congrega-
tions like other groups. Just one month later, the study of Marxism-
Leninism was dropped as a compulsory subject at Soviet universities. Was
Gorbachev resorting to the more traditional forms of Russian national-
ism? If so, then one can say only that the support of such a policy was
developed in a negative fashion, through the slow undermining of the
linchpins of Soviet society – the party, Leninism, the rehabilitation of vic-
tims, and the release of dissidents such as the remarkably popular scien-
tist Sakharov, whose funeral was attended by more than 100,000 people
following his death on December 14, 1989.

The restoration of the Russian Orthodox Church in particular was tanta-
mount to an admission that Bolshevik ideology had failed. The destruc-
tion of the church in the 1920s had been replaced by a new ideology, that
of Leninism, or Marxism-Leninism. The mummified first Soviet leader
had become close to a deity, his name invoked everywhere, in books,
newspapers, party congresses and everyday speech. All major towns of
the Soviet Union had a statue of Lenin, whether he had visited them or
not. Occasionally, the regime had been obliged to veer from its official
policy, particularly at times of crisis. During the war, when churches had
been opened, there was a temporary respite as the authorities realized
that the names of Lenin and Stalin alone may not have been enough to
inspire the Soviet people to fight. Gorbachev may have responded to the
injustices of persecution of the church rather than the failure of Soviet
ideology. However, this resurrected a new popular force, one that had not
faded with time or been sullied by ageing and corrupt leaders who
seemed to have forgotten what the regime stood for. It also enhanced
Russian patriotism, and undermined the long-held alliance between
exclusively Russian and Soviet interests. How could the regime have two
ideologies, after all? Was there still a Soviet ideology? Other questions
would soon arise.

Through Glasnost, the Soviet Union had begun to develop a civic society.
Yet what would be the limitations of Glasnost? How far could critics go?
Would the regime continue to provide guidance? Western observers had
already noted that some journals and newspapers were going much fur-
ther than others. The largely foreign-language Moskovskie Novosti
(Moscow News), for example, under Yegor Yakovlev, and Ogonyok, under
the editorship of Vitaly Korotych, were leading the way. Other outlets,
especially those in the republics, were hopelessly behind, their editorial
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boards often torn between more hard-line Communists and rebels anx-
ious to use their relative freedom to investigate new subjects. During this
period, two other facets of Soviet life began to attract attention – one was
the high rate of crime in the country and the second was the elitist life of
party officials. The former was hardly new, but it had rarely made head-
lines. By the spring of 1991, the authorities acknowledged that crime
levels were higher than at any time since the Great Patriotic War. The
party nomenklatura, with its special stores, dachas, and personal chauf-
feurs, was resented by the public, particularly as economic conditions
worsened and the causes were debated in the media. The Gorbachev
regime was also unfortunate because of mass disasters. The superstitious
in Soviet society – and there were many – attributed the ill fortune to the
leader himself. Following Chernobyl, a number of railway accidents
occurred, and more than 300 people drowned when two ships collided in
the Black Sea. Then on December 7, 1988, while Gorbachev was visiting
the United States, a major earthquake occurred in Armenia, killing more
than 40,000 people and making even more homeless.

No doubt the regime’s image suffered because of such events. The con-
trast between the Gorbachev administration and that of his mentor
Andropov was evident from a bizarre incident in May 1987, when
Matthias Rust, a 19-year-old West German, flew over Soviet territory,
somehow evaded the Soviet air defense, and landed his single-engine
plane in Red Square to the bemusement of Muscovites and tourists. With
international attention focussed on the incident, retribution was rela-
tively light. Rust received a four-year jail sentence but was released after
little more than a year. The affair reflected badly on the Soviet military,
which had already been harmed by the long and largely unsuccessful war
in Afghanistan. The prestige of the regime, a fundamental part of Soviet
rule, had begun to decline. Attention was focussed on the lack of secur-
ity in a country that had always been so security-conscious, with formi-
dable restrictions to entry.

Glasnost had a huge impact on art and culture, and sparked a revival in
many spheres. Relative liberty became apparent. Several writers banned
in the past were now openly discussed – Akhmatova, Bulgakov, and
Mandelshtam being the most prominent. In 1983, the Ukrainian poet
Iryna Ratushinskaya had been given a seven-year prison sentence for
advocating human rights, but she was released on October 10, 1986. On
the other hand, bastions of the system, those writers who had adhered to
the official line and received promotion, became subject to criticism.
Books once banned began to appear after 1987, including Pasternak’s Dr
Zhivago, written in the 1950s but now published for the first time in the
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Soviet Union. Art exhibitions became a familiar sight in Moscow and
Leningrad, including modern art, which had not been seen by Soviet cit-
izens since Khrushchev’s days (Khrushchev detested modern art). The
works of banned authors, artists, and musicians became much sought
after, while figures recognized by the state were largely scorned. In the
non-Russian republics, the cultural revival was more marked because of
its suddenness and the thoroughness with which it had been eliminated
in the past. In Ukraine, a Shevchenko Society was formed to revive the
Ukrainian language under the leadership of poet Dmytro Pavlychko, and
the Ukrainian Writers’ Union, with its journal, Literaturna Ukraina,
became a leading supporter of Glasnost, still struggling against a rela-
tively harsh party leader, V.V. Shcherbytsky, until his retirement in the
fall of 1989. The relationship between cultural rejuvenation and national
self-assertion was to become evident in the last years of the USSR. Within
the process of Glasnost it was a significant development that distanced
the Gorbachev administration, under the influence of Aleksandr
Yakovlev, from all previous Soviet leaderships. Again, the question among
the leadership was how far the opening of society could go without
undermining the regime.

POLITICS UNDER GORBACHEV

Gorbachev’s frustration at opposition among the party hierarchy to his
reforms was obvious. Though he had made significant personnel
changes, the general resistance to fundamental reform was always evi-
dent. Gorbachev’s policies, however, were not consistent. Like previous
Soviet leaders, he was prone to long, rambling speeches that would last
for up to four hours, without deviating substantially from official (and
largely meaningless) rhetoric. How was he to reform the Soviet system?
What would it mean to the leading role of the Communist Party? Few
observers had any clear ideas. How could a leader who had risen through
the Soviet system, abided by its tenets, relied on patrons, and socialized
with prominent leaders, suddenly reject the past and embark on a com-
pletely new path? The simple fact is that he could not. Such a program
was inconceivable to Gorbachev at first. There is no evidence of any long-
term plan to curb the authority of the party. What Gorbachev did see,
however, was the impossibility of continuing in the Brezhnev style,
ignoring basic problems, closing one’s eyes to corruption, to the lack of
direction and the declining power of the Soviet Union. At first, he sought
broader powers of decision-making, and to widen the base from which
party leaders were selected. He also began to promote the more open-
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minded and reformist party leaders, such as Yeltsin. As he did so he
immediately began to face opposition from those perturbed by the eleva-
tion of people dedicated to changing the system. This predicament con-
tinued throughout the near seven years of Gorbachev’s leadership and it
was one that he never resolved satisfactorily. His team was never united,
and while one might say the same of previous Soviet administrations, an
official press in the past had always publicized the facade of unity at the
top.

In January 1987, at a Plenum of the CC CPSU, Gorbachev called for
multi-candidate elections to leading party posts and to local government
organizations. He also advocated that non-party citizens take on more
prominent positions. The Soviet leader emphasized that in the factories
the workforce, not the local party administration, should be responsible
for appointing managers. At an election the following month in the
Kemerovo oblast, Western Siberia, two candidates ran for the post of
party First Secretary. By the summer, there were multi-candidate elections
for local soviets across the country. The change had been implemented
successfully. Meanwhile in Moscow, there was widespread discontent
among the city bureaucracy at a much-publicized anti-corruption cam-
paign by party boss Yeltsin. Bowing to pressure, Gorbachev removed
Yeltsin in November 1987, telling his friend that his party career was
probably over. Yeltsin received a compensatory (but relatively minor)
post as a deputy minister in the construction industry. His replacement
was Lev Zaikov, an older and more traditional Communist. Yeltsin, the
official announcement declared, had made “mistaken assessments” about
party work and the necessary speed of Perestroika. The rift between
Gorbachev and Yeltsin was to grow with time; ironically, the more demo-
cratic political system initiated by Gorbachev was to permit a revival of
Yeltsin’s political fortune just over a year later.

The year 1988 saw momentous changes. Soviet intellectual society had
become a debating ground. By May, several informal groups had joined
together to form the Democratic Union, based mainly on membership
from Moscow, Leningrad, Siberia, and Ukraine. The Democratic Union,
though not registered as such, was the closest the country had come to
an alternative political party. The 19th Party Conference was held in
Moscow a month later. On paper, it was of no special significance since
party conferences did not offer binding decrees but rather were ostensi-
bly discussion meetings. However, Gorbachev used this occasion to push
for significant reforms of the ruling structure for the first time, signifi-
cantly undermining the authority of the CPSU. He proposed the forma-
tion of a new body, the Congress of People’s Deputies, which would be
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made up of 750 deputies from public organizations (trade unions, cul-
tural societies, the Komsomol), along with 1,500 elected by area. It would
be the duty of the new Congress to elect the members of the Supreme
Soviet from its own body. The Congress would also elect a president of
the country. Furthermore, Gorbachev demanded that the positions of
Party Secretary and Chairman of the Soviet be merged throughout the
country, thus reducing the bureaucratic structure and making the pos-
ition considerably stronger. Elections were set for the following March.
The Conference was the scene of some extraordinary debates, including
attacks on the Soviet leader. Discussion was far from free – indeed it often
took extraordinary efforts by delegates to get a hearing – but it was the
first serious attempt by Gorbachev to change the way in which the
country was ruled.

What were his goals? In retrospect – and perhaps to add order to events
that did not appear so clear-cut at the time – Gorbachev had embarked
on a policy to restrict the authority of the Communist Party, which he
perceived as the main obstacle to his reforms, while providing some sem-
blance of real authority to the Soviet system. The balance of power
between the soviets and the party had varied over Soviet history. During
the war, Stalin took on the title of Premier, thus symbolizing that he rep-
resented the Soviet government first and foremost. However, the party
had always been the key institution, and under Brezhnev the Supreme
Soviet became merely symbolic. Brezhnev, as a former Chairman of the
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet during one of his darker periods, would
have realized only too well how meaningless that position was.
Gorbachev wished to give real power to the Congress and to the Supreme
Soviet, but to what extent did he wish to restrict the power of the party?
Was the move a device to push through a reform program, after which he
would continue to allow the party to play the main role in society? After
all, was not Gorbachev the archetypal Leninist? In October 1988,
Yakovlev’s position as the man responsible for Soviet ideology was made
more secure when Ligachev, his main adversary, was demoted to agricul-
ture. Vadim Medvedev, another reformist, was promoted to the Politburo.
With the retirement of Gromyko, and the lack of candidates willing to
stand against him, Gorbachev took over the position of Chairman of the
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet at the beginning of October 1988. The
position was allegedly a key one as a prelude to the election of a “Soviet
president” the following summer.

By January 1989, nominations began for deputies to the new Congress,
with many seats being contested by a large number of candidates, includ-
ing a significant portion of non-party people for the first time in a Soviet
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election. In the 1,500 regional constituencies, about 75 percent of elections
had more than one candidate, while some had as many as seven. In
Moscow, Boris Yeltsin emerged as a highly popular candidate. Many former
dissidents also ran. In Ukraine, one of the successful candidates was Yury
Shcherbak, the Chairman of the Green World environmental association.
In the Baltic States, candidates from the Popular Fronts contested the elec-
tions. For the first time, the media played a key role in helping competition.
The results were unpredictable, even though the Communists remained
the USSR’s only official party. In fact, reform-minded Communists were
Gorbachev’s best hope, those who had supported his initiatives without
distancing themselves from the Soviet regime. Voter interest and turnout
was high at around 85 percent. Elections were won if and when a candidate
received more than 50 percent of the vote, so many results were decided
only with a second round. The outcome embarrassed the party and its can-
didates. In the three Baltic States, it was virtually shut out by the Popular
Fronts of Estonia and Latvia, and the Sajudis in Lithuania. Many so-called
“safe” seats were lost. Yeltsin was elected with almost 90 percent of the vote
in his Moscow constituency. However, around 85 percent of delegates elec-
ted to the Congress were party members.

Before the Congress met, a plenary meeting of the CC CPSU accepted the
resignations of several members, including Gromyko, and the former
chief of staff Nikolay Ogarkov. The discussions of the Congress were
broadcast on television and radio, and had a profound effect on a popu-
lation that had been kept out of political debates. Before long tensions
were evident between the more radical elements and those worried about
how much the existing system would be changed. Yeltsin, together with
Sakharov, was clearly one of the leading demagogues with a flair for the
dramatic. Yeltsin failed narrowly to get elected to the Supreme Soviet on
May 27, 1989, until another deputy gave up his seat. Yeltsin was also one
of the creators of an interregional group of deputies that pushed for fur-
ther reforms. By early 1990, the changes in the balance of power became
more significant. Public organizations lost their guaranteed seats in local
soviets. On February 7, 1990, at Gorbachev’s behest, the CPSU rec-
ommended a constitutional amendment to abolish its monopoly on
power (it was approved by a parliamentary vote of March 1990) and
agreed with the notion of creating a presidential system of government.
Soon the Supreme Soviet sanctioned the establishment of an executive
president, who would be the head of state and commander-in-chief of the
armed forces, but otherwise would have less power in practice than the
General Secretary of the CC CPSU had wielded. The country was becom-
ing more democratic. Though no one was prepared to oppose Gorbachev
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as the nominated president, the signs of dissatisfaction with his leader-
ship were becoming evident. He received 1,329 votes with 495 against
him – a notably high figure given that by this time the delegates from the
Baltic States had decided to boycott the whole procedure. Gorbachev had
changed the system of the country by reducing the authority of the party,
the vehicle by which he had come to power. This situation raised ques-
tions about the legitimacy of Gorbachev’s leadership and why, as a demo-
cratic leader, he did not risk an electoral vote in the country as a whole.
It appeared that he was clinging to power and losing support.

Nonetheless, he went ahead with the appointment of the Presidential
Council that was a mixture of well-known reformers and more hard-line
figures – often in the West the latter were called “conservatives,” a mis-
leading title because of its political connotations in Western democracies.
They were conservatives in wishing to maintain the status quo, but had
little in common with the European variety. The radicals included Eduard
Shevardnadze, the Foreign Minister, Yakovlev, and the progressive econ-
omist Stanislav Shatalin; the traditionalists were made up of representa-
tives of major public organizations such as the KGB (Viktor Kryuchkov),
Chairman of the USSR Supreme Soviet (Anatoly Lukyanov, an ex-officio
member), the Ministry of Internal Affairs (Vadim Bakatin), the Ministry
of Defense (Dmitry Yazov), and the State Planning Committee (Yury
Maslyukov). Altogether it was not unlike the Politburo in its orientation
and outlook. Almost at once the new ruling body was faced with a major
task – to preserve unity in the face of increased pressures to decentralize
the country. The decentralization movement was led by Russia, by far the
largest of the Soviet republics, though arguably it had originated with the
Baltic States. Conceivably, the USSR could lose the Baltic States and still
survive as an entity; to lose Russia, however, would bring the system
crashing down. The subject deserves a brief explanation.

Since the end of the war, when Stalin raised his toast to the “Russian
people,” Russians occupied the prime place in Soviet society. That
Russians would always be predominant in the Soviet Union might seem
to be stating the obvious, given the large proportion of the country occu-
pied by the Russian Federation. Yet the Union existed, and non-Russians
did play a significant role in Soviet life. Some Russians argued that the
Soviet Union, far from being a Russian empire, discriminated against
Russians, who lacked their own party organization and Central
Committee. Many Westerners, and quite often the Western media, failed
to make the distinction between the Soviet Union and Russia, using both
terms as synonymous. By 1989, however, Russians made up slightly more
than 50 percent of the Soviet population. Even the Slavic population
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seemed likely to fall below that mark by the time of the first post-1989
census. About 25 million ethnic Russians lived outside the Russian
Federation. In some areas, such as Belarus or Eastern Ukraine, their pres-
ence was hardly noticed amid a generally Russophone population. But in
republics such as Kazakhstan, Latvia, or Estonia the indigenous popu-
lation often resented the presence and predominance of Russians in pol-
itical and economic life. The Russian Federation’s standard of living was
notably lower than that in the Baltic States, though somewhat higher
than in the republics of Central Asia. The issue of the position of Russians
in the Soviet Union is a difficult one; and a full gamut of views is held on
the question of whether they were a privileged group or one exploited for
the benefit of the Soviet system – the argument that Russian resources
supplied most of the Soviet republics, in addition to the countries of
Eastern Europe.

The misfortunes of ethnic Russians had been a theme of Russian nation-
alists since the early 1970s, when espoused by the dissident writer
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. The author had also developed his ideas in a
pamphlet that advocated the formation of a Slavic community, embrac-
ing Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and parts of Kazakhstan. In the third volume
of The Gulag Archipelago, Solzhenitsyn includes a curious plea to
Ukrainians, practically pleading with them to reject separatist national-
ism and combine their interests with their fraternal brethren, the
Russians. Solzhenitsyn’s views for a time represented mainstream Russian
nationalist thinking. He regarded the Russian Revolution as a takeover of
the state by foreign elements, noting that the Cheka, like the Bolshevik
Party, contained a large group of non-Russians, particularly Latvians.
Solzhenitsyn also maintained that Lenin himself was only one quarter
Russian (cited in Dunlop, 1983, p. 143). Thus the only major element of
the Russian nation prevalent in the Soviet Union, according to this
school of thought, was the Russian language. Nationalists perceived its
retention and widespread dissemination more as a matter of convenience
than a desire to spread the Russian cause in the non-Russian areas.
Plainly, however, Soviet policies were contradictory, and in the early post-
war years the Soviet regime exhibited traits of Russian chauvinism that
were reminiscent of the late tsarist period or the years of War
Communism.

By the following decade, demagogues, such as Vladimir Zhirinovsky, who
was to challenge Yeltsin for the Russian presidency in 1991, were taking
up the nationalist cause. Zhirinovsky’s form of Russian nationalism has
been described as a form of “national Bolshevism.” How does one explain
the apparent contradiction between a state giving priority to Russians,
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and yet at the same time denying Russians the sort of recognition offered
to other republics, such as a separate branch of the Communist Party and
even their own newspaper prior to the 1970s? Nationalist Russians
sought a Russia outside the imperial domain. Their writings returned to
the village, to peasant institutions of the 19th century. As Hosking has
noted, “What they had diagnosed . . . was the continued dominance of
Russian imperial over Russian ethnic and civic priorities” (Hosking, 2001,
p. 567). Great Russia (Rossiya) had superseded Russian national interests
and in the process, the Russian national identity had been undermined.
In the Gorbachev period, this sentiment became more pronounced with
the manifestations of national identity in the non-Russian republics. It
signified that in Russian political life, any prospective politician had to
consider an appeal on the nationalist card. To ignore it would be fatal,
since Russians increasingly sought an identity outside the Soviet domain.
If Gorbachev recognized this factor, he never tried to exploit it, and it was
to cost him dearly.

In 1990, Boris Yeltsin managed to take over the leading position in the
Russian Federation and to press successfully for privileges vis-à-vis the
Soviet Union and what was termed, disparagingly, the Moscow center. In
a very close contest in late May 1990, Yeltsin was elected Chairman of the
Supreme Soviet of the Russian Federation, defeating Aleksandr Vlasov,
Chairman of the RSFSR Council of Ministers. Almost immediately, the
Russian government proclaimed its sovereignty over resources on its ter-
ritory, and the other non-Russian republics followed suit. In Belarus, the
proclamation of sovereignty on July 27, 1990, is still considered by the
national-conscious elements in society to be the most important day of
the year. The declarations of sovereignty weakened the USSR, but did not
deal it a fatal blow. They can be considered the end point of the long
series of protests that had begun after the Chernobyl accident. Putting
into practice the proclaimed sovereignty was to take some time; and sov-
ereignty was not the same thing as independence. Yeltsin, however, did
not stop there. On June 16, Russia formally abolished the one-party
system. Three days later, a Communist Party of the Russian Federation
was created and held a conference (this had last occurred in 1925). The
convocation of this conference was timed to take place immediately
before the 28th Congress of the CC CPSU, perhaps the least publicized
and certainly the most ineffective and meaningless party congress in the
Soviet period. Yeltsin had not begun the process whereby the CPSU began
to disintegrate but his actions served as a catalyst.

Already party membership had begun to decline as prominent and rank-
and-file members began to leave in droves. In the first half of 1990, the
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number of party members who left, no longer paid their dues, or were
expelled was close to 800,000 (almost 10 percent of total membership).
The situation alarmed party stalwarts and even Gorbachev felt obliged to
re-examine his priorities. When Shevardnadze resigned as Foreign
Minister in December, he warned of an impending coup d’état. In fact,
Gorbachev began an attempt to regain some of the authority he had lost
to the republics. On September 24, the Supreme Soviet granted him the
power to rule by presidential decree for 18 months in order to see
through his program for economic reform. Yeltsin, meanwhile, had
begun an ostentatious “presidential-style” tour of the Russian Federation.
In late December when the Congress granted Gorbachev enhanced
powers, the president nominated Gennady Yanayev as his Vice-President,
a strange choice. Only at the second attempt, and after prolonged per-
suasion from Gorbachev, could Congress be persuaded to accept it.
Yanayev was a dull apparatchik with no interest in reforming the Soviet
system. Other appointments made by Gorbachev in the same period did
not augur well for the future of a reform program and democracy – Boris
Pugo as the chief of police, and Kryuchkov as the head of the KGB, while
the loss of Shevardnadze and especially Aleksandr Yakovlev suggested
that the president had made a significant about-face. By early 1991,
Gorbachev had begun to demand restrictions on freedom of the press.
Mass demonstrations in Moscow were banned. The experiment in politi-
cal change appeared to be over. Gorbachev’s challenge, clearly, was the
growing power of the republics, and Russia in particular.

THE PERILS OF PERESTROIKA

By most calculations, the introduction of Glasnost into Soviet society has
to be considered a success, even though the open criticisms of the
Gorbachev administration served to lower its credibility and Gorbachev
appeared to resent personal attacks on his leadership. Perestroika proved
much more difficult. Soviet reports on the economy had never been
frank, particularly the reporting of harvests and other economic statistics.
The state continued to fix prices for goods and to subsidize struggling
firms. There is no doubt that the economy was a key priority for the
Soviet leader, but what was the goal of Gorbachev’s proposed economic
reforms? Was it even possible to reform the archaic system? If so, how far
could Gorbachev go? That there should be some decentralization, con-
cessions to local decision-making, redistribution of profits and the like
seems self-evident. Constant reiteration of words like “efficiency,” “disci-
pline,” and “acceleration” are to be found in Gorbachev’s early speeches.
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The obstacles to be overcome, on the other hand, were “bureaucracy”
and “formalism.” How far could he hope to progress in areas such as agri-
culture, when the Communist Party elite refused to even consider a dis-
mantling of the collective farm system? Gorbachev, by any standard, was
exceedingly unlucky. He could not be held responsible for the fall in
world oil prices that had brought an end to the brief boom period of the
1970s. Nor could he do much about the weather, which brought about a
series of poor harvest crops. His government had also suffered two unex-
pected and costly disasters in Chernobyl and the Armenian earthquake.
Yet it is hard to avoid the conclusion that he said much but essentially
“dabbled” with the economy and the vast ministerial bureaucracies cen-
tered in Moscow. Only by 1988 was it evident that he wished to under-
mine the authority of the Communist Party through more radical
changes to the economy and political structure of the country. By that
time most Soviet families had already suffered substantial declines in
their living standards.

In the early years of Perestroika, results were mixed. GNP growth was
reduced from that of the Brezhnev period, but it nevertheless continued
to increase slowly. However, the rise in national income did not keep
pace. At the 19th Party Conference, Gorbachev repeatedly demanded
that enterprises should have more control over decision-making, intro-
duce better technology, and that the country should concentrate on the
production of more consumer goods and better housing. In addition, he
also suggested that price reform should be introduced that provided a
more accurate picture of supply and demand. Subsidies should be
directed at consumers so living standards did not fall too dramatically.
The result of the Conference was a new package of measures that inaug-
urated the further development of cooperatives. The USSR encouraged
joint ventures, particularly in information technology and banking.

Moscow began to take on a different look by the summer of 1988. Several
foreign companies had opened stores – Pizza Hut being the best known.
Cooperative restaurants were increasingly common. Yet the reforms were
piecemeal – they did not deal with the fundamental problem that general
standards of living had begun to decline, not only for the average worker,
but also for the party elite. As usual, agriculture stood out as a seemingly
unsolvable dilemma. The administration was reluctant to tamper with
the collective farm system, but the 1987 harvest was only 195 million
tons, the lowest since Gorbachev came to power. The shortfall had to be
made up by a substantial purchase of grain from the United States.
Though considered an expert in agriculture, Gorbachev could come up
with no workable solution. He approved in principle the concept of leas-
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ing of land, but believed that to dismantle, or attempt to dismantle, the
collective farm system would lead to social upheaval in the countryside.
By 1989, the economic situation had become critical. In July, coal miners
in the Kuzbass mines of Siberia went on strike, demanding better work-
ing conditions and higher wages. The strike spread to the Donbas coal
mines in Ukraine, the oldest coalfield in the USSR. Eventually almost
500,000 miners were on strike. The movement was well organized, with
miners demonstrating peacefully in the streets of Moscow, Kyiv, and
other cities. In the past, the Soviet regime had dealt harshly with such
protests. Gorbachev, however, felt obliged to try to meet most of the
demands, promising to satisfy them. In Ukraine, the strike became more
political with the formation of an unofficial miners’ union, which super-
seded the meaningless local trade union committee. In future the coal
miners would be prepared. Mining conditions had become deplorable,
and the accident rate in the last decade of the USSR was alarmingly high.
On the other hand, the mines of the Donbas had become prohibitively
deep, the coal contained high ash content, and methane gas explosions
were common. Whether the mines were economically viable was a
question the Soviet leadership was not prepared to address.

Alongside industrial slowdown and strikes, the greater awareness of the
fragility of the environment after Chernobyl led to the postponement or
abandonment of several of the more ambitious economic plans. The infa-
mous “Sibaral” project, whereby waters from the Ob-Irtysh river system
were to be diverted to irrigate the arid lands of Central Asia, was cancelled
indefinitely in August 1987. Of the many irrigation and land improve-
ment schemes in the USSR, “Sibaral” was the most outrageous. Greens
and environmentalists organized rallies against other projects, particu-
larly in the non-Russian republics. In Armenia, various rallies took place
against environmental pollution, leading to the closure of a power
station near Yerevan. Following the disastrous earthquake of December
1988, the Armenian nuclear power plant located close to the seismic zone
was closed in the spring of 1989. By November of that year, the USSR
Supreme Soviet issued a resolution to halt and reverse ecological degra-
dation in the country. New projects required an environmental study to
assess the likely consequences for the environment. The authorities
decided to reappraise the nuclear power program, and to reduce the use
of chemicals in agriculture. It became impossible for Soviet planners to
make decisions in Moscow without having studies made of the area in
which an industry was to be located. By 1990, Ukraine declared a mora-
torium for five years on the further commissioning of new nuclear power
stations or the expansion of stations already in service. In the same year
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almost 75,000 more people were evacuated from the contaminated
regions of Belarus and Ukraine.

Such concern can be regarded as a forward step given the lamentable
Soviet record on the environment since the 1st Five-Year Plan. Yet the
impact on industrial growth and development was significant. Mega-
projects became unfeasible. Meanwhile, economic decline could no
longer be concealed. The failure of Perestroika countered the success of
Glasnost and precisely during the period of political disunity. Inflation
had begun to rise alarmingly, while the authorities revealed that in 1989
and 1990, GNP and labor productivity had begun to decline. There were
several voices advocating a radical overhaul of the Soviet economy, but
the Soviet leadership preferred to dabble rather than introduce some
form of “shock treatment.” In December 1989, Ryzhkov introduced a
plan for self-management in the economy without the loss of state con-
trol. The Congress accepted the plan without demur. In Russia, the econ-
omist Stanislav Shatalin introduced a scheme to switch to a market
economy within 500 days, a program supported by Yeltsin. In October
1990, Gorbachev introduced a more moderate version of the same plan.
Conditions in the USSR, however, were no longer condusive to such
superficial measures. National income fell by 5.5 percent in 1990 and the
labor force became restless and progressively assertive. Perestroika may
possibly have worked had a radical program been introduced at the
beginning. It could not work in an atmosphere of industrial disputes,
environmental protests, and political instability, at a time when the
Union itself was being called into question. By the end of 1990, few
Soviet people had any faith that the Gorbachev administration could
reverse the consistent trend of a fall in living standards, inflation, and
general decline.

FOREIGN RELATIONS UNDER GORBACHEV

Western observers regarded Gorbachev’s promotion to the Soviet leader-
ship in March 1985 with a mixture of interest and trepidation. After a
succession of decrepit leaders who did not necessarily lack initiative but
did not remain healthy long enough to make any impression on foreign
policy, Gorbachev appeared to be energetic and likely to remain in office
for a prolonged period. The war in Afghanistan showed no signs of slow-
ing in the spring of 1985; rather, the government stepped up efforts to
achieve a decisive victory over the Mujahideen. In May, on the initiative
of the USSR, the Warsaw Pact countries renewed the treaty for a further
30 years. On the 40th anniversary of the end of the Great Patriotic War
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in Europe, Gorbachev even gave Stalin some praise in a speech to the
Soviet military. So what was new, some observers wondered, about the
Gorbachev leadership? In the West, the leaders of the main Soviet adver-
saries, the United States and Great Britain, appeared hawkish. President
Ronald Reagan had begun a second term, and Soviet citizens recalled his
dismissal of the Soviet Union as an “evil empire.” He had formed a part-
nership with British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, whose popularity
had been restored by a military victory over Argentina three years earlier
in the mini-war over the Falkland Islands. By postwar standards the West
appeared to be fairly united, although European countries had expressed
concern about the US intention to build an anti-nuclear shield over their
country – the so-called Strategic Defense Initiative or Star Wars – because
this program, ambitious though it may have been, implied the removal
of US troops from protecting Western Europe and a return of the US to
isolationism. In brief, in 1985 there seemed little reason to hope that the
Cold War would end in the immediate future.

Gorbachev’s initial focus was on the need to reduce or eliminate nuclear
weapons. He spoke frequently of his desire for “a common European
home”; indeed, that was the title of a speech he presented to a
Czechoslovakian audience in April 1987. The nuclear problem could lead
to the extinction of the human race, Gorbachev stressed:

We live in a time in which we are faced with difficult and, perhaps,
even baffling questions concerning the destiny of the world, the
future of the human race. Today world nations are linked together,
like mountain climbers attached to one rope. They can either climb
together to the summit or all fall into the abyss. To prevent this
from happening political leaders must rise above narrow-minded
considerations and realize how dramatic is the contemporary situ-
ation. This underlines the essential need for a new way of political
thinking in the nuclear age. Only this way of thinking will lead to
all nations taking urgent measures to prevent a nuclear disaster, a
disaster that would wipe out the human race (Pravda).

Even before Chernobyl, it is clear that Gorbachev would begin his foreign
policy with an emphasis on the nuclear question. On August 6, 1985, the
40th anniversary of the dropping of the two atomic bombs on the city of
Hiroshima, the Soviet leader declared a five-month moratorium on fur-
ther nuclear tests. This announcement followed a decision to place a
short moratorium on the plan to place medium-range nuclear missiles on
European soil. Such moves could be considered ploys to provoke a
response from the United States. In his second term in office, President
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Reagan had moderated his tone and expressed interest in a summit with
Gorbachev. Though inconsequential – the two leaders met in Geneva on
November 18–21, 1985, without accomplishing anything of note – it was
only the first of numerous meetings that would see the two men become
very familiar with each other’s style and adopt a friendly approach. Both
clearly liked a television camera. In early 1986, the two provided pre-
recorded television speeches, Gorbachev to the American audience and
Reagan to Soviet listeners. Gorbachev’s constant travels and speeches to
European audiences were described in the US media as a “charm offen-
sive.” Not everyone was convinced that such an approach carried any-
thing of substance; some considered it potentially sinister, a means to
dupe the West into a false sense of security.

Reagan and Gorbachev met once more, in the Icelandic capital of
Reykjavic in October 1986, but again the results were inconclusive
because the Soviet side was insistent that the SDI program should be
stopped before any real progress could be made. Reagan’s advisers
ensured that no such concession would be forthcoming. Several promi-
nent Americans attended an International Peace Forum in Moscow in
February 1987, including Norman Mailer, Shirley Maclaine, Yoko Ono,
and Paul Newman. By December of this same year, Gorbachev travelled
to Washington and the two leaders signed the INF Treaty to eliminate all
medium-range nuclear missiles, a significant breakthrough in superpower
relations, and one that heralded a new Détente. Of the various foreign
policy issues between the two sides, Soviet involvement in Afghanistan
remained. In the early period of the Gorbachev administration, Soviet
operations had intensified, but the Soviet situation was increasingly con-
troversial and undermined by domestic criticism. Prominent statesmen,
such as Andrey Sakharov, were outspoken in their condemnation of the
war, which had become a Soviet quagmire similar to that of the
Americans in Vietnam, though significantly smaller in scale. After the
signing of the INF Treaty, Gorbachev agreed to pull Soviet troops out of
Afghanistan, signing agreements in Geneva on April 14, 1988, with
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the United States. Soviet official losses
amounted to around 50,000 troops; some two million Afghans had been
left homeless, and thousands were dead. For Gorbachev, it had become a
meaningless war with no clear outcome or gains to be made. By February
15, 1989, the last Soviet soldier had left Afghanistan.

By the summer of 1988, with the internal situation in the country
becoming ever more precarious, Gorbachev’s foreign policy took on new
dimensions. The year that followed was a period of momentous
decisions, triumphant appearances, and general hero worship for the
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Soviet leader among the peoples of the United States, Western and
Eastern Europe. In many respects, the success was highly personal. Like
Khrushchev, Gorbachev relished international media attention. Unlike
Khrushchev, he responded to the occasions appropriately dressed and
well behaved, usually accompanied by his wife Raisa. In late May 1988,
Reagan came to Moscow, a largely symbolic visit but one during which
the friendship with Gorbachev was consolidated. In December,
Gorbachev arrived in New York to speak at the UN. There he made a
grand gesture – he announced that Soviet military forces would be
reduced by 500,000 within two years. In April he was welcomed by
Margaret Thatcher, the British Prime Minister, a long-time admirer of
Gorbachev. The next month he was in China, the first time a Soviet
leader had visited a Chinese leader in three decades. Gorbachev wasted
no time announcing more dramatic news – he would withdraw 200,000
Soviet troops from the Chinese border to normalize relations with the
rival Communist power. Was the Soviet Union still committed to spread-
ing revolution, and to maintaining its firm hold over the satellite gov-
ernments of Eastern Europe? The events of the summer of 1989 indicated
a startling reversal of long-held policies. The change was signalled by
Foreign Minister Shevardnadze, who visited East Berlin on June 9, and
announced that it was the imperative of each country to choose its own
route for reform (or lack of reform), a plain hint that the USSR would no
longer take on the responsibility of safeguarding the ramshackle regimes
of Eastern Europe.

The Eastern Europeans wasted no time in exploiting the sudden removal
of Soviet control. In Poland, Solidarity had already achieved a decisive
electoral victory. At a speech to the Council of Europe on July 6,
Gorbachev said the Soviet Union would not consider it correct to inter-
fere in the internal affairs of another nation. To many observers this com-
ment was tantamount to a repudiation of the Brezhnev Doctrine that had
guided Soviet foreign policy since 1968. Gorbachev visited East Berlin on
the the 40th anniversary of the GDR. The crowds cheered him, but not
East German leader Erich Honecker. While row upon row of East German
soldiers paraded past, Gorbachev warned Honecker that he had to begin
reform. On November 9, with the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Cold War
was effectively over in Europe. Gorbachev was to win the Nobel Peace
Prize in 1990, ostensibly for his role in ending the Cold War, but how far
had he really controlled matters? Was there a deliberate policy to release
Eastern Europe from a system imposed 40 years earlier at the end of the
Great Patriotic War? Was there a link between the 1985 statements
expressing a fear of nuclear war and what happened four years later?
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Only the most blinkered of analysts could suggest that there was a pre-
meditated plan for the events that occurred, and only Gorbachev’s most
firm supporters would acknowledge that he was more than a symbolic
figure (compare, for example, Brown, 1997 and Dunlop, 1995). The most
difficult matter of all to analyze is how policy A led to a result B, unfore-
seen and unanticipated, and not necessarily welcomed, at least not to a
man who always referred to his political outlook as Leninist.

The most obvious explanation is that at some point Gorbachev lost con-
trol over foreign policy; the forces unleashed by his moderation took on
a form of their own. As a course of decentralization began in the Soviet
Union, the Eastern European countries responded accordingly. Another
possibility, and one that is not negated by the previous one, is that
Gorbachev considered foreign policy as secondary to the implementation
of change at home. Most important was a period of international stability
that would allow the leadership to place emphasis on reform of the
domestic economy. In that case, however, why would the Soviet leader
have announced so many new initiatives, such as unilateral reductions of
the Soviet military? Would not the consequences of such a policy have
been evident? And were such announcements a result of prolonged
debate in the USSR or rather formulated by Gorbachev on the spot, with-
out prior discussion with his peers? Gorbachev’s own memoirs do not
provide any clear-cut explanations of these questions. Like any former
leader writing his recollections, the memoirs suggest a more sustained
and rational policy than was clear to observers at the time. The conse-
quence by the end of 1989 was a Soviet leader idolized in the West but
increasingly alienated from his countrymen. The loss of “empire” does
not necessarily bring about the fall of the leader in power, particularly if
that leader appears to have no other options available, no force with
which to alter circumstances, and so forth. But in Gorbachev’s case there
is no evidence that he intended to sever Eastern Europe from Soviet con-
trol. The comments of Gorbachev and his associates renouncing the
Brezhnev Doctrine occurred only after the Eastern Europeans had already
begun to reject Communist rulers. The alliance of the Cominform and
the Warsaw Pact had never been a comfortable one. Within the four
decades there had been numerous revolts, several interventions by Soviet
tanks, and only the fiction of a shared defensive alliance in which all
countries would have a voice. Yet the Soviet position of a superpower was
dependent upon the retention of control over territories overrun by the
Red Army at the end of the war.

In 1989, at least, the Soviet Union had gained the most favorable world
opinion since the war years. At the end of the year Gorbachev said the
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Cold War was coming to a close, and symbolically met the Polish Pope
John Paul II, re-establishing Soviet ties with the Vatican. Gorbachev now
had to deal with a new US President, George Bush (who came into office
in January 1989), in order to resolve a new dilemma – the question of
German unification. There had long been debate about this in the Soviet
Union. In principle, the idea had its attractions in the early Cold War
period, when Stalin had envisioned a weak German state, deprived of its
industrial resources, that might be ripe for a Communist takeover. The
circumstances of late 1989 and early 1990 implied that unification would
involve the powerful West German state swallowing up the 17 million
East Germans. The USSR could do little about this development.
Gorbachev did, however, express his opposition in February 1990 to any
notion that the united Germany could join NATO. In April, the United
States rejected the concept that the new Germany could simultaneously
be a member of NATO and the Warsaw Pact. By July, the Soviet leadership
had agreed to the inevitable – a unified Germany had joined NATO. There
could hardly have been a clearer demonstration of the USSR’s loss of
international prestige. The West German entry into NATO in 1955 had
been seen as an act of provocation by the West, and led directly to
Khrushchev’s formation of the Warsaw Pact. Much of the tension of the
Cold War could be related to the same question and to the anomaly of
Berlin, a Western oasis in the Communist heartland. By October 1990,
however, a unified Germany in NATO had become a reality. The prevail-
ing opinion in both East and West was not merely that the lengthy con-
flict had ended, but that the Soviet Union had “lost” the Cold War.

The loss of standing of the USSR was even more evident in the first major
international crisis of the Bush presidency, when Iraq invaded Kuwait.
Following initial discussions by telephone, Gorbachev and Bush met in
Helsinki to discuss the UN response to the invasion. Gorbachev was
strongly opposed to a military attack on Iraq, offering himself in the role
of mediator. His efforts were largely ignored, and his position relegated to
that of a benign observer, his intervention rejected. Operation Desert
Storm was the first such action in many decades in which the Soviet
Union’s role was negligible. In November 1990, the members of the
Warsaw Pact agreed on the number of conventional forces to remain
once Soviet troops left their countries. By March 1991, the military
alliance ended after 46 years. In six years, the Soviet Union had lost its
status as a superpower, acknowledged its defeat by pulling troops out of
Afghanistan, given up or lost the effective buffer zone it had gained from
the victory over the Germans, and now acceded to a situation in which
NATO was the only military alliance remaining in Europe. On the other
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hand, the tension of the Cold War had also been removed and Gorbachev
was the figure most responsible for what many hoped would be a new era
of peace. What about the Soviet Union? Could the country survive the
dramatic drop in international clout – no matter how cosmetic its pos-
ition as a superpower – and what sort of country would remain? In July
1991, Bush came to Moscow and the United States and the USSR signed
the START Treaty, heralding a “new age” of warm relations between the
former adversaries. For the Soviet state the new age was to be brief, largely
because of all the problems that the country faced by the middle of 1991,
the nationalities question loomed largest. Together with the failure of
Perestroika, the disaffection of Yeltsin’s Russia, and the withdrawal of the
USSR from the Cold War, it was to signal the death knell of Lenin’s state.

THE NATIONAL QUESTION

The Soviet Union had begun its existence as a “great compromise” engi-
neered by Lenin – a state that could be national in form and socialist in
content. As the state reached its optimal size in the 1930s and 1940s
(expanding again after the Second World War), the privileges granted in
the 1920s to the national republics had evaporated. Their right to seces-
sion, guaranteed by the Stalin (1936) and then Brezhnev (1977)
Constitutions existed only on paper. The three seats held by the Soviet
Union at the United Nations (USSR, Ukraine, and Belarus) were likewise
no more than a facade since there was no prospect that the delegates of
each republic would ever disagree with each other on any issue. It has
been argued that the Soviet Union was indeed a federal state, in which
the benefits for the largest group, the Russians, were less clear-cut than
might be imagined; that Russian resources were used to benefit poorer
republics; and that the relationship was less colonial than that of a cen-
tral beneficiary scattering largesse to poorer neighbors. As noted above,
Stalin had demonstrated his deep distrust for non-Russians in 1944–1945
with the deportation of several nations for alleged collaboration with the
German and Romanian occupiers. Other nations had suffered dispropor-
tionately during the Purges. The two Slavic republics, Ukraine and
Belarus, had been deprived of virtually their entire intellectual elite; their
histories were depicted as identical to that of the Russians. The latter were
regarded officially as some sort of Big Brother to the smaller nationalities,
not only in the Soviet period, but also even in the tsarist past, when
Russian settlers brought a “new civilization” to backward regions.

The great compromise had had a better beginning. Lenin’s goals may
have been predatory or expedient, but there is ample evidence that he
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recognized the complexity of forming a federal state in which numerous
national groups existed. The 15 republics that emerged after the occu-
pation of the Baltic States were an imprecise but logical response. The
Stalin regime had begun an ill-fated experiment to settle Soviet Jews in
Birobidzhan, in the harsh climate of Eastern Siberia. Large regions of
Russia became autonomous, including Yakutia (now the Republic of
Sakha), a resource-rich region of just over one million residents, but occu-
pying territory that comprised one-fifth of the Russian Federation.
Tatarstan, another wealthy region west of the Urals, also had the same
status. The centralized state developed under Stalin did not, however,
allow much freedom of maneuver for the non-Russian republics and
autonomous regions. Some republics had been linked to Russia for a long
period. Georgia, for example, had become part of the Russian Empire in
1800 and was connected by the Orthodox religion (though it contained
a number of ethnic groups). Also in the Caucasus, Armenia’s presence in
the Soviet Union formed a kind of protective custody from the Turkish-
speaking and Muslim neighbors. Coercion held this conglomeration of
republics together, however. Though one cannot speak of independence
movements for most of the Soviet period (the Baltic States excepted),
most of the Union republics were sensitive about their rights, national
cultures, and language. Ironically, the formation of national republics
had helped to foster such awareness in areas such as Belarus and
Moldova. Ukraine existed within boundaries that formed part of Stalin’s
compromise with Hitler in August 1939. These borders united most
Ukrainians in one state, bringing more nationally conscious elements
together with more “sovietized” counterparts.

In Soviet propaganda, no animosity existed between national groups. The
nationality question had been “resolved,” in official parlance. By 1985,
however, several issues had festered, lying dormant until the political
atmosphere allowed them to emerge. One was the deportation of the
Crimean Tatars in 1944–1945. Khrushchev had permitted several groups
to return to their homelands after 1956. The Tatars had not been
included. The Chechens and Ingushetians had been allowed to return but
not to resettle in the mountainous regions, their traditional homes. A
second issue was more basic – the nature of the annexation into the
Soviet Union of the three Baltic States in 1939–1940. In contrast to
Ukraine, where the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact united disparate territories,
the Baltic States lost their briefly won independence as a result of Soviet
military intervention. A third issue dated back to the 1920s – the presence
of an Armenian-populated region, Nagorno-Karabakh, administered by
the Azerbaijani SSR. Taken alone, these three issues may not have seemed
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to present any insuperable problems, but combined with the more toler-
ant attitude to public expression, national issues also soon came to the
fore. Gorbachev and his administration were well aware of the delicate
nature of the national question. As a native of the Caucasus, Gorbachev
grew up among many different nationalities. However, he never
attempted to impose any conception of the national question on Soviet
citizens. There were few indications that he differed markedly from his
predecessors on such matters.

The first manifestation of national protest in the Gorbachev period
occurred as a result of changes in the ruling Politburo. Among the more
obvious hangovers from the Brezhnev period were two figures who
seemed to epitomize the alleged stagnation of that time – Ukrainian party
leader Volodymyr Shcherbytsky and his counterpart in Kazakhstan,
Dunmukhamed Kunaev. Gorbachev decided to leave the faithful servant
Shcherbytsky in place. Since his appointment in 1972, Ukraine had been
relatively quiet. Kunaev’s regime, on the other hand, was notoriously cor-
rupt. His replacement was anticipated, but the attempt to elevate
Gennady Kolbin, an ethnic Russian, led to demonstrations and riots,
mainly by students, in the Kazakh capital of Alma-Ata. Several deaths
were reported. The incident remained isolated until 1987, when several
demonstrations took place in the Baltic States on August 23, the 48th
anniversary of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Later the same year, the
Nagorno-Karabakh question began to escalate with protests in the
Armenian capital of Yerevan demanding the return of the autonomous
region to Armenia. By the following spring, the protests had mounted
and had provoked, in turn, counter-protests from Azerbaijan. In Sumgait,
the capital of the region, there were violent ethnic clashes, leaving 32
dead and scores more injured. Soon, both sides began to prepare for a
major showdown. In November 1989, Moscow urged Azerbaijan to give
more autonomy to Nagorno-Karabakh, and when the Azeris refused, it
eventually imposed direct rule from Moscow, though these measures did
not end the violence.

Gorbachev also inherited the Crimean Tatar issue, and his government
made a commendable attempt to resolve it. The Tatars began to protest
in the streets of Moscow in the summer of 1987, and these protests con-
tinued for several months. In general, the reaction was positive. In May
1988, the first 300 Tatar families were allowed to return to the Crimea,
posing a potential demographic predicament for the peninsula that was
the holiday resort for many Soviet citizens, with a majority Russian popu-
lation and the key naval base of Sevastopol, home of the Black Sea Fleet.
In general, the returning Tatars formed a poor microcosm in Crimean
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society, though before long they made up more than 15 percent of the
population on the peninsula. Ethnic clashes in various parts of the Soviet
Union had become common by 1988–1989, often resulting from age-old
issues. Uzbeks and Meshketian Turks (like the Tatars, original deportees of
Stalin) were involved in violent skirmishes, for example in the Fergana
region of Uzbekistan in the summer of 1989; Georgians and Abkhazians
also were in conflict in this same period in Sukhumi, capital of the
Abkhazia Autonomous Republic.

Though one can point to the above specific issues as key points of the
national question, there is no question that the de-Stalinization cam-
paign conducted under the auspices of Glasnost lifted national issues on
to a higher plane. Pravda and Izvestiya began to list victims of the Purges,
now rehabilitated, on a daily basis. The discovery of mass graves became
more common, especially in non-Russian republics. In several republics,
local activists began to focus on the way that Moscow had incorporated
their homeland into the Soviet Union. We noted earlier the brutal inva-
sions of Georgia and Azerbaijan. These events, however, were superseded
by the more recent and highly contested annexation of the three Baltic
States in 1940. That the latter had occurred under the auspices of the
Nazi-Soviet Pact only helped catalyze movements to denounce that Pact
as illegal. The secret protocols to the Pact had not been published hith-
erto in the Soviet Union, but the Estonians issued the full text in their
local press in 1988, prompting the formation of a Supreme Soviet
Commission to investigate the matter. Officially, the USSR denied the
existence of the secret protocols, and after their publication, rejected the
notion that they were linked to the so-called voluntary movement to join
the Baltic States to the Soviet Union (Lapidus, 1992) and maintained that
the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union had rendered the Pact null and
void. The issue was critical, because a rejection of the Pact would nullify
– at least in the minds of the nationally conscious Baltic citizens – the
reasons for Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania joining the USSR.

These regional actions were directed against the central government in
Moscow. As early as June 1988, activities in the Baltic States had led to the
formation of an opposition party. Lithuania, a Catholic enclave, with a
firm majority indigenous population, led the way. In June 1988 the
Lithuanian Perestroika Movement “Sajudis” was formed, a popular front
comprised both of Communists and non-Communists. Popular Fronts
were set up in Estonia and Latvia by October the same year. The local
Communist Party in Latvia was far from unpopular insofar as it had
begun to steer a course independent of Moscow and the central line.
Estonia, a tiny republic, with a language that was close to Finnish, had
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always enjoyed a certain freedom of expression. Estonians, however, were
fearful of further immigration from Slavic groups (particularly Russians
and Ukrainians) that might leave the native population in a minority.
Constantly the government was prepared to test Moscow’s resolve. In
mid-November 1988, the Estonian Supreme Soviet declared that Estonia
was a “sovereign” nation with the right to veto Soviet laws, and to use its
natural resources as it saw fit. The announcement, premature though it
may have been, pointed the way for the immediate future. The Baltic
States soon reverted to their pre-Second World War national anthems and
flags. More important, the local Communist parties began to identify
exclusively with local interests.

Popular Fronts became the established form of political opposition in the
Soviet national republics. On October 30, 1988, the Popular Movement
of Ukraine for “Perebudova,” the Rukh, was born on the initiative of
three reform-minded Communists, Ivan Drach, Volodymyr Yavorivsky,
and Dmytro Pavlychko. The next month, the Uzbek “Birlik” Popular
Front was formed in the cotton-growing Central Asian republic. The
Moldavians followed suit in May 1989. In Belarus, the Communist gov-
ernment was stronger, and the Popular Front “Adradzhene” was com-
pelled to hold its founding congress in Vilnius. An immediate media
campaign was begun against the new movement, which was equated
falsely with collaboration with the Nazi occupation in Belarus. The
Popular Fronts coordinated local movements for self-assertion and, in the
case of the Baltic States, a direct movement toward independence. In May
1989, Lithuania emulated Estonia and declared itself a sovereign state.
The Soviet leadership in Moscow strongly condemned such moves, fre-
quently sending Politburo members to the Baltic States to put pressure on
the governments to withdraw their declarations. In late July, Latvia also
declared its sovereignty. Though the three Baltic States were as notable for
their differences as their similarities, they formed a partnership in the
movement to re-establish their independence. They were therefore the
catalyst of national self-expression, the touchstone by which Moscow
could measure the degree to which it had lost control over its regions.

From the perspective of more than a decade, what strikes one about these
events is the rapidity with which they developed, and the passivity and
general inertia in the reaction from Moscow. In one sense, Gorbachev, by
encouraging public opinion through Glasnost, had fostered such senti-
ments. Late 20th century nationalism was an unexpected phenomenon
to a confirmed Marxist, a retrogressive movement that appeared to hark
back to an earlier century. On the other hand, new states were rediscov-
ering their past, their history, and culture. This statement applied not

302 MOTHERLAND

PE3387 ch10.qxd  6/6/02  14:00  Page 302



only to the larger titular nations of the USSR, but groups of non-Russians
living in the Russian Federation from the Chechens and Tatars down to
the Small Peoples of the North (which included groups that had long
been on the verge of extinction). The Baltic States, however, now
appeared to be in the strongest position to begin the push toward inde-
pendence. Lithuania now led the way, especially after the Sajudis had
gained a majority in the Lithuanian Supreme Soviet in February 1990.
One month later, on March 11, Lithuania declared its independence.
Moscow’s response was, for once, prompt. A long column of tanks and
armored trucks entered Vilnius, and a blockade of the republic began that
prevented vital resources, such as coal and oil, from entering the territory.
The outside world, particularly the United States, which had never rec-
ognized the Soviet annexation of the Baltic States, remained silent, torn
between its principles and desire to ensure that Gorbachev remained in
office. On June 30, the Lithuanian government decided to postpone its
decision to declare independence, and the blockade was removed.

Though in general Soviet forces did not intervene during the mass move-
ments in the various republics, they did make several clumsy and ill-
directed attempts to control the situation, or to mediate between groups
during ethnic clashes. Invariably these cost the Gorbachev government
dearly in terms of support. In April 1989, Soviet troops turned on a
nationalist demonstration in Tblisi with toxic gas and then waded in
with sharpened spades, killing several protestors. Georgian alienation
from Moscow dates from this event, though the violent confrontations in
the small republic involved Georgians and Ossetians, and Georgians and
Meshketians rather than ethnic Russians. Soviet troops also entered Baku
with similar force in January 1990 in an attempt to restore order. The
death toll this time was much higher. In Dushanbe, the capital of
Tadzhikistan, local people rioted in protest at the large number of
refugees that had entered the country from Armenia after the December
1988 earthquake. Kyrgyz and Uzbeks fought in Kyrgyzstan in the summer
of 1990. The Soviet Union had degenerated into a hotbed of ethnic con-
flict. It was no longer possible for the Moscow center to control the situ-
ation by force. Furthermore, while some republics were relatively
homogenous (Ukraine and Belarus, for example, contained a large
majority of Slavs) and free of ethnic conflict, others possessed the ad hoc
Soviet borders that were a recipe for trouble.

The movement toward sovereignty in the summer of 1990 at times
reached the heights of farce. Decentralization might have been logical in
republics with significant populations, a common history and language,
but it made less sense in tiny regions where the asserting group might
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number no more than a few thousand. Abkhazia and Tatarstan had
declared their sovereignty by this time. In November 1990, the Chechen-
Ingush autonomous region declared itself detached from both the
Russian Federation and the Soviet Union, a prelude to the bloody conflict
that was to break out between Russia and Chechnya in 1994. Bloodshed
did occur in Lithuania early in 1991. In December 1990, the three parlia-
ments of the Baltic States held a joint session, requesting that Soviet
troops withdraw. They appealed to the Western powers for diplomatic
recognition, and asked Moscow for acknowledgement of a gradual move
to independence. How far Gorbachev was involved in the response that
followed is a moot point. Soviet troops and armored vehicles attacked the
radio and television centers in Vilnius in a sudden display of brute force
that left 13 people dead and scores injured. Public opinion within the
USSR turned strongly against Moscow’s reaction, although the world
seemed prepared to accept Gorbachev’s statement that the action had
occurred without his consent.

1991 – THE YEAR OF COLLAPSE

It was time, however, for the Soviet leader to deal with the splintering
Union. It was already too late to try to keep the Baltic States within the
USSR. The Communist parties, like the Popular Fronts, supported inde-
pendence. On February 9, 1991, Lithuania put the question of independ-
ence to a popular vote, with more than 90 percent supporting the notion,
in a turnout of more than 84 percent. The Estonians and Latvians fol-
lowed suit on March 3, with 79 percent and 74 percent respectively in
favor of independence – likely a reflection of the reticence of the Slavic
populations on this issue. Gorbachev tried to save what was left. On
February 6, he had appeared on Soviet television to announce a referen-
dum on a new Union Treaty that would endorse a new Union of Soviet
Sovereign Republics. The new treaty anticipated extensive concessions to
the republics, which would be recognized as sovereign, determine their
forms of governments, and be allowed to negotiate directly with foreign
countries (though not on foreign policy). The Moscow central govern-
ment requested the right to legislate foreign and defense policies, and to
remain in charge of taxation – a key issue as it would later transpire in its
relations with the Russian Federation. Russia requested its own president
and in several republics additional points were added to the referendum,
mainly concerning support for republican sovereignty. The draft treaty
represented less a federal than a regional solution, with a very real possi-
bility that the central government, now deprived of its party ruling base,

304 MOTHERLAND

PE3387 ch10.qxd  6/6/02  14:00  Page 304



would exert little more than symbolic power. Nevertheless, it was
Gorbachev’s last opportunity to preserve the state that had been created
by Lenin and consolidated and expanded by Stalin.

The referendum was held on March 17. The result was a ringing endorse-
ment for the revised Union, with particularly strong support in Central
Asia. Overall support for the Union was around 76 percent. Though six
republics did not take part officially in the referendum (the three Baltic
States, Moldova, Armenia, and Georgia), some people still voted, again
with a significant majority supporting the new structure. For the govern-
ment the result was positive, but almost immediately the signs of disin-
tegration became apparent. Russia added the question of electing its own
president to the referendum, an issue that immediately cast doubt on the
viability of the new Union. The leading contender was again Yeltsin, who
announced that he would hold a rally of support in Moscow. The state-
ment posed an immediate challenge to Gorbachev. Such a rally would
undermine the results of the referendum and raise the question of
whether he or Yeltsin controlled the capital. On the advice of his police
chief, Boris Pugo, he banned the rally and placed restrictions on the
media. The police did not, however, attempt to prevent the rally, which
was held in spite of Gorbachev’s orders. Facing ignominious defeat,
Gorbachev reacted at first by trying to conciliate Yeltsin and forming a
new alliance with him. But it was a pact with the devil, since Yeltsin had
no inclination to support the central power. The main hope for
Gorbachev now was that he could use the referendum to forge a new
Union, but it became apparent that several republics had little interest in
remaining in the USSR.

Georgia held a referendum on independence early in April, with more
than 90 percent supporting the move. Gamsakhurdia, Chairman of the
Georgian Supreme Soviet, then declared Georgia to be independent of
the USSR, with a period of two to three years for full independence to
take effect. With six republics determined to take no further part in all-
Union activities, Gorbachev was obliged to meet leaders of the remaining
nine – Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tadzhikistan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan. On April 23, they signed a
pact agreeing to a new Union Treaty, a draft of which would be ready in
late June. Two demagogic republican leaders then won convincing victo-
ries in local presidential elections – Zviad Gamsakhurdia won the
Georgian election of May 26, a result that was of limited significance
because of Georgia’s unwillingness to support Gorbachev’s initiatives.
Then on June 12, Yeltsin won the presidency in the Russian Federation,
defeating former premier Ryzhkov and Vladimir Zhirinovsky, a populist
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and extremist Russian nationalist. Yeltsin’s victory was ominous for
Gorbachev, as his former friend and now fiercest rival would immediately
embark on a power struggle with the Moscow center once he was sworn
in as president on July 10.

Yeltsin took several steps that appeared to threaten the remaining fabric
of the Soviet state. He banned the Communist Party from the workplace
on August 4, demanded that enterprises in the Russian Federation pay
taxes directly into the coffers of the Russian Federation, and began to lay
the foundations for Russia to develop its own military and security poli-
cies. Within the USSR a futile attempt was made by the Supreme Soviet
to reduce the powers of President Gorbachev. However, several reformers,
including Yakovlev, Shevardnadze, Shatalin, Popov, and Sobchak formed
a Movement for Democratic Reform. The key issue, however, was the
confirmation of the new Union that was to take place on August 20, and
would reduce permanently the authority of the central powers in
Moscow. This forthcoming event, and Yeltsin’s push to amass his own
personal power in Russia, were decisive in the move by hard-line
Communists to reverse the process of decentralization in an attempted
putsch on August 19–21. The putsch, sometimes seen as the decisive
event of 1991, was reminiscent more of Kornilov’s pathetic bid to take
over Petrograd in August 1917. Gorbachev, in this respect, resembles
Kerensky in his general ineffectiveness and inability to stop a new popu-
lar force, in this instance led by Boris Yeltsin. On August 18, the plotters,
all members of Gorbachev’s administration and led by KGB chief
Vladimir Kryuchkov, police chief Boris Pugo, and Vice-President
Gennady Yanayev, placed Gorbachev under house arrest in Crimea,
where he was on vacation with his wife Raisa. Gorbachev was ordered to
declare a state of emergency and to hand over power to a State
Committee to deal with the crisis. However, whatever the plotters might
have promised him, Gorbachev did not agree.

The attempted putsch was farcical and had little chance of success.
Though tanks moved through Moscow in the early hours of August 19,
the plotters had left far too many loopholes to make good on their
threats. Though placed under surveillance, Yeltsin somehow managed to
leave his dacha and make his way to the Russian “White House,” where
he stage-managed the resistance, at one point climbing on to a tank to
show his defiance. He was able to send messages through a Moscow-based
internet service and with the help of Radio Liberty. The plotters were too
feeble or too drunk to attempt to use force against protests on the streets.
There was no public backing for a move to turn back the clock and restore
central authority in Moscow. At a press conference on August 19, the
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State Committee declared that Gorbachev was ill and therefore Yanayev
had taken over and declared a state of emergency. Protestors began to dis-
cuss the situation openly with the troops, and quickly set up barricades.
This was Yeltsin’s finest moment in more ways than one. While publicly
he could pose as the defender of public liberty, Glasnost, and democracy,
behind the scenes he could exploit the backlash to consolidate his auth-
ority. He called openly for the release and restoration of the Soviet
President while ensuring that if and when Gorbachev did return to
Moscow, he would be virtually powerless. The putsch thus accelerated
events, but other than that it constituted no more than high-level drama,
publicized on CNN, featuring several apparatchiks who were making
decisions on the spot as events unfolded. At his press conference,
Yanayev’s hands were shaking so badly that few observers paid much
heed to him. By August 20, some 200,000 people had gathered at the
White House to oppose the putsch. By the next morning the leaders of
the rebellion were either in flight, or – in the case of Pugo and his wife –
had committed suicide. Some went to the Crimea to consult Gorbachev
and were returned to Moscow on the presidential plane. For the Soviet
President and his wife, it had been a terrifying ordeal. For the rest of the
country the key event was Yeltsin’s usurpation of power.

By the time Gorbachev returned to Moscow, Yeltsin had gained control
over the armed forces of the Soviet Union. He paraded Gorbachev before
the Congress, denouncing the Soviet leader’s apparent attempt to speak
in favor of the Communist Party – an astonishing comment to have
made under the circumstances. Yeltsin pointed out that the plotters were
all Gorbachev appointees. The Communist Party was placed under a tem-
porary ban and its assets frozen. On August 24, Gorbachev resigned as
General Secretary of the CC CPSU (though he remained Soviet President)
and the statue of Feliks Dzerzhinsky outside the Lubyanka in central
Moscow was torn down by a mob. In the wake of the failed putsch (and
in two cases even during it), the Soviet republics began to declare inde-
pendence, with Estonia, Latvia, Ukraine, and Belarus leading the way.
The Baltic States were merely confirming earlier decisions, and by early
September both the United States and the USSR had recognized their
independence. Eventually the Central Asian republics, which had
remained more docile and passive, also decided to proclaim their inde-
pendence. The development was less straightforward than it appeared. In
Moldova, for example, a breakaway Dniester SSR was formed in
September, with the backing of the Soviet military, and it seemed unlikely
that the Moldavians would be able to sustain an independent state. Some
republics declared independence not to fulfill any age-old dream but
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simply because there appeared to be no alternatives – Belarus, for
example, lacked a strong independence movement even in the parlia-
ment where there were only 32 divided opposition deputies. Ukraine had
proposed a referendum for December 1 to confirm independence, and
the question was whether the move would be secession from the Soviet
Union or from a revitalized Russia.

The Russian Federation did not declare independence in the summer of
1991. Rather it continued to take part in a power struggle with the Soviet
Union throughout the rest of the year. By November, Yeltsin had declared
himself the Russian Prime Minister, and asserted that the Russian Council
of Ministers was the de facto authority on the territory of Russia. What
remained for Gorbachev and the Congress of People’s Deputies?
Essentially, his power was limited to the walls of the Kremlin. On
December 1, the electorate of Ukraine voted overwhelmingly for inde-
pendence, with a majority vote even in the disputed territory of Crimea,
which had retained its autonomous status earlier in the year. Leonid
Kravchuk, the former Communist Party ideological chief in Ukraine and
Chairman of the Parliament, was elected President on the same day. The
final act was to take place in Belarus, when Yeltsin and Kravchuk flew
to Minsk to meet Belarusian Parliamentary Chairman Stanislau
Shushkevich. Kazakhstan’s President Nursultan Nazarbayev had also been
invited but declined to attend. Yeltsin attended only on condition that
Gorbachev was not invited. Consequently, the meeting acquired the air
of subterfuge. The three leaders adjourned to a hunting lodge in the
Belavezha Forest in the western part of the republic where they pro-
claimed the dissolution of the Soviet Union and its replacement by a
loose federation called the Commonwealth of Independent States.
Though two of the leaders had received public backing in elections
(Yeltsin and Kravchuk), none really had the authority to arrogate such
powers to the meeting. Gorbachev predictably regarded the move as a
betrayal of the agreement to a new Union Treaty. Whether a USSR
remained was a matter for conjecture, but Gorbachev was undoubtedly
justified in his statement that these three figures could not legitimately
decide its fate over drinks in this rural setting. Nonetheless, the Belavezha
meeting brought the Soviet period to an end. Other republics were
invited to join the new federation, the existence of which made the
Soviet Union superfluous. On December 25 the Soviet flag was taken
down, and by the end of the year the USSR had ceased to exist as a fact
of law.
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11
EPILOGUE, 1992–1999

The failure of the Soviet experiment was followed by a decade of uncer-
tainty and lack of leadership in Russia. Initially, from the Western per-
spective, hopes were high that Russia would embark on a program to
transform the economy while maintaining and developing the demo-
cratic aspects of the state that had begun in the Gorbachev period. Prime
Minister Yegor Gaidar had control over the economy and began by free-
ing prices on January 2, 1992. The decision was an unpopular one and
caused great hardship among the population. Yet hopes remained high.
Western countries announced a $24 billion aid package to Russia in April.
Considerable progress was also made on arms reduction, and in January
1993 Russian President Yeltsin and US President George Bush met in
Moscow to sign the Treaty on the Further Reduction and Limitation of
Strategic Arms (START II). Relations between the two superpowers were
notably good. However, the Yeltsin administration faced significant
internal problems, particularly the division of authority between the gov-
ernment (essentially the presidency) and the legislature (the Congress of
Deputies). The latter opposed market reforms and resented Yeltsin’s cav-
alier approach to such measures, believing they were being forced on
Russians by outsiders.

Russia also emerged as the natural heir to the Soviet Union. This devel-
opment was not as obvious as it may have seemed. To the international
community, Russia represented the post-Soviet world. Soviet embassies,
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for example, quietly became Russian. Moscow began to assume the role
of watchdog over the territories of the former USSR. The Russian
Federation, even in 1991, had begun to express concern about activities
in what was termed the Near Abroad. Many Russians were now cut off
from Russia, whereas previously they had been living in distant regions
of one empire. When conflict broke out, such as the civil war in
Tadzhikistan, it seemed natural that Russian troops would be called in to
maintain order. A form of mini-imperialism was apparent, whereby
Russia was the main arbiter of disputes in the former Soviet Union. In
larger states, such as Kazakhstan and Ukraine, Russia’s role became more
complex. Kazaks, like leaders of the Baltic States, were anxious to begin
to erode Russian influence, but it was difficult as long as the West recog-
nized Russian interests in the former Soviet regions. As in the past,
Ukraine was the critical region, particularly since its borders were those
established by Stalin during the Great Patriotic War, as well as its reten-
tion of the Crimean peninsula, transferred to Soviet Ukraine from Russia
in 1954 to mark the 300th anniversary of the Treaty of Pereyaslav when
Russia and Ukraine joined forces against the Poles. Crimea had a majority
Russian population, and along with Russians living in Estonia and Latvia,
represented Yeltsin’s main concern in 1991–1992. In addition to these
border questions, Ukraine also possessed nuclear weapons. Whereas the
other states in this position, Belarus and Kazakhstan, quickly agreed to
transfer these to the Russian Federation for dismantling, Ukraine debated
the issue, fearful of Russian pretensions to Ukrainian territory.

Yeltsin had the unqualified backing of the West at this point, specifically
the United States and its Western European allies, which placed pressure
on Ukraine to give up its weapons. Under Kravchuk, Ukraine eventually
complied. When it did so, however, it gained equal favor with the West,
thereby weakening Yeltsin’s position. Until 1994, Russia would retain the
status of most favored post-Soviet nation in terms of loans, credit, aid,
and international recognition. However, after the start of the war in
Chechnya in December 1994, this situation would change as Ukraine
replaced Russia as the key ally of the United States in the former Soviet
landmass. By that time, Russia arguably was no longer a democracy. The
internal struggle had turned into a civil conflict, albeit one that took
place only in the streets of Moscow. By March 1993, Viktor
Chernomyrdin had replaced Gaidar as Prime Minister and the govern-
ment made an attempt to break down the obstinate parliament, which
was – in its view – blocking the path to reform. The Congress Speaker was
a Chechen, Ruslan Khasbulatov, and on March 23 he called for the
impeachment of Boris Yeltsin. An initial conflict was averted by a refer-
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endum in Russia on April 25, which expressed support (though hardly
unqualified) for the president and his reforms. Just over 60 percent of the
electorate took part in the referendum, and 58.7 percent expressed confi-
dence in Yeltsin’s presidency; 53 percent supported his social and econ-
omic policies. These were far from convincing results, and no more than
a temporary truce as both sides prepared for a final showdown. On
September 21, 1993, the President dissolved the Congress of People’s
Deputies and the Supreme Soviet and demanded the election of a new
Federal Assembly. In the meantime Yeltsin began to rule by presidential
decrees.

Much of 1993 was taken up by an acute struggle over a new Constitution
for the Russian Federation. After the referendum, Yeltsin tried vainly to
push forward an alternative plan for the Constitution that would have
strengthened presidential vis-à-vis parliamentary authority. Parliament,
in turn, firmly blocked these new initiatives. In the summer, the
President and parliament agreed to the formation of a Constitutional
Commission. During this period, Russia came as close as at any time to a
civil war. Both sides refused to give way, and each backed its views with
marches and demonstrations of its supporters. Though Yeltsin might be
considered to have been struggling against revanchist forces, it is clear
that he had violated his constitutional authority when he dissolved the
legislature. Yeltsin had also proposed a new referendum on December 12
on the new Constitution and elections to a two-tier parliament – the
State Duma and the Council of the Federation. Such maneuvers also
incensed V.D. Zorkin, Chairman of the Constitutional Court, and it
seemed conceivable that Yeltsin might be impeached. In the meantime,
two days after its dissolution, and on the initiative of Khasbulatov, an
extraordinary Congress of deputies “relieved” Yeltsin of his duties as
President, and appointed in his stead Aleksandr Rutskoy, a veteran of the
Soviet war in Afghanistan.

A violent confrontation followed, as Rutskoy at once began to establish a
military headquarters in the Russian White House, and to collect
weapons of various kinds. Zorkin pleaded for a compromise that would
have seen the annulment of all decrees issued by both sides from
September 21, but the time for compromise had passed. Parliament
briefly gained the upper hand when forces loyal to it attacked the
Ostankino TV station and occupied the mayor’s office. Ultimately, how-
ever, the Russian military and Defense Minister P. Grachev remained
loyal to the President. After several skirmishes on the streets of Moscow
on October 2–3, tanks turned on the White House, the scene only three
years earlier of Yeltsin’s defiant stand against the attempted putsch. At
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least 150 people died inside the parliament building and scores more
were injured. Russia was to become a presidential republic. Was this a vic-
tory for the forces of democracy? Hardly. Ironically, the hard-line parlia-
mentarians should have benefitted from the support of the guardians of
Russian democracy. The international community remained virtually
silent during the violent clashes, shocked at the sudden deterioration in
Russia but relieved that Yeltsin had succeeded. In truth, the West did not
have another champion. The question arises why Yeltsin, the populist
Russian President, should have resorted to Soviet-style measures to main-
tain the authority of the presidency. The answer, however, is disarmingly
simple. Yeltsin was a political leader of limited vision, nurtured by the
Communist Party and used to getting his way by ruthless use of force. His
truculence had already been displayed several times during the
Gorbachev era. It was seen more nakedly once he gained power. No one
should have expected a Western-style or even an Eastern European style
of new democrat. The champion of the new Russia was in reality
preoccupied with maintaining and promoting his own authority.

The 1993 Constitution added to the federal system inherited from the
USSR 89 administrative and territorial units, including the major cities,
while retaining the autonomous regions of the former era. As Alexander
Chubarov points out (Chubarov, 2001, p. 244), ethnically, Russians make
up a large majority in the Russian Federation (81 percent) and many of
the non-Russian populated areas are in the distant hinterland of the
country. As such, the new Constitution was not a particularly controver-
sial document. On the other hand, after such an acute crisis, the pro-
presidential party Russia’s Choice failed to win more than 15 percent of
the electoral vote in the December 1993 Duma elections. Zhirinovsky’s
Liberal-Democratic Party and the Communists took most of the seats in
the new assembly.

Under Yeltsin in the 1990s, Russia continued to founder. A new business
elite emerged with close links to the government, intent on rapid enrich-
ment through the control of minerals and natural resources, and close
ties to the former ruling nomenklatura. Such a development was not
unusual, since the Russian consumer industry had long subsisted on the
black market. The official economy began to deteriorate. The Russian
rouble, which some economists anticipated could take over as the new
currency in the nations of the Near Abroad, plummeted on October 11,
1994. By February 1995, 500,000 Russian coal miners announced a new
strike for higher salaries. The Gaidar years were over, economic reform
already denounced as unworkable. For millions of residents of the
Russian Federation, shock therapy was a disaster, a Western cure for the
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troubles of Russia that was destined to fail. Yeltsin’s popularity fell faster
than that of Gorbachev in 1990–1991. Yeltsin increasingly relied on a
close network of advisers, led by the office of Prime Minister and the
Security Council. In late November 1994, the Security Council took the
lead in the decision to send Russian troops into the breakaway republic
of Chechnya, which had declared independence in 1991 (Dunlop, 1998,
Lieven, 1999). The invasion began on December 12, and by the end of
the year Russian troops had advanced to the Chechen capital of Grozny.
The decision to go to war was a fateful one. The Russians were not ade-
quately prepared for protracted guerrilla warfare, though they were
clearly superior to the Chechens in direct ground campaigns. Why was
the decision taken? Did the Chechens constitute a threat to the security
of the Federation? Or was the war intended as a diversion from the dis-
astrous domestic situation? It reflected above all the weakening grip of
the President over state policy.

Parallels with Brezhnev were only too evident. Like the former Soviet
General Secretary, Yeltsin also suffered from poor health in his sixties. In
July 1995 he suffered his first heart attack, with a second in late October.
Corruption became widespread, with Yeltsin’s family and oligarch friends
the main beneficiaries. The President became very much a peripheral
figure, sick for lengthy periods and returning to the Kremlin only at brief
intervals. He depended on his subordinates to conduct day-to-day busi-
ness in the Kremlin. However, there was no stability in office; replace-
ment of key officials, particularly the Prime Minister and Foreign
Minister, were frequent. The mini-war in Chechnya went badly. In
January 1995, Russian troops had captured the presidential palace in
Grozny, after which Chechen leader Dzhokar Dudayev abandoned the
capital. Dudayev was killed by a laser-guided missile in April 1996, by
which time the Chechens had resorted to guerrilla warfare and terrorism,
tactics that were much more successful against the conventional Russian
army. The death of Dudayev coincided with a new presidential election
campaign. Yeltsin’s opponents, particularly the Russian Communist Party
under Zyuganov, seemed destined to win a famous victory. Yeltsin took
the blame for the poor state of the economy, the catastrophic drop in
living standards of many Russian citizens, and the high levels of crime
and gangsterism. Along with the failure to defeat the small forces of the
Chechens, Yeltsin’s recovery appeared almost impossible.

However, in a grand finale to his political career, Yeltsin succeeded in
winning a new term in office. Before the election, he once again played
the Russian nationalist card that had served him so well in the past. In
March 1996 he signed an agreement for closer relations with Belarus,
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Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan. A few days later, Yeltsin and Alyaksander
Lukashenka, the Belarusian President, put their signatures to the forma-
tion of a new alliance between Russia and Belarus, anticipated by both
parties to be the prelude to a formal union between the two neighboring
states. Yeltsin also turned his attention to Ukraine, reviving issues that
had led to harsh words between the two countries in 1991 – the question
of the status of the Russian language in Ukraine, and the division of the
Black Sea Fleet. Within a year, Yeltsin and Leonid Kuchma, the new
Ukrainian president, were to sign a new Treaty of Friendship and
Cooperation, which shelved the language issue and divided up the fleet,
with Ukraine leasing to Russia two bays at Sevastopol. Yeltsin also had
powerful friends, including figures such as Boris Berezovsky and Vladimir
Gusinsky, who between them controlled the major television stations.
Zyuganov, an earnest but dull politician, offered little that was new. Even
his Communism was watered down by rhetorical platitudes on Russian
nationalism. On July 3, Yeltsin defeated Zyuganov in a run-off election,
and began his second term as President of the independent Russian
Federation.

From a period of crisis in 1992–1996, Yeltsin’s final years as President
degenerated into unseemly farce. This began in late 1996 with a humili-
ating peace accord with the Chechens, known as the Hasavyurt Treaty,
following the end of combat operations in July. Yeltsin was not around to
witness this debacle (the treaty was signed on Russia’s behalf by General
Aleksandr Lebed), as he was undergoing quintuple bypass surgery. Many
observers wondered whether he would survive the operation. Though he
did so, he remained for the rest of his term a virtual invalid, hardly coher-
ent when he spoke, and absent from Moscow for long periods of conva-
lescence. The year 1997 was notable for the signing of several treaties,
inspired mainly by the astute Foreign Minister Evgeny Primakov. They
included the treaty with Ukraine, confirmation of a new Union Treaty
with Belarus in early April, and a Founding Act on Mutual Relations,
Cooperation, and Security between NATO and the Russian Federation.
This treaty, signed with US President Bill Clinton, permitted Russia a
voice in a new permanent joint council that was responsible for NATO’s
decision-making. The agreement alleviated Russian isolation, though it
did little to prevent the concept of expansion of NATO, which was taking
place despite the protests of Russia, and involving former Eastern
European satellite states. In June 1998, the Russians also mediated an end
to the civil war in Tadzhikistan.

In 1998, Russia experienced a dramatic financial collapse. It coincided
with increased tension between the President and the Duma (which had
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replaced the former Congress of Deputies and Supreme Soviet). It took
place amid a flurry of high-level political changes as the President des-
perately sought scapegoats for the economic problems. On March 23,
Yeltsin dismissed Chernomyrdin, reorganized the Cabinet, and
announced the appointment of Sergey Kiriyenko as the new Prime
Minister. After protracted debates, the Duma accepted the new appoint-
ment on April 24. Kiriyenko was young, a businessman, and a reformer.
He was also virtually unknown. By mid-August, the Russian stock market
had plunged. Western financiers, such as George Soros, called for the
devaluation of the rouble. On August 14, Yeltsin insisted that he would
never take such a step. On August 17, Kiriyenko announced the devalua-
tion, with the Russian market desperately short of liquid assets. One week
later, Yeltsin appeared on the Moscow scene to remove the entire
Cabinet, announcing that he would reappoint Chernomyrdin as acting
Prime Minister. The Duma refused to sanction the appointment, twice
turning it down. A brave and healthy president might have dismissed the
Duma at this point (a move considered by Yeltsin when it had appeared
that he might lose the 1996 election). Instead he put forward Primakov
as the new Prime Minister, which by now could be regarded as no more
than a temporary post. Primakov was to last eight months before being
replaced by Sergey Stepashin. In May 1999, a vote to impeach the
President failed in the Duma. In August, Stepashin was also removed, and
replaced by Vladimir Putin, a former aide to Anatoly Sobchak, the late
mayor of St. Petersburg. By this time, the situation in Chechnya was
again causing alarm following a sortie into Daghestan by Chechen rebels.
In September, there were bomb blasts in two Moscow apartment blocks,
killing more than 130 people. Putin called for a new invasion of the rebel
province, which began on October 1.

The eight years of Yeltsin’s presidency were disastrous for most Russians.
Speaking in New York in March 2002, former president Gorbachev, per-
haps not an impartial observer, described them thus – “Chaos in the
economy, chaos in the social sphere, chaos in the federation, chaos in
the army, chaos everywhere.” The country seemed to have lost its way
after its sudden emergence from the ashes of the Soviet Union in
January 1992. To take power, Yeltsin had used the newly created office
of Russian President and the disaffection of Russians for the Soviet
system. Yet the post-Soviet state was troubled from the outset by the
tumultuous events of the Gorbachev years. It required a period of recov-
ery, but instead it entered an economic battle zone, as ruthless “busi-
nessmen” fought over the spoils of a collapsed state. These spoils had to
be negotiated with the former nomenklatura (or more accurately, the
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second-string nomenklatura following the removal of the top level). The
leading figures – who became oligarchs – amassed fortunes. The Yeltsin
family was similarly enriched, which may have been one reason why the
sick President clung on to power. Another may have been his fear of ret-
ribution. The constant changes of Prime Minister may have reflected
Yeltsin’s desire to choose a successor who would not turn against him.
With the appointment of Putin, that question had been resolved.
Curiously, Yeltsin’s standing both in Russia and internationally had not
fallen completely. There were still acolytes who had not lost their faith
in him. One was Boris Nemtsov, the youthful governor of Nizhnyi
Novgorod who had become the First Deputy Prime Minister in the latter
part of Yeltsin’s presidency, and continued to speak admiringly of
Yeltsin’s achievements. The notable feature about the Yeltsin presidency
was the relatively short-lived demise of dismissed officials. Regularly
they were returned to some high office. The leadership resembled a clan
system, where it was virtually impossible to fall far from grace, unless the
sin was too great to be forgiven.

The country’s social system was also fluid enough to allow mercurial
social mobility and the accumulation of unheard-of wealth. This largesse
manifested itself in a number of ways – the appearance of foreign cars
clogging the streets of Moscow and St. Petersburg; the flight of new cap-
ital to foreign bank accounts; conflict between rival groups, though the
scale of the fight for control of resources began to taper off by the late
1990s; and the appearance of Russian businessmen in foreign centers,
such as New York and Toronto, Western Europe, and Cyprus. During this
rapid transformation of Russian society, nothing disappeared more rap-
idly than the Soviet legacy. Only the older generation paid tribute to past
events, such as the victory in the war over Germany, the November 7
Revolution Day, or Lenin’s birthday. For those under 40 change came
easily, and a younger generation that could barely remember more than
a few years in the Pioneers (Soviet youth movement) quickly adapted to
a new life, one that was unstable but offered rewards mainly outside the
official economy. The new oligarchs, for their part, were happy with the
Yeltsin regime as long as it allowed them to pursue their own interests
with impunity. They feared Zyuganov’s Communists because of their sup-
port for state control over businesses and resources.

During this interim period – for it appeared to be a time of virtual anarchy
until Russia restored its customary authoritarian rule under Putin – there
was a distinct lack of ideological and spiritual guidance for Russian citi-
zens. For more than 65 years, the cult of Lenin had been in place, and for
many of those years Lenin represented Russia more than the Bolshevik
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Party. Lenin, in turn, had replaced the Orthodox Church for much of the
Soviet period. Though Bolshevik rule had descended into a ritualistic con-
formity, it continued to provide some hope for Russians. The concept of a
better future existed for a long time; it became an integral part of
Communist Party doctrine. Though that concept died out in the later
1980s, Yeltsin’s new Russia seemed to epitomize many long-held ambi-
tions in late 1991. Russia could now develop as a nation state and take its
place in the world. It was not associated with the recent disasters. It was
Gorbachev who had “lost” Eastern Europe, dissolved the Warsaw Pact, and
conceded defeat in the Cold War. And Russia was now free of the burden
of supplying weak Eastern European states with badly needed resources.
Appearances, however, were illusory. Russia was called upon to join the
United States’ Partnership for Peace program, while at the same time it
proved ineffective in trying to halt the eastward advance of NATO. Russia
was no longer a global player; its power could be used only in a regional
dimension. In the short term, Russia faced the huge task of merely hold-
ing together its disparate parts. In short, it faced an identity crisis.

A similar difficulty arose with regard to the Near Abroad, Russia’s
relations with the republics of the former Soviet Union. The countries
that emerged from the Soviet Union developed very differently. Few
sought integration with Russia in the early 1990s. The three Baltic States
quickly severed ties and began to negotiate for entry to the European
Union. The states of the Caucasus became embroiled in a variety of local
conflicts. Central Asian states, which had been the most reluctant to
leave the Soviet fold, barely changed at all. Often the pre-independence
leadership remained intact, and enhanced its authority. Even Ukraine,
which many Russians regarded as an integral part of Russia’s history,
proved unwilling to move close to Russia under its first two Presidents.
The one country that did wish to restore past relations – Belarus – rep-
resented a potential economic millstone should the two economies
become entwined. Ultimately Russia did begin to pursue greater inte-
gration, but it moved cautiously. The CIS never represented more than a
loose confederation, the prime goal of which was to bring about the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union and Gorbachev. At the time of writing, how-
ever, the three Slavic states had moved closer together. In Belarus,
Lukashenka, re-elected as President following a virtually unrecognized
election in September 2001, was now isolated internationally. In Ukraine,
President Kuchma was badly tainted by a political scandal in which he
appeared on tapes to demand the removal of a journalist; the tapes were
subsequently smuggled out of the country. The journalist, Georgy
Gongadze, editor of the newspaper Ukrainska pravda was later found
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decapitated in a forest outside Kyiv. Putin named 2002 the Year of
Ukraine; he had earlier appointed Chernomyrdin as a Plenipotentiary
Ambassador, with the clear purpose of promoting closer integration
between the two states. Ukrainian foreign policy to that point had been
aimed in several directions but somewhat more oriented toward Europe
than to Russia.

On December 31, 1999, when Yeltsin tendered his resignation and
appointed Putin as Acting President pending new elections the following
March, Russia appeared to be directionless and in a deep depression. Its
forces were still involved in a futile war in Chechnya that had aroused
widespread condemnation for its brutality. Most citizens had suffered a
significant fall in living standards over the decade. The Russian popu-
lation itself was declining at an alarming rate. Though some residents
had chosen emigration, the main factor was that the death rate was now
much higher than the birth rate. This in turn was a sign of a drastic
decline in health standards. The average lifespan for men was around 59,
some 20 years less than those in the West or Japan. Estimates suggested
that by the year 2025, there could be as few as 130 million Russian resi-
dents (compared with the 145 million in 1991). Putin was concerned
enough by the population fall to declare it a matter of national security.
He called for strong measures to improve health, and to reduce alco-
holism and drug addiction, especially among young people. Yet under
Putin, a former employee of the KGB in East Germany for 17 years, Russia
began to recover from its economic and spiritual decline. Buoyed by
rising prices for oil and gas, the Russian GDP began to grow again, and –
the war in Chechnya aside – the country started to return to stability. In
a short period, Putin proved himself to be an astute leader and statesman,
who combined an authoritarian nature with flexibility. His vision for
Russia has yet to be developed fully, and he has to face the consequences
of a Soviet legacy that were generally avoided during the Yeltsin years.

How should one define this legacy? We have argued that since the con-
flict of 1941–1945, the Soviet image was quietly linked with that of the
Russian Motherland. Links with the tsarist past were discovered and
maintained by Soviet historians. In the 1980s, however, all the graven
images of the Soviet Union collapsed and the country ceased to be a
world power. Russia ultimately proved stronger than the USSR, a factor
that was exploited by Yeltsin, who had the cunning to undermine and
remove Gorbachev and install a system of ruling clans, operating through
control of resources. One could argue that Yeltsin was hardly the most
powerful figure and that most frequently he responded to the demands
of new oligarchs. Dimitri K. Simes points out (Simes, 1999) that it is
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impossible in any of Yeltsin’s writings, or those of his associates, or that
author’s own meetings with the former Russian leader, to discern any pol-
itical philosophy. In Simes’s view, Yeltsin had no vision or conception of
what sort of Russia he wished to create. He was, nonetheless, the pivotal
figure for some time, and his re-election in 1996 determined the direction
that Russia would take for the next several years. To many Communists,
Yeltsin is an even greater traitor than Gorbachev. The latter made mis-
takes and struggled to find a clear policy, but Yeltsin deliberately cast
aside the former system and linked himself with the West, at least inso-
far as economic policy was concerned. Such analysis is simplistic in that
the system had begun to crumble long before Yeltsin applied the final
coup de grâce. Was there anything in the former system worth preserving?
Was it, as Ronald Reagan once said, “an evil empire”?

It may be too early to write dispassionately about the Soviet Union. To
many observers, the Soviet system ended in failure. This failure may have
been a result of the way in which the Bolsheviks seized power; a small
group taking control of a vast nation that owed them little allegiance and
it may have been a result of the limitations of the centralized party-domi-
nated system. There were certain notable landmarks in its 74-year history
– the upheaval of 1929–1933, the Purges, the victory during the war being
the most obvious. There were also some significant achievements. In the
Soviet period rural Russia became a modern industrial society; for a short
time it led the world in the space race, and rivalled the United States in
the accumulation of weaponry. It eliminated illiteracy and developed in
the natural sciences particularly an educational system of world renown.
Soviet athletes competed with the world’s best and excelled in many
areas. Behind these attainments was the facade of a democratic state
united through the ideas of Lenin and – for a significant period – Stalin.
The goal of spreading revolution, to achieving an inevitable victory in a
lengthy conflict with Capitalism, remained in place until the Gorbachev
period. It seems in retrospect to have been a forlorn hope, but at certain
times, such as 1949 when China became Communist and the Soviet
Union detonated an atomic bomb, the Capitalist world did fear this
colossus. The Cold War derived from fear of Russia, fear of the Soviet
Union. Once Stalin had decided that the state would become stronger,
rather than wither away, as Lenin had forecast, then centralization of
power solidified. The state also adopted Russian imperialist goals from the
past. Soviet and Russian goals for a period became indistinguishable. The
promotion of Russia and Russians throughout the empire caused resent-
ment in the non-Russian republics. It was never an official policy but it
existed nonetheless from 1945 onward.
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Ultimately the Soviet period will be seen as a demonstration of the failure
of Communist rule in the 20th century; of the inadequacies and contra-
dictions of the ideas of Marx and Engels, combined with the doctrine of
Lenin. Many critics claim that the form of Communism adopted in
Russia became truly Russian, and that it was hardly representative of
what a socialist state might turn out to be. Still others believe that a
socialist state would always suffer from certain flaws, and that the Soviet
Union was a typical example of the problems that arise from the attempt
to establish an egalitarian system. The form that the Soviet Union took
was a result of a combination of historical circumstances and political
and military conflict. It also developed into the Stalin dictatorship, one
that bore some resemblance to the tsarist past, tying peasants to the land,
and establishing a ruling elite. However, it was much more intrusive and
thorough. The 1920s and particularly the 1930s were the formative years.
Historians continue to debate this era even more than the years of the
war. It has been argued that civic life in this period was less cataclysmic
than it appears from the death toll. On the other hand, can there have
been a period that caused so much suffering to a people in peacetime?
Even Nazi Germany’s gruesome record was accumulated mainly after the
outbreak of the Second World War. For residents of the Soviet Union,
there was little to match in horror the two periods 1914–1921 and
1929–1945. Though the events of those periods took place mainly in the
European part of the country, the Asian areas were hardly immune. The
Gulag camp system spread widely here; and much of the war effort
stemmed from new factories in Siberia.

What always strikes the Western observer about this period is the relative
passivity of Russians during a time of conflict. Life continued amid the
storm. Workers moved to the factories and, at least for a time, believed
that they were building a new society, a Soviet utopia. Citizens made
extraordinary sacrifices on behalf of their country. During the war, Hitler,
for example, could never understand how the Soviet Union could con-
tinue to fight after losing more than 600,000 troops at Vyazma, west of
Moscow; or after the loss of 90 percent of Stalingrad (the French and the
Dutch had not been willing to endure much smaller losses). Why were
people prepared to fight for a regime that had wrought such havoc on
them, taken away their food supply, and purged members of one in three
families? Without resorting to platitudes (and bearing in mind the pat
response that there was little choice given the ruthlessness of the occu-
pation), one can say that there is something exclusively Russian about
this attitude, a superior resilience despite apparent reluctance to rebel
against tyranny imposed by one’s own state. The call of the Motherland
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was the rallying cry during the period of German occupation. Stalin
above all was quick to recognize also the need for an external enemy,
whether fictional or real, and many of the events of the Cold War could
be justified in this way. Propaganda played a key role in the survival and
expansion of the Soviet Union. It became more sophisticated and con-
vincing with time. Perhaps it was precisely when the USSR did attain
military parity with the West that it was at its weakest; as the external
threat receded, attention focussed on internal anomalies and injustices.

Finally, the USSR was held together by force and coercion. The party, the
army, and the KGB were the key tools. As long as they remained in place,
there could be no internal opposition in Russia, and only minimal dis-
sension within the non-Russian republics. By the Brezhnev period, both
the military and the KGB had representatives in the ruling Politburo.
After the demise of Beria, the KGB did not pose a threat to the authority
of the party, but remained subordinate and working toward the same
goals. The internal repression decreased after 1953 but it did not disap-
pear entirely. Occasionally the regime would resort to violence and force
against perceived enemies. The KGB remained active throughout the
Soviet period (albeit with a variety of acronyms and roles). At times it was
a formidable force, at others it made some astonishing blunders. The KGB
ultimately could not foment world revolution, but it could defend the
state against its enemies. Often it exceeded its assigned limits, contraven-
ing the Constitution. But like any secret service, it did not determine
future relations with the West, it was not responsible for any major pol-
itical changes, and its flaws have to be measured together with its assets.
The Communist Party, Lenin’s creation, was the real deciding factor in the
stability and continuation of the Soviet experiment. It was an elite that
resembled a collection of gangsters in Stalin’s time, but became the arbiter
of the future of families and careers. In contemporary Russia, and in the
post-Soviet states, former party members remain in control just as in the
past. In contrast, former dissident leaders have faded into political obliv-
ion. In the party, Lenin created a new intellectual elite to run the country.

Perhaps the ultimate question to be raised is that of the future of Russia.
Though in material terms the Soviet legacy is rapidly vanishing, one can
still encounter regularly examples of Soviet thinking and mindset in vir-
tually all walks of life and all regions. Even (and sometimes especially) in
the former national republics, such phenomena are evident. The
republics at least have embarked on the task of nation building. For
Russia, the task may be different – to define the nature of the state, its
borders, and its future role in a globalized world. At the time of writing,
many Russians were questioning whether Putin’s decision to support the
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US attack on world terrorism was a wise one, and what advantages could
be derived from it for the Federation. Can Russia accept the role of a
secondary world power after a lengthy period of pre-eminence? Will an
Imperial Russia rise from the ashes of the Soviet regime? Conversely, will
globalization weaken the identity, the culture, and the memory of Russia
and the Russians? This writer has much faith in the longevity and
durability of Russian culture, which has proved remarkably persistent in
the face of harsh rulers. Politically, Russia remains an authoritarian state.
Putin has quickly reduced the independent media to a token force, and
even prominent oligarchs appear considerably less powerful than a few
years ago. The difficulty for Putin, or any future leader of Russia, is how
to reconcile the disparate interest groups in Russian society. The vacuum
of ideology that was present in 1991 has been filled with a conglomera-
tion of interests – nationalist, conservative-monarchist, radical, and reli-
gious – none of which has succeeded in winning mass support among the
electorate. It may not be far-fetched to surmise that there is scope for a
new movement with ideas that can combine social democracy (which
maintains a firm foothold throughout most of Eastern Europe), a market
economy, and social welfare.

Will Russia follow Gorbachev’s advice and move closer to Europe? Or will
it remain an isolated Eurasian power, facing the military hardware of
NATO, while its former partners in the West, such as the Baltic States and
Ukraine, join that organization and the European structures of the EU? I
would argue that none of the former Soviet states has developed fully
European models. They are all to a greater or lesser degree flawed in
democratic development and civic freedoms. This should not come as a
surprise. Many Russian people recall only with bitterness the efforts to
develop a Western-style market economy in the late 1980s and 1990s.
Such sentiments lead some to recall fondly, almost with nostalgia, the
Soviet period with its relative stability of employment, wages, and social
security. It is perhaps time that Western experts recognized the damage
caused by some of the well-intentioned schemes and programs intro-
duced into Russia over the past decade, many of which operated on the
premise that tried schemes in the industrial West would work on a former
Soviet model. Russia is not going to develop a Western-style political or
economic system, at least for the next generation, but it may thrive on a
mixed economy with significant state intervention. It is also unlikely that
Russia will ever again be a withdrawn or isolated power as it was in the
years immediately following the end of the Second World War. The pos-
ition of Russia in the 21st century world will depend on how far it is
included in decisions of G7, NATO, and other structures. As always, the
Motherland has a role to play.
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