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Editor’s Preface 

The main purpose of this new series of studies is to make 

available to teacher and student alike developments in a field 

of history that has become increasingly specialised with the 

sheer volume of new research and literature now produced. 

These studies are designed to present the ‘state of the debate’ 

on important themes and episodes in European history since 

the sixteenth century, presented in a clear and critical way by 

someone who is closely concerned himself with the debate in 

question. 

The studies are not intended to be read as extended 

bibliographical essays, though each will contain a detailed 

guide to further reading which will lead students and the 

general reader quickly to key publications. Each book carries 

its own interpretation and conclusions, while locating the 

discussion firmly in the centre of the current issues as historians 

see them. It is intended that the series will introduce students 

to historical approaches which are in some cases very new and 

which, in the normal course of things, would take many years 

to filter down into the textbooks and school histories. I hope it 

will demonstrate some of the excitement historians, like 

scientists, feel as they work away in the vanguard of their 

subject. 

The format of the series conforms closely with that of the 

companion volumes of studies in economic and social history 

which has already established a major reputation since its 

inception in 1968. Both series have an important contribution 

to make in publicising what it is that historians are doing and 

in making history more open and accessible. It is vital for 

history to communicate if it is to survive. 

R. J. OVERY 

Vll 
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Preface 

During the last decade much new and stimulating work has 

been done by scholars on the question of Stalinism. Prominent 

among these scholars have been social historians, but these 

have not been alone in bringing new and interesting perspec¬ 

tives to bear on what has clearly been one of the central 

questions of Soviet history. This book aims, in part, to provide 

a survey of some of this literature, thereby making accessible 

to students information about new developments in this field 

of intellectual endeavour. But the book seeks to do more than 

just this. It also aims to provide a rounded analysis of what 

Stalinism means, something which has not been well done by 

scholars in the past, and suggests the line of analysis to be 

pursued if we are to understand the origins of this system. The 

book does not provide a complete analysis of the origins of 

Stalinism. I have done this for the political face of Stalinism 

elsewhere [73] and other scholars have done substantial work 

in areas which would contribute to an explanation of the 

emergence of the other faces of Stalinism [e.g. 50; 67; 106]. 

Neither does the book offer a chronological account of events; 

it is assumed that the student is familiar with the course of 

events. As a result, the book is synthetic and its arguments are 

skeletal rather than fully spelled out. Furthermore it is a 

personal view. The lines of explanation and interpretation 

offered will not meet with universal assent. I have tried to 

suggest through the text where alternative views may be 

found. The Select Bibliography (which has been restricted to 

English-language works and still remains by no means ex¬ 

haustive) contains more information in this regard. 

IX 
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1 Historical Roots of 
Stalinism? 

One of the most important questions that has confronted both 

those interested in Soviet history and politics and those 

seeking to bring about fundamental socialist change has been 

the origins of Stalinism. This issue has been important 

because it raises the question of the fate of the Russian 

revolution and in particular why a revolution launched in the 

name of such laudable principles could result in the type of 

dictatorial political system which emerged at the end of the 

1930s. For many, it also raised questions about the ultimate 

viability of Marxist-inspired social engineering. A satisfactory 

answer to this question was therefore fundamental both for 

scholars wishing to understand the course of Soviet develop¬ 

ment and for political actors seeking to reaffirm the validity of 

their ideological beliefs. 

A common response to this need has been to seek the 

‘roots’ or ‘seeds’ of Stalinism in the pre-Stalinist period of 

Soviet development. Such a course of action has much to 

recommend it, but with one, major, qualification. Every 

period of history is clearly related to that which went before, 

and therefore has its ‘roots’ in that earlier time. In this sense 

scholars are justified in searching for elements in the pre- 

Stalinist period which contributed to the moulding or emer¬ 

gence of Stalinism. However, there has been a tendency on the 

part of many scholars to transform the linkages that exist 

between periods into firm causative, even deterministic, re¬ 

lations. Scholars must recognise that each period has within it 

the ‘roots’ of a variety of different courses of development, and 

that the discovery of the roots of a particular line of sub¬ 

sequent development alone does not explain that develop¬ 

ment. What must be explained is why this particular potential 
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line of development succeeded while the rest failed. This 

explanation cannot rely on some mystical inner dynamic 

which is believed to inhere in the discovered roots, but must 

take full account of all of the circumstances of the time, 

including the views and actions of the political actors. There¬ 

fore while we can find elements in the pre-Stalinist period that 

contributed to the emergence and development of Stalinism, 

the relationship between these elements and Stalinism is not a 

deterministic one. This question will be discussed further in 

Chapter 4. 

In the search for Stalinist roots in the pre-Stalinist period, 

significant attention has been devoted to the backwardness of 

Russia and its implications in the dozen years following the 

revolution in October 1917. The man who has done most to 

shape our perception of Stalin, Leon Trotsky, had this back¬ 

wardness at the heart of his analysis [98; 184; 185; 186], and it 

has been reflected too in the works of many of those who have 

followed and revised him in later years [2; 31; 47; 54; 125]. For 

many scholars not persuaded by the Marxist mode of analysis, 

Russian backwardness has also been important as an explana¬ 

tory factor [102; 144]. 

At the heart of the focus on backwardness are the low levels 

of economic and social development in Russia at the time of 

the revolution. When the Bolsheviks came to power they 

inherited an economy which had been devastated by three 

years of war; the strains imposed upon rural and urban sectors 

of the economy had been immense. Moreover its basic structure 

was essentially bifurcated. The vast bulk of the population lived 

in the countryside and worked on the small peasant farms that 

spread across the vast Russian landscape. Agricultural tech¬ 

niques throughout much of the countryside remained primitive, 

and the structure of peasant farming meant that there was very 

little flexibility or margin for error on the part of peasant 

producers; poor harvests meant considerable hardship. In the 

cities a new industrial infrastructure had been developing, 

principally as a result of the spurt in industrial growth towards 

the end of the last century. F actories and mills had sprung up and 

the working-class suburbs had been filled by the raw recruits 

flowing into the cities to escape the penury many would 

otherwise have faced in the villages. The economy had, 
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therefore, a small, modern, developed industrial sector beside a 

largely backward and unwieldy agricultural sector. 

The war and the revolution itself placed immense strains 

upon the economy. The mechanism of exchange between 

town and countryside collapsed, industrial production de¬ 

clined catastrophically, and the working class began to con¬ 

tract as workers headed back to their villages of origin rather 

than face the likelihood of unemployment and hunger in the 

cities. These effects were exacerbated by the policy of War 

Communism implemented by the Bolsheviks from the middle 

of 1918. This was a policy characterised by the nationalisation 

of industry, a ban on private trade, a rationing system for food 

and consumer goods, the elimina tion of money and the forced 

delivery of grain to the state. By the time this policy was 

reversed in March 1921, both the urban and rural economies 

had effectively collapsed; industrial output was approximately 

31 per cent and agricultural output 60 per cent of what it had 

been in 1913 [139: 68]. 

The collapse of the national economy had important im¬ 

plications for the Bolsheviks. The Marxism to which they 

adhered had led them to believe that socialist revolution 

would occur first in the advanced capitalist countries, where 

there was a high level of industrial development. While Russia 

had never been that, Lenin had developed Marxist theory in 

such a way that it effectively legitimised socialist revolution in 

Russia [83]. He declared that such a revolution could break 

out in the weakest link of the capitalist chain, an event which 

would stimulate revolutions in the more highly developed 

states under capitalism. If such revolutions had occurred, and 

the strength of the world proletariat had been thrown into the 

scales to outweigh the predominance of the Russian peasantry 

over the native proletariat, the sense of isolation in a hostile 

domestic environment may not have taken hold among the 

Bolsheviks. But such revolutions did not occur; the Bolsheviks 

remained the only successful socialist revolutionaries, but they 

had been successful in a society which seemed to lack the 

theoretical prerequisities for imminent socialist development. 

This message was made plain to the Bolsheviks by the 

economic collapse and corresponding erosion of their social 

base; between mid-1917 and late 1920, the number of factory 
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workers in Russia declined by some 70 per cent. As the 

proletariat disintegrated, with large numbers of workers re¬ 

turning to the villages, the class upon which the party sought 

to base itself shrank. The sens^ of increasing isolation and 

insecurity within Bolshevik ranks mounted. 

In practical terms, the party’s answer to economic collapse 

was to introduce the New Economic Policy (NEP). This 

policy restored private ownership and market relations in 

agriculture and all but the ‘commanding heights’ in industry; 

private enterprise became once again the main force of 

economic development. The economy was set on the course of 

recovery. By 1926—7 production was back to pre-war levels. 

But this economic regeneration also had significant negative 

implications in the eyes of many Bolsheviks, particularly 

among the leaders. The aim of the revolution had been the 

attainment of socialism and the elimination of capitalism from 

Russia. However NEP relied upon a strengthening of capital¬ 

ist elements in the economy, particularly the countryside. 

Although Lenin had argued in the twilight of his life that 

through the expansion of cooperation, NEP could lead to 

socialism [104], many in the party saw in NEP the strengthen¬ 

ing of control of the kulaks, the rich peasants, in the country¬ 

side. Party policy thus seemed, to many, to be leading to the 

consolidation of precisely that element against whom the 

revolution had been directed, the bourgeoisie. 

This question was also complicated by the perceived need 

for fostering industrial development and the recognition by all 

sections of the party by 1927 that the tempo of industrial¬ 

isation had to be increased substantially. The speed up in 

industrialisation was deemed necessary principally for secur¬ 

ity reasons. Three types of cpncern were evident. The first was 

that the continued operation of NEP and the associated 

strengthening of capitalism was leading to some demoralisa¬ 

tion within party ranks and this could only be overcome by 

hastening the move to socialism through increased industrial¬ 

isation. 

The second concern related to the domestic environment 

and the fear of the effects of the petty bourgeois peasant 

context within which the party existed. It was felt that what 

was required was a strengthening of the position of the 
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proletariat, something that could be achieved only through 

industrial expansion. If the proletariat could thus be strength¬ 

ened, the danger of the degeneration of the regime as a result 

of swamping by the peasants would disappear, and the rule of 

the proletariat would be consolidated. The proletariat’s hold 

on power was symbolised by the parlous situation of the party 

in the countryside [57; 73]; in 1928 there were only 20,660 

rural party cells to cover 546,747 population centres in the 

countryside, and only 0.7 per cent of peasant households 

included a party member. 

The third concern was international in nature. The opposi¬ 

tion of the most powerful states to the Bolshevik regime had 

been evident from the tim ' of the revolution. Western states 

were critical of the Bolsheviks’ withdrawal from the war, 

repudiation of tsarist debts and nationalisation of foreign 

enterprises, and we^e fearful of the potential effects of Bol¬ 

shevik support for socialist revolution in the West. Initially a 

number of them sought to overthrow the new rulers of Russia 

through military intervention in the civil war. When this 

failed, econom y and trade boycotts were mounted and covert 

action was conducted against the Bolshevik regime. Despite 

the establishment of formal diplomatic relations between the 

Soviet Union and a number of these states during the 1920s, 

only with Germany did any closeness develop. Relations were 

always correct rather than warm, and the basis upon which 

they rested was always shaky. Neither side trusted the other. 

The Bolsheviks feared that the capitalist powers were simply 

awaiting an opportunity to step in and strangle the new 

regime, an impression that the war scare of 1927 both 

reflected and fuelled [63; 134]. The only protection against 

this could be the development of Soviet industrial and military 

might, and the sooner the better. 

The sense of insecurity that pervaded the party was 

genuine. Worried that the party would degenerate as a result 

of its swamping by petty bourgeois peasants and convinced 

that there was little likelihood of any assistance coming from 

abroad (particularly following the failure of the Chinese 

revolution in 1927), this insecurity had important implica¬ 

tions for the subsequent emergence of Stalinism. The practical 

means of seeking to overcome this problem, agricultural 
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collectivisation and forced-pace industrialisation, were signi¬ 

ficant progenitors of Stalinism. But important too was the 

general lesson to be drawn from this environment. If both the 

domestic and the international context were hostile and 

dangerous, they could not be relied on if party aims were to be 

realised. Consequently, if socialism was to be achieved, a 

leading part would have to be played by the party. This body 

thus appeared in the minds of many of its members as the 

main instrument for the achievement of social engineering, a 

belief that facilitated the revolution from above. It was also 

consistent with some of the lessons to be drawn from the 

written legacy of the party’s founder, V. I. Lenin. 

The Leninist legacy has featured large in western studies of 

Stalinism and its emergence [38: 403; 99; 111; 166; 167; 175; 

195: 198]. Many have sought to find in Leninism the origins 

of Stalinism, pointing to the Leninist scheme of party organ¬ 

isation, the insistence on correct views, the hegemonic role 

attributed to intellectuals, and the emphasis upon discipline 

as being key impulses coming through Lenin’s writings and 

actions which stimulated the development of Stalinism. But 

once again this argument needs to be treated carefully before 

it is accepted. In its deterministic forms, the so-called ‘con¬ 

tinuity thesis’ is easily rejected [27]. It relies upon a selective 

quotation from the corpus of Lenin’s writings and a partial 

interpretation of both the Leninist and Stalinist periods. In its 

worst forms it can be mechanistic and deny any scope for 

individual activity on the part of political actors. Indeed, it is 

this failure to take into account the autonomy of political 

actors which is its greatest failing. 

The Leninist heritage was rich and varied fare for those 

who followed Lenin [27; 72]. There were certainly elements 

in both Leninism and Bolshevism which were consistent 

with the type of system which emerged at the end of the 

1930s. The authoritarian strand of the Bolshevik tradition, to 

which the writings and actions of Lenin and other Bolshevik 

leaders at times contributed, provided a programme em¬ 

phasising central control, discipline and ideological ortho¬ 

doxy. This strand was consistent with but did not generate the 

highly centralised political system of Stalinism. The more 

democratic strand of Bolshevism emphasised rank-and-file 
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sovereignty, widespread discussion, and the legitimacy of 

intra-party opposition, all of which were reflected in the 

writings and activities at different times of Lenin and other 

Bolshevik leaders. These were completely antithetical to 

Stalinism. In this sense, the pre-revolutionary tradition, in¬ 

cluding its Leninist stream, offered a variety of potential 

courses of development for the party. None was foreordained, 

and the victory of a set of arrangements which more closely 

matched the authoritarian than the democratic strand was the 

result of political choices by the relevant political actors, not of 

some mythical inner essence of either Bolshevism or Lenin¬ 

ism. 

The political development of the Soviet regime was the 

result not of a carefully designed blueprint laid down in 

advance, but of a series of almost ad hoc decisions designed to 

structure political life in the new state. Despite the existence of 

a coalition government with the Left SRs between November 

1917 and March 1918, there is no evidence that Lenin (as 

opposed to some of his colleagues) ever seriously considered 

the creation of anything but a one-party state. Indeed, it was 

during this initial period of Bolshevik rule that major de¬ 

cisions were taken which closed off alternative potential 

avenues of political activity: the closure of the Constituent 

Assembly, the suppression of other political parties, the 

elimination of press freedom and the establishment of party 

control over the soviets all occurred in the early years of 

Bolshevik rule [167]. These moves effectively limited popular 

access to the political sphere to the channels controlled by the 

party (chiefly the soviets) or the party itself, and by 1920 had 

rendered any notion of unfettered competitive politics impos¬ 

sible. 

This limitation of legitimate political activity to the party 

and to party-controlled arenas did help to lay the groundwork 

which made a Stalinist regime possible. It eliminated the 

possibility of legitimate opposition outside the party and, 

perhaps more importantly, gave those sections of society 

which opposed the Bolsheviks no vehicle through which to 

exercise that opposition. Implicitly the principle of societal 

unanimity was established, thereby eliminating the scope for 

a vigorous public life. However, the limitation of legitimate 
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political activity to the party and party-dominated arenas had 

no necessary consequences for the structuring of political life in 

the party. 

Explanations for the rise of Stalinism often give significant 

attention to the personal role of Stalin [40; 47; 87; 166; 194]. 

Of central import in this sort of discussion is the power Stalin 

was able to exercise over personnel distribution within the 

party, a power which enabled him to appoint his supporters to 

positions of responsibility throughout the party apparatus. 

Central to this explanation is Stalin’s institutional position in 

the central party apparatus. Following his appointment as 

General Secretary in April 1922, Stalin was the only member 

of the Bolshevik elite who was simultaneously a full member of 

the Central Committee’s three executive organs, the Polit¬ 

buro, Orgburo and Secretariat. All had been formally estab¬ 

lished in 1919. The Politburo was the major arena of political 

decision-making, while the other two organs were concerned 

with internal party administration, including personnel ques¬ 

tions. Control over the Orgburo and Secretariat, which Stalin 

was able to achieve, gave control over personnel appointment. 

This explanation has some validity, but needs to be attended 

by significant qualifications.^; Stalin’s position as General 

Secretary and his ability to insert his supporters into the 

Central Committee Secretariat enabled him to dominate 

questions of personnel selection from the early-mid-1920s. 

However, the party machine throughout this period was 

insufficiently developed to be able to ensure that the centre 

could exercise continuing control over events at lower party 

levels. While the centre could certainly intervene and remove 

individual party leaders at subnational levels, it could not 

exercise continuing close monitoring of what local leaders 

were doing. Channels of communication between centre and 

localities were underdeveloped, while the central party appar¬ 

atus was clearly not an efficient, smoothly-operating machine. 

Local party leaders were able to rule almost as they liked; 

corruption and abuse of power at these levels was common, 

with local leaders often living a life of luxury and self- 

indulgence. The organisational ties between centre and lower 

officials were therefore looser than has often been assumed 

and certainly were not sufficiently strong to enable us to talk 
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of a solid and disciplined Stalin machine [73; 75; 76]. 

Part of the standard explanation has been that these lower- 

level officials, having been appointed by Stalin and owing 

their positions to him, were his obedient supporters through¬ 

out the factional struggles of the 1920s. However, the weak¬ 

ness of the institutional mechanisms for maintaining tight 

central control meant that these lower-level leaders, in 

practice, had greater autonomy than the standard explanation 

has assumed. This means that instead of being able to rely 

upon the automatic support of these lower-level functionaries, 

Stalin had to work at gaining that support. In effect, he had to 

be able to construct alliances with the lower-level leaders, 

something he was able to do with considerable success until 

1927—8 when the development of distrust between General 

Secretary and lower-level leaders began to gather pace [73; 

76]. 

The background to the establishment of this alliance was 

the succession of conflicts which wracked the party between 

1917 and 1929. Initially, the conflict pitted a nominally united 

leadership against dissident groups with their roots at lower 

levels of the party. The Left Communists in 1918, Military 

Opposition in 1919, and Democratic Centralists and Workers’ 

Opposition in 1920—1 hoisted their battle standards against 

the prevailing line of party policy, only to be defeated on the 

floor of successive party congresses. It was at the X Congress 

of the party in March 1921, against a background of wide¬ 

spread peasant unrest, discontent in the cities and the rising of 

the Kronstadt sailors, that the Democratic Centralists and 

Workers’ Opposition were finally defeated and that the 

famous resolution ‘On Party Unity’ was introduced. This has 

been seen by many as constituting a turning point in party 

history and as being an important step that set the party 

ineluctably on the course to Stalinism [167]. Certainly before 

this resolution the prevailing sentiment was that opposition 

was a legitimate right within the party, providing of course 

that such activity was restricted strictly to party ranks. ‘On 

Party Unity’ effectively changed the official position by out¬ 

lawing all fractions, defined as groups ‘based on some plat¬ 

form or other’ and making those who engaged in fractional 

activity subject to expulsion from the party. But we must be 
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careful not to attribute too much to this resolution. The 

history of the party was littered with resolutions which lost 

their force virtually as soon as they had been adopted. 

Furthermore the same congress as that which had adopted the 

‘On Party Unity’ resolution had encouraged free discussion 

within the party, something which did not sit well with the 

restrictions imposed by this resolution. This means that ‘On 

Party Unity’ served to reduce opposition and stifle debate 

only in so far as it was used in these fashions by political 

leaders. The resolution was important not because of anything 

that flowed automatically from it, but because it was useful as 

a weapon to be wielded against dissent by the leadership 

group around Stalin. 

In the years following Lenin’s illness and subsequent death, 

the unity of the leadership was split by a succession of conflicts 

between the leading figures of the regime. The playing out of 

these conflicts all resulted in the victory of the group sur¬ 

rounding Stalin over successive opposition groups. Following 

Lenin’s death in January 1924, Stalin joined with Zinoviev 

and Kamenev to overcome Trotsky and his supporters in a 

conflict characterised by debate about the future of the 

revolution which saw the emergence of the doctrine ‘socialism 

in one country’ (see below). With Trotsky defeated by early 

1925, Stalin’s alliance with Zinoviev and Kamenev dis¬ 

integrated, and the former allies now came into conflict. In 

Stalin’s struggle against this so-called ‘Left Opposition’, the 

meaning of ‘socialism in one country’ and the attitude the 

party should adopt to the peasantry were major elements in 

the debate. The Left was vanquished by the beginning of 

1926. Stalin had then to confront the so-called ‘United 

Opposition’, led by Trotsky, Zinoviev and Kamenev. Sup¬ 

ported by Bukharin among others, Stalin was able to defeat 

his foes by the end of 1927. Now Stalin split with his erstwhile 

supporters, chiefly Bukharin, Rykov and Tomsky, over the 

question of the fate of NEP. This group, the ‘Right Opposi¬ 

tion’ was defeated by April 1929. In each of these conflicts, 

with the possible exception of that against the Right, most 

lower-level party leaders supported Stalin. Why were Stalin 

and his successive groups of elite colleagues able to defeat 

these different opposition groups, particularly when these 
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groups seemed to boast party leaders of far higher standing 
than Stalin? 

Stalin’s use of the organisational weapon was important. 

Although the limitations of the party’s organisational machin¬ 

ery prevented the maintenance of close, continuing control 

over lower-level party leaders, Stalin could wield his person¬ 

nel powers in such a way as to break up the organisational 

power bases held by his opponents. Perhaps the most famous 

case of this was the destruction of Zinoviev’s base in Leningrad 

in 1926, when Stalin was able to overturn what appeared to be 

Zinoviev’s firmly-based dictatorship with only a few weeks 

work by his supporters. This was merely illustrative of a 

power which extended throughout the party machine. But 

equally important was his ability to win over the support of 

party leaders at all levels. Stalin was able to do this in part 

because of the policy positions he espoused and in part 

because of the authority he was able to project. In terms of 

policy, Stalin espoused positions which lower-level leaders 

found congenial. His advocacy of the doctrine of‘socialism in 

one country’ promised the chance of the successful achieve¬ 

ment of socialism on the basis of their own efforts rather than 

having to be rescued by international revolution, which 

seemed to be the implication of Trotsky’s more international¬ 

ist outlook. This was a powerful argument in the ideological 

context of Russian backwardness. On economic policy 

throughout the middle of the decade, he was associated with 

moderate, centrist policies that seemed to promise continued 

advance, but then towards the end of the 1920s when the 

perception that NEP was running into the sand began to take 

hold, he seemed to offer a way out. Furthermore, each of the 

opposition groups criticised the lack of democracy in the 

party, thereby calling into question the means whereby party 

leaders gained and held their offices. This sort of attack could 

not help but drive lower-level party leaders away from the 

opposition and towards the person who stood at the head of 

the party apparatus of which they were part, Stalin. 

But Stalin was also able to consolidate his support by 

manipulating the symbolic universe of the regime [74]. He 

was able in a much more skilful fashion than his competitors 

to attach himself to the growing cult of Lenin and the myth of 
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October which gave a sense of legitimacy to the regime. By 

doing so, he made it difficult to attack him without appearing 

to attack either Lenin or October. This symbolic manipula¬ 

tion was particularly important because of the large number 

of party members who were new to the party. The party 

increased from 24,000 in 1917 to 1,677,910 in 1930. The 

numbers entering the party were actually much higher than 

these figures suggest because there was a significant wastage 

as a result of purges like those of 1921 and 1929-30, regular 

housekeeping operations throughout the 1920s, the voluntary 

departure of party members and natural causes f 154]. Most of 

the new members had no ideological knowledge and the 

simplistic symbols projected by Stalin therefore appealed to 

them and to their perceived need to demonstrate their good 

party credentials by mastering the ideology. Stalin’s book 

Foundations of Leninism, published in 1924, was particularly 

important in this regard. It is clear, therefore, that Stalin was 

better able than his opponents to establish a sense of his 

authority within party ranks. He was aided in this by the fact 

that his political skills and acumen far outweighed those of his 

rivals; he was a better political tactician, less inclined to the 

grand histrionic gesture, more adept at the manipulative 

manoeuvrings that were an essential part of party politics, and 

better able to pitch his appeal at a level which was attractive 

to the party as a whole. 

What is clear is that by the end of the 1920s Stalin had been 

able to establish himself as the leading person in the party 

leadership. But he had been able to do this not because he had 

a highly disciplined, organised political machine to do his 

bidding, but because he was able to play the rules of the 

political game and to generate political support far more ably 

than his opponents. Furthermore the leadership of which he 

was a part were not solely his creatures. They all had party 

careers which pre-dated their association with Stalin and they 

were all party leaders in their own right. They therefore all 

retained a degree of autonomy from the General Secretary. 

Nevertheless the leadership was clearly different in nature 

from that which had been at the apex of the party under 

Lenin: the range of intellectual ability and interests of the 

Stalinist leadership was lower and their importance in the 
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history of the party was less than those they defeated during 

the 1920s. Clearly the second echelon of party leaders had 

moved into positions of power. 

What does this mean for the roots of Stalinism? The defeat 

of the successive opposition groups, plus the tenets of ‘On 

Party Unity’, did not mean that opposition would not occur in 

the future, but it did alter the methods whereby such opposi¬ 

tion could operate. In doing so, it rendered all opposition 

illegal, and therefore provided the leadership with a major 

weapon with which to defeat any opposition which happened 

to emerge. But this, like the elimination of public channels of 

politics, was not something that was cast in stone. Nothing 

automatically flowed from it independently of action taken by 

the leading political actors. The Stalinist political system as it 

existed from the end of the 1930s would not have emerged 

from the situation that existed at the time of the defeat of the 

Right Opposition without major decisions having been made 

by leading political actors. Neither the continuity thesis nor 

the simple fact of Russian backwardness can explain the 

genesis of the Stalinist system. 
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2 Stalinism Established 

Anyone surveying the Soviet scene in 1927 would have seen a 

society in which there was little direct evidence of the Stalin¬ 

ism that was to come. The principal axis of the economy was 

still the operation of market principles with private enterprise, 

particularly in agriculture, operating alongside those ‘com¬ 

manding heights’ which were under direct state control. 

Cultural life remained vigorous, and although there were clear 

restrictions on what could be published and performed, the 

boundaries of this were much wider and more relaxed than 

they had been either during War Communism or than they 

were to become. Notions of class struggle and of the construc¬ 

tion of socialism were not overpowering themes, while the 

emphasis was upon reconciliation with all social forces, in¬ 

cluding ideologically suspect groups like the intelligentsia and 

the so-called ‘bourgeois specialists’. The more relaxed cultural 

sphere reflected this sense of compromise, and resulted in a 

ferment of ideas, of cultural variety and pluralism. Socially, 

NEP witnessed the re-emergence of stratification along tradi¬ 

tional lines. In the countryside, some farmers were able to 

build up their economic bases and to establish a position of 

economic leadership in the villages. These were to be labelled 

kulaks. In the towns too, differentiated incomes led to strati¬ 

fication, with owners of capital once again being higher on the 

ladder than those they employed to work in their factories and 

workshops. Certainly some avenues for upward mobility had 

opened up for the workers and peasants under the new 

regime, particularly through the revitalisation of industry, the 

expansion of the bureaucracy and the growth of the party, but 

these remained restricted. In political terms, while the ave¬ 

nues for public politics had been closed, the mould of elite 

politics within the party had not yet been set. Open opposition 

had been eliminated, and politics remained oligarchical in 
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form. The continued operation of a sense of collectivism, 

albeit with Stalin emerging as the most important figure, 

contrasts sharply with the personal dictatorship that was to 

characterise Stalinism. 

In all of these areas - economic, cultural, social and 

political — Stalinism was to provide a sharp contrast with the 

situation at the end of the NEP. There was no direct line of 

self-generated development between late NEP and Stalinism; 

the four faces of Stalinism, the economic, cultural, social and 

political, all diverged sharply from their NEPist counterparts. 

Their introduction required the breaking of the mould that 

was setting under NEP. In the case of the economic, cultural 

and social faces, this was achieved through the ‘revolution 

from above’ at the end of the 1920s—early 1930s. For the 

political, it was to come about through the terror. 

The beginning of the ‘revolution from above5 came in 

January 1928 when Stalin sought to extract grain from the 

peasants of Siberia [41; 106]. In response to the grain- 

procurement crisis that became apparent at the end of 1927, 

Stalin resorted to what were acknowledged to be ‘extraordin¬ 

ary measures’ in an attempt to increase the flow of grain into 

the collection points. The use of extraordinary measures had 

been accepted by the Politburo, but Stalin clearly exceeded 

his authority and that body’s wishes through the extensive use 

of force, coercion and grain seizure which he fostered. The use 

of these methods was restricted both in terms of regions and 

time at this stage, but they were resorted to once again in 

1929. With the Right Opposition defeated by April 1929, this 

means of grain collection was escalated into the full-blown 

attack on the peasantry which agricultural collectivisation 

constituted. 

At the XV Congress of the party in December 1927, the 

First Five Year Plan was introduced. This had called for 

increased emphasis upon the development of heavy industry 

and for the fostering of agricultural producers’ cooperatives, 

although it was acknowledged that private production would 

remain the basis of agriculture for some time to come. 

Moreover, coercion was not to be used to force the bulk of the 

middle peasants into the new cooperatives. However, these 

moderate goals were soon overthrown. In December 1929 it 
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was decided that the plan would be achieved in four years, not 

five, and during this period a continual process of revising 

plan targets upward was set in motion. Collectivisation was to 

be completed in the major grain-producing areas by the 

spring of 1932, and the kulaks were to be liquidated as a class. 

Plan targets ceased to reflect rational calculations about 

economic possibilities, and came to represent purely the 

preferences of the political leadership. 

The reasons for this dramatic change in the party’s econo¬ 

mic policy have been reviewed extensively in western scholar¬ 

ship [41; 106; 136; 141]. Despite the fact that collectivised 

agriculture was a net drain on the state’s resources immedi¬ 

ately following collectivisation, with more resources having to 

be committed to agriculture than were forthcoming from 

agriculture for investment elsewhere in the economy, it was 

hoped that this would be the means of ensuring that the state 

was able to get the financial and labour resources from 

agriculture which it needed to pursue its industrialisation 

plans [136]. Of course, resources could have been siphoned off 

from agriculture through the continued operation of the 

market system of NEP, as the Right had argued [28]. But such 

a course of action would not have met the objection that the 

regime was being held to ransom by the peasant producers, 

who, it was believed, used their control over grain supply to 

wring concessions from the authorities. Neither would it have 

met the perceived need for speedy industrial development 

which was present at this time. Furthermore a course of action 

which involved the elimination of the private entrepreneur 

and the smashing of market principles gained sustenance from 

the understanding of Marxist ideology possessed by many 

long-term party members. Although there was clearly a 

counter theme in the ideology, reflected in the broad ideologi¬ 

cal justifications given for NEP, the revival of the sense of 

struggling directly to build socialism and the consequent sense 

of meaning that this gave to marr^party members, ensured 

that this more ‘heroic’ strand of the ideology prevailed over 

the routine, status quo orientation of the pro-NEP strand; the 

militant enthusiasm of the War Communism period returned 

[28]. ~ 
The effect of the revolution from above was momentous and 
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its implementation searing for the society. The course of 

agricultural collectivisation was chaotic and characterised by 

significant levels of force. No adequate preparation had been 

carried out, instructions from the centre gave little concrete 

direction to local political activists about how to achieve the 

centre’s goals, and all the time there was a prevailing sense of 

searching for and rooting out enemies which encouraged 

many to err on the side of harshness when dealing with 

recalcitrant peasants [106]. There was widespread peasant 

opposition, reflected both in armed attempts to prevent the 

implementation of central policy, and in the destruction of 

crops and livestock. Although opposition was particularly 

marked among those who were labelled kulaks and who were 

therefore subject to the policy of dekulakisation (which effec¬ 

tively meant deportation to north Russia or Siberia), such 

sentiments were present among wide sections of the peasan¬ 

try. Millions of peasants died during the course of collectivisa¬ 

tion and dekulakisation, and particularly during the famine of 

1932—3 which struck at the Ukraine and the grain-producing 

areas of the North Caucasus [34]. In the short term, collectiv¬ 

isation constituted a significant setback to the economy, with 

much of the agricultural infrastructure destroyed; beside the 

farms that were disrupted and the equipment that was 

destroyed, the Soviet livestock herd decreased alarmingly - 

between 1928 and 1933, the number of cattle, pigs, and sheep 

and goats fell, respectively, by 45.5, 53.5 and 65.8 per cent 

[140: 44]. The principal longer term effect of collectivisation 

was that it firmly placed the peasantry under state control and 

thereby guaranteed continuing state access to the grain re¬ 

sources of the country. Large-scale private agriculture was 

eliminated, although the right to farm small private plots was 

introduced in 1935. 

In the industrial sector too, rapid transformation was evi¬ 

dent during the First Five Year Plan. The primary emphasis 

was placed upon the development of heavy industry, with the 

result that the established industrial centres in the country 

were refurbished and expanded and completely new industrial 

centres were built from the ground up. Inevitably such 

industrial development was patchy. The speed demanded 

often created waste and shoddiness, but at the same time the 
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industrial infrastructure which has lifted the USSR into the 

status of a superpower was created. 

During the First Five Year Plan (1928-32) a new form of 

economic system was created. Market principles were replaced 

by central direction as the key guiding force of the economy. 

Henceforth the succession of five year plans were to be the 

principal levers of economic life. All decisions about economic 

matters were to be shifted to the planning authorities and 

away from market considerations. In practice, of course, there 

was significant slackness in the control which the central 

planners were able to exercise. The technical means were not 

available that would have enabled them to exercise continuing 

close control over all aspects of a rapidly growing economy 

like that in the USSR. As a result, lower-level economic 

managers did have a degree of autonomy from the centre that 

is not reflected in the official organisational flow charts of the 

economy. Nevertheless the principle was clear: economic 

decisions were to be coordinated in an overall planning 

process which ffave ultimate control to central planners and 
1 O 1 

left no room for market forces. Within a very short space of 
* l 

time, what had been perceived as being the central motor 

force of economic development, the market, was rejected and 

replaced by a completely different principle, that of central 

direction. 

The Stalinist economic system is important not only be¬ 

cause of the features of the system that was established, but 

also because of the means whereby it was created. It is clear 

that a significant level of coercion was used. This was most 

evident during the course of collectivisation, when at times 

military means had to he used to suppress peasant opposition. 

But it was also used in the industrial work force, principally in 

the form of harsh legislation designed to establish labour 

discipline and to tie workers to their existing jobs. The rapid 

expansion of industry created labour shortages which meant 

that factory managers were unable to use unemployment and 

its threat as a means of labour discipline. This role could be 

played only by legislation, and this was put in place early in 

the 1930s: in January 1931 violators of labour discipline were 

made subject to imprisonment; in February 1931 workbooks 

were introduced for industrial and transport workers; in 
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August 1932 the death sentence was introduced for theft of 

state or collective farm property; in November 1932 a day’s 

absence from work could mean dismissal; and in December 

1932 internal passports were introduced, thereby regulating 

the movement of labour. Through this web of legislation, the 

state sought (with less than total success) to control the urban 

labour force, just as it controlled the peasants through their 

membership of the collective farms. The use of mass coercion 

at this time for the achievement of political aims provided 

both a justification and a precedent for its use later, particu¬ 

larly because it was in this instance deemed to be successful. 

But it would be wrong to attribute the massive economic 

changes solely to coercion. A major input into economic 

transformation was popular enthusiasm. In the countryside, 

most peasants were not enthusiastic about the changes, 

although even here there is likely to have been some support 

from among the poorest sections of the villages. However, 

among urban workers and many at middle-level positions in 

the economic structure, enthusiasm and support for the 

changes appear to have been quite strong. Many willingly 

worked overtime, throwing all of their energies into the effort 

to create a new society. The regime offered role models for 

these people, most spectacularly in the form of the Stakhano- 

vite movement. This was a campaign designed to promote 

high levels of labour productivity, using as a model a coal¬ 

miner, Alexei Stakhanov, who was credited with overfulfilling 

his work norm fourteen-fold. It was this enthusiasm which 

enabled many to ignore the socio-economic deprivation they 

had to endure in the new industrial slums that were the 

inevitable result of the rapid course of industrial growth. 

There was thus an enthusiastic response to the regime’s efforts 

to mobilise the populace for its aims of economic transforma¬ 

tion. 

Much of the enthusiasm generated at this time was genuine. 

Among many, there seems to have been a real sense of 

excitement and of achievement, of building a brave new world 

in conditions that seemed unpropitious. Socialism as a way of 

life and the wave of the future seemed assured as the USSR 

surged forward at this time when the capitalist economies 

were wallowing in the trough of depression. The great 
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transformation seemed to herald an end to the compromise 

with capitalism that NEP had clearly been, and a leap to¬ 

wards the achievement of those principles which, ultimately, 

lay at the heart of the regime’s legitimacy. It was this 

conviction that they were building something new and worth¬ 

while which stimulated the militant enthusiasm of this period. 

A significant effect of the attempt to mobilise all efforts into 

achieving the goals of economic transformation was the 

reduction in the conception of what constituted the private 

sphere of a citizen’s life. The Shakhty affair in 1928 [9] was 

instrumental in this. A trial of mining engineers charged with 

sabotage and collusion with foreign powers, this had estab¬ 

lished the principle that there could be no neutrality in the 

struggle to build socialism. People either supported that aim 

or they opposed it, and if the latter, they could legitimately be 

suppressed. The elimination of the possibility of neutrality 

plus the demand that all assist the programme of transforma¬ 

tion, effectively reduced the scope of what was perceived to be 

a legitimate private sphere of a citizen’s life and politicised 

social relations. All had to contribute to the struggle for 

socialism, and therefore all areas of life were legitimate areas 

of concern for the state. 

The mobilisation of all efforts for the achievement of regime 

goals was also to have an effect in the cultural sphere during 

the 1930s. In the period 1928—31, culture was dominated by 

proletarian values [26; 59]. During this period, called the 

cultural revolution, literature and art adopted radical post¬ 

ures in their concentration on the ordinary worker, with the 

cult of the small man in the ascendant. The heroes of socialist 

construction were the factory workers and the toiling 

peasants, as the main focus of culture was on the lower levels 

of the social structure. Notions of class struggle, so evident in 

the rhetoric accompanying the quest for economic transforma¬ 

tion, intruded into the cultural sphere with the demand that 

all culture should embody proletarian values rather than 

those associated with the bourgeoisie. Indeed, the cultural 

revolution was aimed at establishing the hegemony of pro¬ 

letarian values, and along with this rejecting the dominance of 

bourgeois ideology and values. It was the Shakhty trial and its 

rejection of professional expertise as a qualification for positions 
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of trust and responsibility, which stimulated this emphasis on 

the small man, the proletarian, as the key to socialism. 

But the focus of cultural and intellectual life was soon 

shifted, principally as a result of intervention by Stalin [93; 

188]. The dominant trend in culture became much more 

closely and stridently tied to the imperatives of socialist 

construction. The main catchcall of this instrumental 

approach to culture was the doctrine of socialist realism, 

introduced by Stalin’s associate Zhdanov at the first congress 

of the new Union of Soviet Writers in April 1934. The essence 

of this doctrine was that all culture should contribute to the 

construction of socialism; it should be optimistic and happy, 

with the heroes and heroines successfully overcoming seem¬ 

ingly insurmountable odds to place another brick in the 

edifice that was to be socialism. Those writers and artists 

whose work did not contribute in this way, whose work had no 

refevance for the dictates of socialist construction, were unable 

to get an airing. 

But perhaps at least as important as this tying of cultural 

production to the broader task of building socialism was the 

shift in focus away from the small man and onto those higher 

up the social and power scale. The heroes of fiction were no 

longer only the shopfloor worker and the peasant behind the 

plough. As well as people like Stakhanovites and record- 

breaking aviators, the heroes were the factory foremen and 

managers, the chairmen of collective farms, party secretaries 

and military leaders; the office-holder and the expert replaced 

the crude workman as the main force of socialist construction. 

Proletarian figures remained important, but chiefly when they 

had escaped from their proletarian origins either by gainingLa 

responsible office or by becoming a Stakhanovite. No longer 

were the bosses, the authority figures, decried. In place of the 

cult of the little man was the cult of the big man. Hierarchy 

and authority emerged to replace the egalitarianism of pro¬ 

letarian values. This sort of development in the cultural field 

was consistent with developments in the ideological realm and 

in the social sphere, both discussed below. 

The new cultural emphasis on hierarchy and authority was 

clearly much more conservative than the ethos which had 

prevailed during the cultural revolution. The predominance of 
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a more conservative approach reflects in part the dominating 

position which more conservative elements within the cultural 

intelligentsia were able to achieve in the early 1930s, but it 

also reflects the emergence of a new political class whose 

cultural tastes appear to have been much more conservative 

than their predecessors [60]. The newly emergent class saw no 

value in culture for its own sake, having instead a contempt 

for modern trends and a desire to preserve those values which 

they believed were useful for the task at hand, socialist 

construction. Moreover, consisting of upwardly mobile work¬ 

ers and peasants whose cultural experience and horizons were 

severely limited, this new class was unlikely to appreciate 

avant garde art and culture; their preferences were likely to 

turn to the more traditional, conservative values associated 

with a style of life characterised by order, routine, propriety 

and respectability [171]. This conservatism was also evident 

in the field of public life. Egalitarianism was now rejected as 

inequality and privilege became positive concepts. Increasing 

wage differentials and material incentives were lauded for 

their positive effects on worker performance. Public morality 

became more unbending: emphasis was placed on mother¬ 

hood and the traditional family structure, divorce was made 

difficult to obtain, free marriage was denied its former legal 

status, and abortion and homosexuality were made illegal. 

Conservatism dominated in the public sphere. 

This was also evident in the symbolism of nationalism. The 

process of collectivisation was accompanied by the official 

clamping down on expressions of nationalist sentiment by 

political and cultural elites in the non-Russian areas of the 

USSR. ‘Bourgeois nationalism’ became unacceptable and 

grounds for purging. But the most spectacular side of this 

rejection of non-Russian nationalisms was the dramatic re¬ 

surgence of Russian nationalism in the symbolism of the 

regime. Increasingly the touchstone of virtue became Russia, 

its history and culture. Symbols of the Russian past, including 

the leading figures of Russian state-building such as Peter the 

Great and Ivan the Terrible, soon became prominent in the 

regime’s symbolic universe. Similarly reflecting the dominant 

emphasis on the big man, the heroes who had saved Russia in 

the past, such as Nevsky, Suvorov and Kutuzov, once again 



bestrode the stage like colossi. The wholesale rewriting of 

history proceeded apace, with the past of the non-Russian 

peoples of the USSR rewritten in such a way as to present the 

Russians as their saviours. Russian traditions were restored in 

many walks of life. Russian nationalism became during this 

decade a principal ideological prop for the regime. 

The prominence Russian nationalism achieved at this time 

in part reflects its manipulation by the central political 

authorities. The downplaying of cultural diversity which this 

implied fitted in well with the increased political control that 

stemmed from collectivisation and the spread of conservative 

values through the cultural sphere. All of these served to 

eliminate diversity and to channel all efforts into the drive for 

economic development. The emphasis on Russian nationalism 

played a part here also; its focus on the achievements of that 

national group whose levels of economic and cultural develop¬ 

ment were considered superior to those of the other national 

groups in the USSR, provided a stimulant for development. 

This use of Russian nationalism did not fall on deaf ears. It 

was a potent symbol for those millions of Russians who threw 

their efforts into the development plans, providing them with 

an important source of cultural identification, although its 

impact upon the non-Russian nationalities is likely to have 

been more problematic. 

Similar trends to the above were evident in the sphere of 

party ideology. Beginning in December 1929. the cult of Stalin 

had gradually spread until, by midway through the decade, it 

dominated the party’s symbolic universe. Stalin was pre¬ 

sented as omniscient and omnipresent; all the achievements of 

the regime were attributed to his genius, guidance and 

leadership, while his involvement and direction were a 

guarantee of success in any endeavour. Beginning in 1929, he 

was presented as the source of orthodoxy in ideological, 

cultural and intellectual matters [73; 188]. The effect of 

projecting Stalin in this way was to suck the life out of the 

ideology. It became a stale, formalised, stylised set of formulae 

used to justify the official line. Indeed, with the growth of 

Stalinist authority through the cult, Marxism-Leninism be¬ 

came a rigid but subordinate element of public political life. 

The conservatism in the cultural sphere contrasts starkly 



with the radicalism evident in the social sphere. During the 

1930s, a social revolution of gigantic proportions took place 

[65; 66]. Large numbers of people suffered a significant loss of 

status and position at this time: those charged with being 

kulaks, many former owners, managers and ‘bourgeois 

specialists’ in industry, and those who were caught up in the 

purges during the second half of the decade, all suffered in this 

way. But this downward move of groups was more than 

balanced by the massive dimensions of the upward mobility 

experienced by members of the working class and peasantry. 

One of the principal effects of the revolution from above was 

to open up opportunities for people to move into new, higher 

status jobs. In the countryside, collectivisation created a need 

for large numbers of officials to run the new rural organ¬ 

isations, and although many of these new posts were initially 

filled from among urban inhabitants mobilised into the 

countryside, many also were filled from among the peasantry. 

But more important was industrialisation. As increasing 

numbers of factories opened up, the demand for labour 

increased dramatically. Millions of peasants flooded into the 

towns seeking employment in these factories, thereby setting 

their feet firmly on the first rung of the newly-developing 

social ladder; between 1926 and 1939, the proportion of the 

population that lived in the urban areas increased from 18 to 

33 per cent. Despite the appalling conditions people had to 

endure, living in slums on the outskirts of the cities, poorly 

served by public transport and social services, and working 

long hours in what were often dangerous and unhygienic 

conditions, the move to the cities appears to have been seen in 

a positive light because it opened up far more opportunities 

for advancement than were available in the countryside. 

Those who showed any initiative or skill were likely to gain 

quick promotion to foremen or managerial positions because 

here too the demand outstripped the supply. 

An important aspect of this process of upward social 

mobility was the expansion of education that was sponsored at 

this time [61; 67]. Pronypted by the desire to replace the 

bourgeois specialists by those trained under Soviet auspices, 

beginning in the late 1920s intensive efforts were made to 

expand facilities for technical education and to direct large 



numbers of youths into them. The effect of this drive for 

increased education was to ensure that throughout this 

decade, large numbers of people better educated than their 

parents were emerging into the workforce. Moreover they 

possessed a Soviet education rather than one provided by the 

old regime. Some figures will illustrate the dimensions of this 

process. In 1926—7, the total number of students in secondary 

higher schools was 1,834,260; by 1933—4 this had increased to 

5,940,569, and by 1938-9, to 12,088,772 [61: 238]. In all 

higher educational institutions, the number of students in¬ 

creased from 159,800 in 1927-8 to 469,800 in 1932-3, with the 

proportion coming from the working class increasing from 

25.8 to 50.3 per cent over this period [61: 188]. Graduation 

rates escalated, with 170,000 graduating from higher educa¬ 

tion institutions (excluding military institutions) between 

1928 and 1932, and 370,000 between 1933 and 1937. Pro¬ 

motion was rapid; by 1941, 89 per cent of the 1928—32 

graduates and 72 per cent of the 1933-7 graduates were 

leading cadres. A whole new class moved into positions of 

dominance throughout the society. 

Another major source of social mobility was the purges. For 

every person who was removed from a responsible post, 

another had to be found to fill that post. There has been 

considerable debate, much of it of a technical, statistical 

nature, about the number of casualties in the purges. All 

estimates are based on partial or incomplete statistical 

sources, and therefore all must be treated with caution; 

estimates range from the hundreds of thousands to about 15 

million, with most observers accepting a figure that is closer to 

the latter than the former. It is clear that the casualties were 

substantial, directly affecting all families in the USSR. 

Casualties were particularly high among those occupying high 

office in any of the major sectors of life, whether political, 

economic, social, military or cultural [32; 33; 67; 128; 175]; for 

example, among the political elite, according to Khrushchev, 

70 per cent of the party Central Committee were arrested and 

shot [96: 37]. As a result, by the end of the decade the Soviet 

elite was probably the youngest and the most humble in its 

social origins of any elite which ruled any major country — in 

1939, the average age of Politburo members was 50.3, of full 

( 
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Central Committee members 43.7, and of members of the 

Presidium of the Council of Ministers (the cabinet) 42.2 [17: 

89]. The aim of the October revolution had been to put the 

proletariat in power, and by 1939 most of the positions of 

authority in the USSR were filled by those whose social 

origins were either working class or peasant. The social 

revolution which these levels of social mobility constitute 

clearly is as great in its importance as the political revolution 

of 1917. 

If the economic, cultural and social faces of Stalinism 

emerged at the time of the revolution from above at the 

beginning of the 1930s, the political face did not appear until 

the end of the decade. It was the great terror of 1936—8 which 

ushered the essential aspects of Stalinist politics onto the 

Soviet stage. 

One important theme which developed during the revolu¬ 

tion from above and which was important in facilitating the 

purges was the search for enemies. The insecurity evident 

during the earlier period and reflected in the distrust of NEP 

remained a significant theme within party life. Concern at the 

alien influence and the possible infection of the proletarian 

party and regime by the petty bourgeois peasantry was an 

element which made collectivisation popular among many 

party members. This concern was joined about the time of 

collectivisation by worries about the reliability of specialists 

employed in the economic structure. Between 1928 and 1934, 

these worries were reflected in a series of trials of specialists in 

the economy: the Shakhty engineers, the ‘industrial party’, the 

mensheviks, the state farm and Agriculture Commissariat 

officials, and the Metro-Vickers engineers [9; 128; 179]. The 

trend was set by the Shakhty trial in 1928 which sought to link 

the domestic class enemy with the hostile capitalist powers 

and to cast suspicion over the reliability of all technical 

experts working in the economy. This stimulated the training 

of Soviet experts and politicised all social relations. It also 

helped to embed the notion of hidden enemies even deeper 

into the party’s psyche. 

This notion was extended, paradoxically, during the suc¬ 

cessful collectivisation campaign [73; 75]. Many local party 

leaders, those charged with the actual implementation of the 



party’s policy, were unhappy with that policy, or at least with 

the speed and vigour with which it was being applied. These 

are the people who were criticised in Stalin’s famous ‘Dizzy 

with Success’ article in March 1930 [177, vol.12: 197-205]. 

The importance of this is that it transferred the notion of 

enemies into the party’s ranks. This was confirmed when the 

party purge of 1933—4 was announced, and among those 

groups who were to be excluded were double-dealers who 

deceived the party and sought to undermine its policy, those 

who discredited state and party decisions by questioning their 

practicability, and ‘enemies with a party card in their pock¬ 

ets’. While this purge did aim at general housekeeping tasks 

within the party, it is mistaken to argue, as Getty does [70; 

71], that it did not also aim at eliminating enemies within 

party ranks. It is clear that in the central leaders’ minds, at 

least part of the: administrative sloppiness was due to the 

activities of those in the party who were opposed to the party 

and its policies. The purge’s inability to rid the party of 

enemies is reflected in subsequent party policy. Particularly 

important were the campaigns for the verification of party 

documents in 1935 and the exchange of party cards in 1936. 

Like the earlier purge, both campaigns were directed in part 

at improving the party’s administrative procedures, but in 

their intent and implementation they were directed at those 

who did not obey directions from the centre. These were seen 

as enemies, seeking to subvert party policy. The assumption 

that enemies of the party and the regime could be found inside 

the party was an important element which facilitated the 

outbreak of the great terror and the application of it to the 

party. 

But recognition of this possibility alone was insufficient to 

break down the party’s defences against such an attack upon 

it as an institution. What was important was the power which 

the leader, Stalin, was able to accumulate. Plumbing the 

depths of an individual’s personality is a risky business at the 

best of times, but it is even more so when there are no 

scientific records which would provide an insight into Stalin’s 

state of mind. Explanations for the subsequent course of 

development which rely excessively upon assumptions about 

the mental illness of Stalin should be treated with caution. It 
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is, nevertheless, impossible to exclude the figure of Stalin from 
any explanation of developments in the 1930s. 

At a minimum it can be argued that Stalin felt somewhat 

uncertain about his position. In 1929 he was still a member of 

the oligarchy which ran the country, albeit the most impor¬ 

tant member. However, he was not in a position whereby he 

could ensure that his views held sway over those of his 

colleagues. Furthermore his position in the leading ranks 

of the party may have been weakened by the course of 

collectivisation. Although it had ultimately been successful, 

in its implementation it had been a close run thing and may 

have called his judgement into question in the minds of his 

leadership colleagues. Uneasiness over Stalin’s leadership is 

demonstrated by the emergence of three shadowy opposition 

groups in the early 1930’s: the Syrtsov—Lominadze group in 

1930 and the Riutin Platform and the Eismont—Tolmachev— 

Smirnov group in 1932. The most important was the Riutin 

Platform which both criticised the collectivisation policy and 

called for the removal of Stalin. According to some accounts 

[138], Stalin called for the execution of Riutin but was 

overruled by a majority in the Politburo. If true, this showed 

the limits of his authority. The limits of his ability to get rid of 

his critics were further emphasised by the failure of the 1933— 

4 purge to remove those critical of the policies associated with 

his name, most importantly collectivisation. In addition, there 

was opposition to Stalin at the XVII Congress in January 

1934, the so-called ‘Congress of Victors’, where 270 delegates 

(22 per cent of full delegates) voted against Stalin in the 

election for the Central Committee. This was the first time 

since the early 1920s that large numbers of delegates voted 

against_an official candidate in a leadership election. All of 

this suggests a StaJhlLwho was nowhere near as secure in his 

leading position as he would have wished. 

This picture of a Stalin who saw his position as under threat 

provides a perfect backdrop for those theories which portray 

Stalin as the eminence grise behind the assassination of 

Leningrad party boss Sergei Kirov in December 1934 [138; 

also 70: 207-10]. In these theories, Kirov is portrayed as the 

most likely alternative leader to Stalin, the person those who 

voted against Stalin at the XVII Congress preferred to see as 
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party leader. Stalin is shown as wanting Kirov out of the way 

to remove the potential challenge. He is also shown as seeing 

Kirov’s assassination as a means of legitimising the introduc¬ 

tion of the terror, which he wanted to do in order to eliminate 

the opposition to him which he had been unable to remove 

through the 1933-4 purge. The insecure Stalin is thus shown 

as planning the terror of 1936-8 well in advance and plotting 

the Kirov assassination to provide a justification for this. This 

circumstantial case is plausible, but unproved, and until the 

Soviet archives are opened is likely to remain so. However, an 

argument could also be mounted to the effect that the 

assassination was more the work of the security apparatus, the 

NKVD. This body was anxious to make a strong case for its 

indispensability in the face of apparent challenges to it at this 

time; the moderation of domestic policy in 1933-4 (with the 

consequent downplaying of rhetoric about enemies in society 

at large - in contrast to the continuing search for enemies in 

the party) plus the reorganisation of the security forces in 1934 

which seemed designed to restrict their capacity for indepen¬ 

dent activity, suggest a downgrading of the security appar¬ 

atus. What better than the assassination of a prominent party 

leader to emphasise the indispensability of the security forces? 

This argument too is plausible and has received some indirect 

support in the Soviet press through the charge that the 

assassination was plotted by NKVD chief Yagoda, but it 

remains unproved. But in any case, what is clear is that Stalin 

used the assassination to ram through legislation which made 

the unleashing of the terror easier. 

Stalin introduced an ‘extraordinary law’ which denied 

those accused of terrorism any protection in the investigation 

of the charges, while that investigation was to be completed in 

the shortest possible time and immediately followed by execu¬ 

tion of those found guilty, For the first time in the history of 

the party, party membership) was not a barrier against the 

application of the death penalty. During the height of the 

terror, 1936—8, the police could intervene at will in party 

affairs, removing party members for trial and execution 

without the prior permission of party authorities. The special 

place of the party in the structure of the regime was thereby 

removed [73]. Thus although the terror did not flow on 
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immediately from the Kirov murder, this was important for 

the former’s development; it both stimulated the hunt for 

enemies inside the party and provided the occasion for the 

introduction of measures which undermined the party’s im¬ 

permeability to the blows of the police. 

Like collectivisation which had preceded it, the terror was a 

searing experience for Soviet society. Untold numbers suffer¬ 

ed, with only some of the most prominent appearing in the 

three show trials in Moscow in 1936, 1937 and 1938 [151; 152; 

153]. The turnover in responsible positions at all levels of 

society was substantial, with the effect of destroying all of the 

institutional structures as autonomous entities. The party and 

state machines, the trade unions, the youth league, even the 

military ceased to have an independent identity of their own; 

all were subject to the depredations of the police. However, 

even the police were not immune. When Stalin chose, the 

police were themselves purged, once in 1936 and again in 

1938. It is clear that the police were operating under his 

general oversight, and while he did not know about every 

single person who was purged, the responsibility for the extent 

of the suffering ultimately belongs to Stalin because, at the 

least, he allowed it to happen. In fact, his complicity goes 

much further (see Chapter 4). 

However, acknowledgement of Stalin’s ultimate responsi¬ 

bility explains neither why the terror was instituted nor its 

scope. Both questions remain a matter of considerable debate. 

With regard to the former, the interests of both Stalin 

personally and the NKVD institutionally must be taken into 

account. For Stalin, the unleashing of police action appears to 

have been an attempt to use extraordinary measures to get rid 

of those opponents he had been unable to eliminate through 

the 1933—4 purge, the 1935 verification and the 1936 ex¬ 

change. For the NKVD, an expansion in their role in this way 

would have been very welcome had they felt under pressure as 

suggested above; not only did they gain a higher profile 

through the search for enemies, but they were also in the 

position to be able to take action against those who wished to 

see them downgraded, and through the emasculation of the 

party, to emerge as the leading institution in the Soviet 

system. 
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But motives like these are not sufficient to explain the scope 

of the terror. One element in this was the target fulfilment 

mentality. All security forces had to achieve ever-increasing 

targets of arrests; failure to achieve targets rendered people 

subject to suspicion as enemies. The effect of this was com¬ 

pounded by inertia. Once the terror had begun, it gained its 

own momentum, both as a result of institutional rationale and 

of the mechanism of denunciation. If the rationale of the 

NKVD was perceived to be the uncovering of enemies, only if 

it was doing this could its existence be justified. This was re¬ 

inforced by its desire to crush all institutional challengers to its 

primacy. But relevant too was the mechanism of denunciation; 

investigations proceeded in part through the extraction of con¬ 

fessions and the denunciation of others. People hoped to gain 

leniency for themselves or their families by cooperating with the 

NKVD, and were therefore willing to denounce others to the 

security organs. The circle of victims thereby widened. 

If the reasons for the terror and its scope are still under 

debate, there is no disagreement about its effect. The terror 

ushered in a new form of political system in the Soviet Union, 

the Stalinist system. This was a system in which the personal 

dictator was supreme. His will was law, and henceforth no one 

openly challenged his authority. No longer was Stalin simply 

the most important cog in an oligarchy; now he was the focus 

and major power in the leadership. He could decide issues as 

he wished, without the fear that he would be overturned, 

But personal dictatorship alone does not constitute a Stalin¬ 

ist political system. The other central aspect of the system was 

the institutionalisation of the terror. By unleashing the terror 

on the party during the 1936-8 period, Stalin both reinforced 

the politicisation of all social relations and entrenched uncer¬ 

tainty into the operating principles of the system. The rules of 

politics had now changed; opposition could mean death, so 

that the stakes for political players were much higher. This 

constituted a fundamental change from the system which went 

before and, in conjunction with the personal dictatorship, 

clearly marks the Stalinist political system dating from the 

end of the 1930s as fundamentally different from any which 

had preceded it. 

However, the centralisation of political affairs which the 
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dominance of Stalin represents does not mean that central 

controls over lower-level figures were tight and continuing. 

Regional leaders retained substantial autonomy in local 

affairs, albeit within a framework in which the centre could 

remove those leaders if it wished. But the institutional 

machinery for exercising close, continuing control was lack¬ 

ing. Local party leaders were still able to follow substantially 

their own policy lines in local affairs; the levying of their own 

local taxes on top of central demands is one illustration of the 

room for manoeuvre they possessed. Furthermore the degree 

of control which local party organs themselves were able to 

exercise over their local regions remained limited by such 

things as poor transport and communications, despite the 

effects of the revolution from above. The high level of central¬ 

isation at elite levels thus coexisted with significant looseness 

lower down the political structure. The Soviet system clearly 

did not match the totalitarian model which has often been 

used to analyse the USSR, although it was powerful'enough 

and its organisational sinews were sufficiently strong to main¬ 

tain its dominance within Soviet society. 

The economic, cultural and social faces of Stalinism thus 

emerged at the beginning of the 1930s. The political face 

emerged at the end of that decade. One scholar has recently 

argued that the economic crisis of 1927-8 was the midwife of 

Stalinism [148]. Clearly the economic difficulties at the end of 

the 1920s were central to the introduction of those policies 

which constituted the revolution from above. They were 

therefore important for the economic face of Stalinism and, to 

the extent that both the cultural and social faces flowed from 

the revolution from above, for those faces as well. But the 

consolidation of these faces in the Soviet landscape did not 

predetermine the political face of Stalinism. The regime could 

have remained highly mobilisational in nature, characterised 

by those features which constituted the economic, cultural 

and social faces of Stalinism without adopting the political 

face and the personal dictatorship and institutionalisation of 

terror that this involved. The terror, and the consequent 

establishment of the political face of Stalinism, did not grow 

automatically from the revolution from above, as the relaxa¬ 

tion in domestic policy in 1933—4 demonstrates. Certainly the 
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revolution from above facilitated the later terror; it stimulated 

the concerns about enemies inside the party and it legitimised 

the use of coercion to achieve political goals, but it was not 

intrinsically part of the same process [166; 192], except in the 

broadest sense of giving rise to the Stalinist phenomenon. The 

terror was instituted by political decisions in the latter half of 

the 1930s that were designed to cope with what those who 

made those decisions perceived to be problems. While those 

problems may in part have been due to the revolution from 

above, this was not their sole source. There was, therefore, no 

necessary generative link between the revolution from above 

and the terror, between the economic and political faces of 

Stalinism. 
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3 The War and High 
Stalinism 

By the end of the 1930s, Stalinism was a rounded system, with 

all four faces now established. This does not mean that further 

development and change were not possible, but that the 

changes that did occur took place within the boundaries 

previously established. An important stimulus in this process 

was provided by the war. 

The Stalinist economic system was one well suited to the 

war effort. Indeed, the economies of many of the other 

combatants moved in the direction of greater central co¬ 

ordination and planning, like that associated with the Soviet 

economic structure created during the 1930s. The centralisa¬ 

tion of control meant that the economy could quickly move 

onto a full war footing, particularly since the last years of the 

1930s had seen an increasing emphasis placed upon the 

production of weapons and war materiel in general. In this 

sense, the general priority on heavy industry evident in the 

earlier decade was also useful for the war effort because it 

facilitated the move to wartime production much more than 

would have been the case had a focus on light industry and 

consumer goods production been characteristic of the Soviet 

development pattern. 

The dangers to national survival, reflected most starkly in 

the advance of the German army to the gates of Moscow, 

instilled a sense of purpose and urgency which helped propel 

economic decision-making in a more centralised direction. 

The institutional manifestation of this was the establishment 

of the State Defence Committee on 30 June 1941, some eight 

days after the German invasion. This body had absolute 

power over all other organisations in the country, including 

party, state and military organs, and was the supreme authority 
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on all matters. Headed by Stalin, in his new position of 

Chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars, or prime 

minister, the Defence Committee was the focus of all high- 

level Soviet activity on the economic front. 

The economic priorities of the pre-war period were also 

reaffirmed during the war, at least in the sense that consumer 

goods remained a very low priority for the Soviet authorities. 

All efforts were mobilised for the war, with even greater 

controls being placed on all aspects of economic development; 

quarterly and even monthly plans were introduced in an 

attempt to further the war effort. By 1942 some 55 per cent of 

the national income was devoted to ‘military purposes’, a 

proportion that was reflected in a significant expansion of 

military production; in 1942 the USSR produced 60 per cent 

more aircraft and 3.7 times more tanks than it had in 1941 

[139: 273]. The priority given to the war effort thus left very 

little room for the provision of consumer goods, with only 14 

per cent of the cloth, 10 per cent of the clothing, 16 per cent of 

the knitwear and 7 per cent of the footwear available for sale 

in 1943 as there had been in 1940 [139: 278]. 
The mobilisation of all resources for the war effort meant a 

further tightening of discipline in the factories and on the 

farms. The amount of labour individual farmers had to 

contribute to the collective farms was increased in 1942, while 

disciplinary measures introduced into the factories in 1940 

were extended. Workers in the war industries and transport 

were placed under military discipline; voluntary resignation 

was not permitted, overtime was made compulsory, holidays 

abolished, and the mobilisation of those not engaged in 

essential areas was instituted. Such disciplinary measures 

were buttressed by a surge of patriotic enthusiasm as the 

population rallied to defend the Motherland against the 

attack from without. 

The patriotism which surged at this time, reflecting the 

instinctive reaction to the German invasion, repulsion at the 

ferocity of the German forces and the stimulus of Soviet 

propaganda, was also important in reinforcing the ties of 

authority which bound the economic structure together. De¬ 

spite the centralisation of authority in the State Defence 

Committee, the channels through which such authority could 
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be exercised over the lower-level components of the economic 

machine remained underdeveloped. Lower-level economic 

leaders retained considerable practical autonomy in the run¬ 

ning of their affairs. The mechanisms that would have enabled 

continuing central monitoring of performance were not in 

place, while the proliferation of instructions from above and 

the contradictory nature of the directives and goals often 

contained in them meant that lower-level functionaries pos¬ 

sessed room for manoeuvre that made the economic machine 

much less centralised than it appeared. Indeed, the growth of 

private plots on the outskirts of the cities in an endeavour to 

meet the food shortages reflects the way in which the high 

level of centralisation was accompanied by significant practi¬ 

cal looseness. The commitment of all to the war effort and the 

associated power of patriotism helped prevent the system from 

breaking down under the pressures posed by the war. 

Patriotism was also important in the growth of the cultural 

face of Stalinism during the war. The most important aspect 

of the development of Stalinist culture at this time was the 

growth of Russian nationalism. This aspect of cultural life had 

been quite prominent since the mid-1930s, but during the war 

it came to dominate the entire Soviet symbolic universe. The 

historic defenders of the Russian Motherland were projected 

through all avenues of cultural expression from war propaganda 

to literature, education, art and the cinema. The building of 

the Russian state and its defence against aggressors became 

continuing themes as the current struggle was rooted into the 

historical consciousness of the Russians. Much was made of 

the defence of Moscow, the traditional capital, in these terms. 

The Orthodox Church, vigorously repressed during the 1930s, 

was restored to official favour, and all of the symbolism that 

was associated with it was directed into the defence of the 

Motherland. 

The appeal to Russian nationalism was profoundly conser¬ 

vative. It constituted a falling back on the traditions and 

culture heroes of the past of much of the Soviet population. 

But it was also exclusionist. In the face of this emphasis upon 

Russian culture and values, the cultures of the non-Russian 

nationalities were downgraded significantly. A programme of 

Russification was maintained, as the highest ideal appeared to 
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be the Russian identity. The contempt with which the other 

national groups were treated is illustrated by the fate of a 

number of small national groups charged with aiding the 

Germans. They were deported from their homelands to 

Siberia and Kazakhstan in late 1943—early 1944 [36]. Within 

the outflowing of Russian nationalism, the non-Russian 

nationalities appeared as minor social groups whose present 

state of development and current advances had been due 

solely to the leadership of the Russians. 

An important aspect of this emphasis upon the Russian past 

was the way in which the cult of Stalin was associated with the 

historic figures of Russian tradition. Cast in the mould of the 

tsar defenders of Russia, Stalin was projected as the great war 

leader. Although he seems not to have left the Kremlin, 

pictures were prepared and displayed showing Stalin at the 

front, while Soviet soldiers were encouraged to run into battle 

crying ‘For Stalin! For the Motherland!’ Symbolically, Stalin 

represented the link between the successes achieved by the 

former great leaders of Russia and the current struggle against 

the Germans. He was the new tsar. 

Another important aspect of the cultural face of Stalinism 

was the decline in the role of Marxism-Leninism. This was 

overwhelmed by the patriotic emphasis, and is symbolised by 

the speech delivered by Stalin on 3 July 1941 when he 

summoned the Soviet people to struggle for victory over the 

invading forces. This speech was completely devoid of the 

symbolism and rhetoric of the building of socialism, and this 

remained a characteristic of Soviet public life throughout the 

war. Indeed, the formal ideology of the regime virtually 

ceased to be a feature of the regime’s relationship with its 

citizenry; rampant Russian nationalism replaced it as the 

most important form of public discourse. 

Change also occurred in the content of such cultural 

vehicles as literature, art and the cinema, although the essence 

of the message remained unchanged. If in the 1930s, Soviet 

cultural figures had been encouraged to focus on the struggle 

for the building of socialism, during the war the overwhelming 

emphasis was upon achieving military victory. The worker in 

the factory and the peasant on the land were now joined by 

the soldier in the trenches as fighters for the regime’s ends. 
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Culture was still seen in an instrumental fashion; its task was 

to contribute to the overall aim of the society, and this shift 

from socialist construction to military victory did not change 

this goal-related task. However, within these parameters there 

was greater freedom about what could be produced in the 

cultural sphere than there had been in the 1930s. Political 

controls were relaxed in an endeavour to stimulate enthu¬ 

siasm for the war effort, resulting in a degree of flexibility in 

the cultural sphere unknown since the 1920s. 

The conservatism evident in the cultural realm during the 

1930s therefore remained during the war, buttressed most 

especially by the heavy emphasis upon patriotism. In the 

realm of public morals it was evident also. The mobilisation of 

all energies for the war effort reinforced the earlier emphases 

upon discipline in the economic sphere. The values of the 

family and high moral rectitude retained an important place 

in the system of public values, although always within a 

context of commitment to the cause of winning the war. 

Virtue, self-sacrifice and heroism were the order of the day. 

Such a focus was particularly important because of the 

absence of so many men at the front, leaving their wives and 

loved ones at home to cope as best they could. These sorts of 

values were therefore important not just for the shaping of 

behaviour patterns within Soviet society, but also for the sake 

of the war effort. 

Turning to the social face of Stalinism, the wartime experi¬ 

ence was, like the 1930s, one of significant social mobility. 

Two major avenues operated at this time. The first was the 

army. The need for troops was almost unending, particularly 

in the light of the serious reverses suffered at the outbreak of 

hostilities. The longer the war continued, the longer the lists of 

casualties, with the consequent continuing need for ever more 

troops; by war’s end, the Red Army comprised some 5 million 

men, while approximately another 8 million soldiers died 

during the war. Entry into the army was, for many people 

from the countryside, an important step along the path of 

social mobility. Armies have often played this role, taking in 

the uneducated, often providing them with a skill, and thereby 

better equipping them to make their way in civilian life. The 

Soviet army did this for many during the war, but even for 
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those who did not gain skills that they could put to later 

civilian use, military service affected their social status; many 

remained in the high-status officer ranks, while for many 

others war service lifted them out of the rut into which they 

had settled in the pre-war period. 

The other avenue of vast social mobility, the movement into 

major roles in the production process, principally affected 

women. With the draining of large numbers of men away to 

the war, and the continuing high demands for increased 

production in both the factories and the farms, the worker 

vacancy had to be filled by women. During the war, large 

numbers of women moved into jobs which had previously 

been performed by men. The factory workforce had a signi¬ 

ficant infusion of female labour (during the war some 53 per 

cent of the urban workforce was female) while on the farms 

women also took over much of the heavy work which pre¬ 

viously had been dominated by the men. By moving into more 

responsible and higher status positions, women in general 

appeared to be major winners in the social sphere. However, 

this was not to last beyond the peace. 

The effect of the war was to strengthen two of the diverse 

strands that made up the political face of Stalinism - personal 

dictatorship and the autonomy of lower-level political actors. 

At the centre of the Stalinist system, Stalin’s personal position 

was strengthened, chiefly by the decline of the major institu¬ 

tional structures that had dominated Soviet politics before the 

Stalinist political system had come into being. As effective 

operating bodies, the central organs of the party ceased to 

operate. No party congress was convened during this period, 

the full CC plenum appears not to have met, and while the 

Politburo, Orgburo and Secretariat may have met on a more 

regular basis, they exercised little power. The leading state 

organ, the Council of People’s Commissars, also played little 

role in government affairs. These major institutions were 

replaced by the Defence Committee and by the military 

Supreme Command, or Stavka. These two bodies, linked by 

Stalin who headed them both, were the main institutional foci 

of central political life. The Defence Committee was a new 

body, created by Stalin to handle the war, while the Stavka 

could play the sort of role it did only because Stalin had 
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ushered it forward onto the national stage. Neither body was 

therefore in a position to impose any significant constraints 

upon Stalin. Furthermore the security apparatus was still 

active, and this remained under the control of one of Stalin’s 
closest supporters, Beria. 

A further sign of the weakness of the party and state 

structures was that the distinctions that had been maintained 

between them effectively disappeared, at least at the centre 

where the leading bodies were fused. This is best illustrated by 

the way in which Stalin became Chairman of the Council of 

People’s Commissars (or prime minister) in May 1941 while 

remaining party Secretary, and by the way in which members 

of the Defence Committee took on responsibility for the major 

branches of production regardless of the offices they formally 

held in either party or state [166: 499]. 
While the reduction of the party and state machines in this 

way enhanced Stalin’s position, this does not mean that he 

alone made decisions. Khrushchev’s picture of Stalin deciding 

battle strategy on a globe of the world is clearly a caricature 

[16; 37; 96: 58]. Stalin took advice from the military experts, 

at least following the initial military setbacks. Matters were 

discussed, but although all could have their say, ultimately 

Stalin was able to resolve the question in whichever way he 

thought fit. This meant that there was always a struggle 

between Stalin’s subordinates for his ear, with the result that 

Stalin’s ‘court’ remained the scene of intrigue and factional 

struggle, albeit muted by the war, throughout this period. The 

origin of many of these struggles for the dictator’s ear pre¬ 

ceded the outbreak of the war and were the products of long¬ 

standing rivalries [85]. Many were not resolved until after 

hostilities had ended. 

But if Stalin’s personal power was consolidated during the 

war, so too was the practice of effective autonomy on the part 

of lower-level political actors which had existed during the 

1930s. Although the security apparatus remained an instru¬ 

ment that the centre could use to bring recalcitrants into line, 

the weakness of the continuing linkages between the centre 

and lower levels posed a major barrier to the exercise of 

effective monitoring by Moscow. The concentration of efforts 

on the war and the overwhelming commitment to successful 
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prosecution of it, meant that as long as the lower levels were 

seen to be contributing to that effort, they were likely to be left 

substantially to their own devices. There was thus no real 

change to central-lower-level relations; providing the latter 

did not bring unfavourable attention to themselves through 

poor performance, they would be left alone. Thus even during 

the war and the pressures for centralisation that that involved, 

the political system retained a high degree of effective decen¬ 

tralisation. 

In May 1945, the German surrender brought the war in 

Europe to a victorious end for the Soviet Union and the Allied 

powers. Victory had been very expensive for the USSR; some 

20 million Soviet soldiers and civilians were killed or incapaci¬ 

tated during the war. Many towns and cities lay in ruins, with 

almost half of all urban living space in occupied territory 

destroyed. Large numbers of factories were left in ruins, while 

much of the agricultural infrastructure was destroyed. The 

transport network in the occupied areas had to be almost 

totally rebuilt. But ultimately, the USSR had triumphed. The 

Stalinist system was partly responsible for this. While it is true 

that the midwife of political Stalinism, the terror, had con¬ 

tributed to the early setbacks suffered by Soviet forces, the 

centralisation of the economic and political structures enabled 

the transformation of the economy onto a war footing in a 

shorter time than would have been possible had the economy 

worked on a decentralised, market basis. Furthermore while 

the centralisation of political power magnified the effect of any 

mistakes Stalin made, it also enabled speedy decision-making 

and similarly magnified the effect of good decisions. Moreover 

the propaganda apparatus that was developed was also 

instrumental, particularly in terms of its effect of maintaining 

popular enthusiasm and commitment. Indeed, the war posed 

a major test of the Stalinist system, and it had come through 

that test well. The question now was whether it could make 

the transition easily back to a peacetime situation. 

In the economic sphere, Stalin dismantled the institutional 

arrangements he had set in place during the war; the Defence 

Committee was abolished and the Council of Ministers (which 

the Council of People’s Commissars was renamed in 1946) 

re-emerged as the leading economic organ [52]. The task to be 
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fulfilled was enormous: the very high level of economic 

destruction caused by the war had to be repaired, and because 

of the early growth of tension with the West, this had to be 

done overwhelmingly from domestic resources. There was a 

foreign input to this process in the form of the economic plant 

and materiel shipped back to the USSR from the Eastern 

European countries at the end of the war, but the vast bulk of 

the impetus for economic development came from within. 

The priority for repairing the war damage plus the percep¬ 

tion of a hostile West strengthened pressures for the main¬ 

tenance of the economic model that had emerged during the 

1930s and had been strengthened during the war. The direc¬ 

tive nature of the economy was maintained, with all major 

economic goals set in the central planning apparatus in 

Moscow and passed down to the subordinate levels of the 

economic apparatus in the form of plan targets. In practice, of 

course, considerable local autonomy continued severely to 

qualify the extent of central direction. The primary emphasis 

remained the production of heavy industry and of those 

capital goods which were essential to the growth and develop¬ 

ment of the heavy industry sector. Consumer goods remained 

a low priority in the Stalinist development strategy; in the 

1945-50 period, only 12.1 per cent of industrial investment 

was directed to the light and food industries, with the 

remainder going to the producer goods/heavy industry sector 

of the economy [139: 290]. Planning goals remained taut, in 

the sense that high expectations were reflected in the plan 

targets adopted. Industry in the occupied areas was rapidly 

rebuilt, with the 1940 production levels of coal, metallurgical 

output and electricity in the Ukraine surpassed by 1950 [139: 

239]. The reconstruction effort, added to the increased capac¬ 

ity which had been developed in the Urals and Siberia during 

the war, ensured that by the time of Stalin’s death the Soviet 

industrial infrastructure had recovered from the ravages of the 

war. 

In the agricultural sector too there was an emphasis on the 

traditional Stalinist principles. In those areas which had been 

newly incorporated into the USSR, including the Baltic 

republics and parts of Poland and Bessarabia, agricultural 

land was collectivised and private agriculture as the principal 
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form of farming eliminated [180]. Furthermore throughout 

the Soviet Union, new restrictions were placed upon the 

peasants’ private plots. These had been given freer rein during 

the war, principally because of the parlous state the country 

found itself in, but in the post-war period policy turned once 

more to restricting these activities. Agriculture limped along, a 

product of the wartime devastation, drought in 1946, the official 

emphasis upon industrial development and a confused and 

misguided agricultural policy. A proliferation of bureaucratic 

controls over agriculture, the imposition of inappropriate 

cropping policies and the lack of adequate material or finan¬ 

cial incentives all delayed agricultural revival. By 1952, the 

1940 production levels in three main areas of the economy — 

grain, potatoes and cows — had still not been reached [139: 

303]. 
Mobilisation remained a major instrument of economic 

policy. Lacking sufficient resources of funds which could be 

directed into the manifold areas requiring capital investment, 

the authorities were forced to rely heavily on mobilising 

labour resources in pursuit of their economic goals. In overall 

terms there was no shortage of labour, although the toll taken 

by the war did reduce the numbers of men who, upon 

demobilisation, could enter the workforce. This meant that 

although when the men returned many women were forced 

out of the jobs they had taken on during the war, sections of 

the workforce were much more heavily saturated by women 

than had been the case in the 1930s. 

But the problems with relying principally upon labour 

mobilisation for economic growth stemmed less from the 

number or gender of workers available than from the general 

feeling of exhaustion that afflicted the population as a whole. 

The physical demands of the war had sapped a lot of the 

energy out of the Soviet people, just as it had done for many of 

the other combatants, and although the first flush of enthu¬ 

siasm with the victory helped to hide this fact, the attempts to 

rely on mass mobilisation brought it clearly to the fore. The 

results of relying upon this as the main economic mechanism 

were therefore disappointing from the leadership’s perspec¬ 

tive, and growth rates did not reach expected levels in all 

areas of the economy. 
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Levels of social mobility during this period seem to have 

been lower than they had been at earlier times. Many who 

had been in the army returned to take up factory jobs, and for 

many of these such employment was an improvement on what 

they had been doing prior to the war. The large numbers of 

men killed during the war also left gaps that had to be filled 

and therefore provided some additional scope for social mobil¬ 

ity. However, as indicated above, the return of many men 

from the front forced large numbers of women out of the 

positions they had occupied in the workforce. For many, this 

involved a decline in the status of the jobs they performed, and 

therefore suggests a form of downward mobility on their part. 

But for many other women, their continuing role in the 

workforce meant improved education and an improvement in 

social status. Thus although there was some fluidity in the 

social sphere, the dimensions of this appear more limited than 

during earlier periods. The reduction in scope for mobility 

reflects a fundamental difference between the 1930s and this 

period: the rapid expansion of the economic mechanism 

compared with the struggle to get it back to what it had been 

before the devastation of the war. 

For the ordinary populace, life remained difficult in the 

post-war period. The harshness and deprivation of the war 

years were eased, but the overwhelming concentration on the 

rebuilding of heavy industry meant that there was little scope 

for improvements in material standards of living. Housing 

remained in short supply, particularly in those regions that 

had been under wartime occupation, while the availability of 

consumer goods saw little improvement on the situation in the 

1930s. Food supply also remained inadequate. Thus as the 

Soviet people, like those of the other combatant countries, 

struggled to overcome the devastation wrought by the war, 

they continued to have to tighten their belts within an 

economy characterised by continuing scarcity. 

The cultural face of Stalinism remained dominated by a 

strongly conservative ethos. An important element of this 

remained Russian nationalism. Fuelled by the growing sense 

of hostility on the part of the outside world, reflected most 

graphically in the onset of the Cold War in the second half of 

the 1940s, official Russian nationalism became more chauvin- 
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istic and intolerant than it had been before. The glories of the 

Russian tradition were trumpeted across the length and 

breadth of the USSR. In accord with this, the traditions and 

cultures of the other national groups within the USSR were 

placed under extreme pressure as the drive for the Russifica¬ 

tion of these regions mounted. The chauvinism of this 

approach was reflected in the intolerance towards other 

cultures and values. This was illustrated most spectacularly 

by the bitter attacks on ‘cosmopolitanism’ towards the end of 

the 1940s and the claims that all of the most important 

discoveries, from the theory of relativity to the invention of the 

submarine, were made by Russians. Anti-semitism was parti¬ 

cularly virulent. 

In the held of public morality conservatism also held sway. 

This was particularly evident in the public attitude to women 

compared with men. Mention has already been made of the 

way in which women were expected to vacate their jobs in 

favour of men returning from the front. In the drive to make 

good the population losses sustained by the war, the official 

attitude became one of encouraging women to bear larger 

numbers of children; this was portrayed as their major, and 

patriotic, duty. Furthermore, reflecting the decline in the 

number of men and the consequent shortage of eligible 

bachelors to satisfy the number of women, men were made no 

longer legally responsible for children born out of wedlock. At 

the same time the family was a major positive symbolic 

element in the regime’s set of values. Notions of womens’ 

rights, never a strong element under Stalinism, receded even 

further into the background in the post-war period. Abortion 

remained out of bounds and divorce was rendered very 

difficult to achieve. 

This conservatism of the official value system was also 

evident in the emphasis upon status, hierarchy and differen¬ 

tiation. Within the cultural sphere, egalitarian principles 

rarely appeared; literature, art and the cinema all portrayed 

inequality, albeit based upon achievement and merit, in a 

positive light. Formal titles and ranks were restored in 1946 

for workers in many spheres of life [140: 105]. 
In art, literature, music and the cinema, a more conserva¬ 

tive trend set in immediately after the war. Sponsored by 
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Zhdanov, a drive was made to eliminate all alien elements 

from cultural life. All culture had to make a positive contribu¬ 

tion to the construction of socialism, and in effect this meant 

the placing of a blanket of uniformity across all cultural 

production. Experimentation was denounced, as was servility 

to things foreign; cultural production had to reflect Russian 

nationalist sentiments and to eliminate all trace of things 

foreign [13; 43]. Indeed, cultural links with the outside world 

were almost severed at this point. The party hack replaced 

those with true imagination and ability, with composers like 

Shostakovich and Prokofiev being accused of a ‘formalist’ 

approach and a lack of party spirit. 

The focus on party spirit also invaded other spheres. 

Disciplines like history, economics and philosophy had for a 

long time been under direct party control, with the party 

laying down the line which must prevail in each area. 

However, such control became much more constricting and 

inflexible during the post-war period. The most celebrated 

instance of this was in genetics, where Lysenko was able to 

eliminate those who disagreed with him and to place his 

malign stamp upon the development of this subject in such a 

way as to divorce it completely from the path of development 

along which it was proceeding outside the USSR [92; 131]. 

The intellectual life of the country was clearly stunted by the 

assertion of intellectual orthodoxy over all fields of endeavour. 

The rigidity of this control was matched by an increasing 

inflexibility in the ideological sphere. The ideology was very 

largely a set of formulae, devoid of any meaningful content. 

Despite some resurgence in the public realm following its 

demise during the war, under the hand of Stalin it had become 

an arid doctrine with little direct relation to reality. An 

important part of this doctrine, and one of the most important 

forces which enabled it to change, was the words of Stalin. 

Stalin’s dominance in this sphere, reflected most spectacularly 

in the cult which now dominated the public symbolism of the 

regime, meant that whatever he said became doctrinal writ 

and therefore compulsory for all. It was this dominance more 

than anything else that reduced the ideology to the formalistic 

doctrine it had become. 

Turning to the political face of Stalinism, the central 
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component of this, Stalin’s personal dominance, remained 

unshaken. Despite some resurgence of the party in the initial 

post-war years, sponsored initially by Zhdanov and then by 

Malenkov, both party and state organs remained subordinate 

elements in the political system. One party congress (October 

1952) and one CC plenum (February 1947) met during this 

period, and although the executive organs of the CC may have 

met on a regular basis, real decision-making power did not lay 

in these bodies [17: 33]. Decisions were made in informal 

groups of leaders which Stalin called arbitrarily to discuss 

various issues. These ‘quintets’, ‘sextets’ and ‘septets’ were ad 
hoc, convened at Stalin’s whim, and possessed purely advisory 

power [48; 96: 81]. 
It would, however, be wrong to assume that there was no 

politics at the apex of the Stalinist system. The rivalries that 

had existed among Stalin’s lieutenants continued to manifest 

themselves during this period. People such as Zhdanov, 

Malenkov, Khrushchev and Beria all struggled to gain the ear 

of the leader and to disparage their competitors. In doing so, 

and thereby in adopting different positions on policy issues, a 

variety of leaders engaged in clashes which fed into the 

decision-making process [82; 146]. But while such clashes 

may have helped to refine thinking on the issues at hand, and 

in some instances even to have determined the outcome of 

policy debate, this latter result occurred only when Stalin 

chose not to become directly involved. Certainly at different 

times during this period Stalin does seem to have been 

somewhat detached from the running of day-to-day affairs 

[51: 13-15; 146: 179-80]. But on those issues on which 

Stalin took an interest, he was able to decide the issue as he 

chose; his colleagues fell into line with his decision. Stalin was 

clearly supreme, at least at the decision-making level, and to 

say that his power was very limited [51: 146; 120] is to miss 

the essence of his position and role. 

The other central element of the Stalinist political system, 

the presence of terror, remained in evidence during this 

period. Institutionally reflected in the continuing high profile 

of the police throughout this period, and in particular police 

chief Beria’s membership of the Politburo, terror remained a 

significant element in the public life of the USSR. The 
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deportation of large numbers of citizens from the areas newly 

incorporated into the USSR and the forcible collectivisation of 

those areas, the incarceration in labour camps of those Soviet 

soldiers who had been taken prisoner by the Germans, the 

‘Leningrad Affair1 of February 1949-October 1950 in which 

the leaders of the Leningrad political machine were dismissed 

and executed, the Mingrelian case of 1951—2 in which Beria's 

supporters in Georgia were purged, the 1952 Crimean case in 

which a number of prominent Jews were executed, and the 

‘Doctors' Plot' of 1952—3 in which leading doctors were 

accused of plotting the assassination of political leaders, all 

projected the police into a prominent place in the system. 

These cases made clear to the leaders that the police machine 

was still in existence and could be wielded against them if they 

stepped out of line. As a buttress for Stalin's position, the 

police and the possibility of terror remained an important 

factor. 

But just as in earlier periods, the high degree of centralisa¬ 

tion of decision-making power in the person of Stalin was not 

matched by the ability of the central organs to exercise close 

continuing control over lower-level political organs. At the 

lower levels party and government leaders continued to 

exercise significant autonomy from the centre because no 

effective institutional mechanisms had been established bind¬ 

ing the latter to the former. The centre could remove any 

lower-level leaders it wished, but it lacked the institutional 

means closely to monitor their day-to-day activity. The degree 

of centralisation thus remained more apparent than real, at 

least in the sense of continuing close supervision. 

The final aspect of Stalinism about which something should 

be said is its international dimension. During this period, 

Soviet control was extended over the countries of Eastern 

Europe and a fully-fledged system along Stalinist lines was 

imposed in each country [20; 173]. This does not represent 

some inherent imperial urge within Stalinism, neither does it 

reflect the ever-expansionist impetus of a Soviet or communist 

ethos. It represents the political opportunity to establish 

control and the conviction on the part of Stalin that such a 

system was the best way of governing these states. An 

important part of this conviction was the realisation that the 
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imposition of such a system would render Soviet control of 

these countries somewhat easier. The desire for such control 

seems to have been driven both by economic motives and, 

more importantly, security considerations. In the immediate 

post-war period, the East European region was used as a 

source of resources for the economic rebuilding of the USSR. 

Industrial plant and materials were shipped as war repara¬ 

tions to the Soviet Union where they contributed to Soviet 

reconstruction. But of greater import was the desire to estab¬ 

lish a buffer zone between the USSR and the West. The 

wartime harmony was seen as a temporary aberration, and 

the Soviet leadership realised that the country needed to be 

prepared for a post-war revival of tension. Soviet control over 

Eastern Europe was an attempt to build up the Soviet position 

in anticipation of the souring of relations with the West. The 

growth of tension in the second half of the 1940s confirmed 

Soviet fears and stimulated the consolidation of that control. 

But the development of these Eastern European variants of 

Stalinism is not our concern here. Indeed, in the sense that 

each of these national systems was, ultimately, subordinate to 

Stalin himself, it can be questioned whether these constituted 

Stalinist systems in the same sense as that which applied in 

the USSR; Soviet national autarchy had no equivalent in 

these states. 
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4 The Nature of Stalinism 

As the preceding discussion has suggested, Stalinism con¬ 

sisted of four distinct although related faces: the economic, the 

social, the cultural and the political. These did not come into 

existence at the same time, but sequentially, and it would 

therefore be wrong to see the Stalinist system as bursting forth 

fully developed at the time of the emergence of the first 

Stalinist faces. Care should therefore be taken in talking about 

the Stalinist system; fully-fledged, it existed only from the end 

of the 1930s, flowing from the establishment of the Stalinist 

political system through the terror. The Stalinist economic 

system emerged at the beginning of the 1930s, while the 

cultural and social faces emerged at approximately the same 

time. In seeking to characterise Stalinism as a system, due 

regard must be paid to this sequential mode of its emergence 

and to the changing nature of the different faces which 

comprised it. 

The essence of the economic face of Stalinism was an 

economic system which worked on the basis of directive 

principles rather than the operation of market forces. It was, 

therefore, a suitable instrument for the achievement of politi¬ 

cal aims. This is reflected both in the consistent priority given 

to the development of heavy industry and in the speed and 

relative ease with which it handled the transition to the 

demands of wartime. The emphasis upon heavy industry also 

meant an economy which paid little attention to the needs or 

demands of the consumers. In turn, this meant that there 

could be little reliance on material incentives to encourage the 

workforce; symbolic rewards were of much greater importance 

in a consumer-goods-deficit economy. This was a significant 

point in an economy which was extensive rather than inten¬ 

sive in its mode of development, relying upon increasing 

inputs of labour as an important stimulus to continuing 



economic growth. Mass mobilisation was therefore an impor¬ 

tant feature of this type of economic structure. 

In its essentials, the Stalinist economic structure remained 

basically intact throughout the period from its establishment 

until Stalin’s death. Its highly centralised, directive nature 

and considerable reliance on mass mobilisation characterised 

Soviet economic life throughout this period. There was, 

therefore, little structural change between the early 1930s and 

1953. Growth rates throughout remained high, although there 

was a serious imbalance in this: rates of growth were much 

more impressive in the industrial sphere than in the agricultu¬ 

ral, which throughout the entire period lagged significantly 

behind both the expectations of the leaders and industrial 

performance. 

The chief characteristic of the social face of Stalinism 

during the 1930s was very high levels of social mobility. 

Reflecting the opportunities opened up by the ‘revolution 

from above’ and later by the terror, the 1930s witnessed a real 

social revolution in the USSR. Throughout the entire society, 

members of the traditional lower classes moved into positions 

of power and privilege in all sectors of life. While in one sense 

this represented an urbanisation and embourgeoisement of 

the populace, in another it was the culmination of the political 

revolution of 1917. The old class structure based upon inheri¬ 

tance was demolished and a new social structure was emerg¬ 

ing. This was anything but egalitarian, and privilege and 

prerogative seeped in as essential parts of the new structure, 

but for the vast mass of those upwardly mobile families, the 

revolution meant steps towards the realisation of aspirations 

to a more comfortable lifestyle. This social revolution, with 

the flow from the countryside into the towns and the percola¬ 

tion up into white-collar occupations of many of these new 

arrivals, transformed the society. Despite declining levels of 

mobility after the war, the overall impact was the substantial 

recasting of the society. Changes in the class composition of 

Soviet society illustrate this transformation. According to 

Soviet sources the class composition of the society changed 

as follows (with some groups, such as the bourgeoisie, 

that disappeared in 1929-30 excluded from the 1924 

figures): 
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blue-collar peasants white-collar 

workers workers 

(%) (%) (%) 

1924 10.4 76.7 4.4 

1959 50.2 31.7 18.1 

The dimensions of this change are unprecedented within 
such a short space of 35 years. 

The cultural face of Stalinism underwent a dramatic change 

in the early phase of its development. Initially the cultural 

revolution had sponsored values and beliefs which empha¬ 

sised the egalitarian and the small man; the focus was upon 

the dominance of proletarian values and the way in which all 

aspects of cultural endeavour had to reflect those values. 

However, this changed in 1931, with a more conservative 

orientation entering the cultural sphere. The focus shifted 

away from the small man and onto those in leadership 

positions in all walks of life. Increased emphasis was placed 

upon the way in which culture was to be the handmaiden of 

socialist construction, how it was to contribute to the growth 

and development of a socialist society. In conjunction with 

this, egalitarianism was superseded as a positive value by 

rank, status and hierarchy. The new emphasis in literature on 

leaders and ‘big men’ was one aspect of this, but it was also 

reflected in the more general ethos of society which became 

much more conscious of and sensitive to considerations of 
rank. 

But perhaps the most important manifestation of this more 

conservative direction in the cultural sphere was the emerg¬ 

ence of Russian nationalism as a principal plank of the 

regime’s legitimation programme. The early anti-national 

orientation of the revolution became in the 1930s subsumed 

under a wave of Russian nationalism which, in the extent of its 

development, became Russian chauvinism. The denial of the 

value of all other national traditions accompanied the glor- 

ification of the Russian past and its folk heroes as Stalinism 

became an almost entirely inward-looking cultural phenome¬ 

non. This was reflected graphically in the argument that 
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international revolution could best be advanced by strength¬ 

ening the USSR, a principle which justified the exercise of 

Soviet control over foreign communist parties. 

The essential features of the political face of Stalinism 

remained in place throughout the post-terror period in the 

USSR. The personal dictatorship whereby Stalin could decide 

anything he wished to decide regardless of the views of his 

fellow leaders was one such feature. This does not mean that 

Stalin decided all issues, but that those which he chose to 

decide were resolved by him. Although Stalin’s active role in 

decision-making seems to have been much more limited after 

the war than just prior to and during it, this was a function of 

Stalin’s choice, not of limits imposed upon him by others. 

What had created the conditions for such a centralisation of 

power was the terror, and what enabled that centralisation to 

be maintained was the continuing presence of the threat, and 

at times actuality, of the terror. Terror became an instrument 

of government in that it was a weapon which the dictator was 

able to use in order to root out opposition and to cow potential 

dissidence. 

But the most important defining force within the system 

was Stalin himself; the contours of elite politics and the mode 

of operation of the entire system were moulded in accordance 

with his will and operated to fit in with his whim. Having 

eliminated all possible challenge to his position through the 

purges and prevented any resurgence of it through the ever¬ 

present threat of terror, his personal position was rendered 

unassailable and the system was moulded to fit his prefer¬ 

ences. Under such circumstances, the personality of the leader 

was bound to be very important for the system as a whole. It is 

difficult to disagree with the picture of Stalin as taciturn, 

intolerant and paranoid [ 174], unwilling to countenance 

anything which seemed to infringe upon his power or preroga¬ 

tives. The arbitrariness of his actions reflects a confidence in 

the capacity of his power to achieve his ends, although the 

way it was used also suggests the suspicion of the motives and 

intentions of others which seems to have been such a feature of 

his career. Indeed, it is this combination of arbitrariness and 

suspicion which was the dominant element of his leadership 

style. 
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An important result of the personal dictatorship resting 

upon a terrorist basis was the excessive weakness of all 

political institutions. These were able to develop no integrity, 

autonomy or coherence; they could not act independently on 

the Soviet scene, nor could they structure their own internal 

operations. They were always subject to intervention and 

control by the leader. Institutional mechanisms were weakly 

developed. At the top, this meant that formal political organs 

were unable to exercise any control over the political leaders, 

as most clearly illustrated by Stalin’s personal predominance. 

At lower levels too, the political organs could not exercise 

clear control over local political leaders who, frequently, were 

able to establish Stalin-like positions in their local areas. But 

this institutional weakness also meant that the central politi¬ 

cal bodies did not possess the means whereby they could 

establish close, continuing control over political organs at the 

lower levels. Central control was therefore episodic and much 

weaker than the model of a highly centralised Stalinist polity 

suggests. This characteristic was present throughout the life of 

Stalinism. 

The changing nature of the four faces of Stalinism can be 

seen in terms of a radical-conservative dimension. All four 

faces became embedded in the Soviet landscape as a result of 

developments which were radical and revolutionary in nature; 

the smashing of the established structures at the time of the 

first five year plan and the physical elimination of large 

numbers of people in the terror. Furthermore, at the outset, all 

four faces were radical in nature, constituting both significant 

departures from what had gone before and new structures 

which reshaped those sectors of national life with which they 

were concerned. But the radicalism and the reshaping ceased, 

in the economic and cultural faces during the early 1930s, and 

in the social and political faces during the war. Henceforce the 

principal ethos within the faces of Stalinism was stabilisation 

and administration, not transformation, the management of 

what had been created rather than the building of a new 

world. This change from radicalism to conservatism was not 

something that was unique to Stalinism as a phenemenon. It 

was the inevitable result of the establishment of a structure of 

institutions and values and the inertia that results from such a 
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structure once it is in place. Political will could have overcome 

that inertia, and there is some evidence that Stalin was 

planning this through the agency of another purge when he 

died, but in the absence of a concerted effort to disrupt the 

patterns that had developed, those patterns were likely to 

continue undisturbed. 

This brief survey of the faces of Stalinism suggests that, as a 

phenomenon, it belies easy categorisation. Not only are many 

attempts at categorisation restrictive in the sense that they fail 

to encompass all the faces of Stalinism, but even with the more 

limited aim of taking account only of one face of Stalinism 

they often fail to recognise the changes that occurred within 

that face. For example, the application of the term ‘revolution 

from above’ [192] is clearly appropriate to the economic and 

cultural faces early in the 1930s, to the social face throughout 

the 1930s and perhaps to the political face towards the end of 

the 1930s, but it does not seem relevant to the cultural sphere 

for most of that decade nor for any face after the outbreak of 

the war. Neither does the view that Stalinism was a mass 

mobilising developmental dictatorship under single party 

auspices [80] fit well with the demise of the party or the 

economic aims of the post-war period. The characterisation of 

Stalinism as highly centralised can be applied to the decision¬ 

making process at the top of the Soviet hierarchy where 

Stalin’s personal involvement was clearly immense, but it is 

less applicable when discussing the relations between central 

and lower-level political organs. Furthermore the term totali¬ 

tarian, with its connotations of all-pervasive control, does not 

accord well with the severe limitations that existed on central 

power and the massive social upheavals over which it was 

physically impossible to exercise close control. 

Recent scholarship has also raised another perspective on 

Stalinism, and one which has been widely criticised. Some 

social historians have focused their gaze overwhelmingly upon 

life at the lower levels of Soviet society [58; 64; 66; 70; 71; 117; 

118; 161]. They have often consciously avoided Stalin and the 

national levels of politics, and in so doing have highlighted the 

chaos and uncertainty that prevailed at the lower levels of the 

Soviet system. This sort of focus has been criticised on the 

grounds that it omits what is considered to be essential to an 
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understanding of Stalinism, in particular the terror and the 

excessive centralisation of power in Stalin’s hands [29; 53; 

94]. Such criticism is justified only in so far as those looking 

at the lower levels of society seek to make generalisations 

about the system in its entirety (including its upper levels) 

based only upon their view of the lower levels, or as they 

ignore the major impact the centre could and did have on the 

lower levels. It is legitimate to focus on non-central aspects of 

the system as long as the role of the centre is not artificially 

reduced or ignored. The main difference between these social 

historians and many of their critics is the direction from which 

they have approached Stalinism, from below or above. Studies 

coming from either direction are valuable and legitimate and 

the conclusions they reach are likely to be different. But only a 

study which involves approaching from both directions can 

hope to be comprehensive. 

All the characterisations noted above, along with a multi¬ 

tude of others, may capture one aspect of the Stalinist 

essence, but as characterisations of the phenomenon of Stalin¬ 

ism, they are clearly inadequate. No simple characterisation is 

possible because all four faces of Stalinism must be taken into 

account along with the developments that have occurred 

within those faces. Keeping this in mind, we could construct a 

Stalinist syndrome along the following lines. Stalinism con¬ 

sisted of: 

(i) a formally highly centralised, directive economic system 

characterised by mass mobilisation and an overriding prior¬ 

ity on the development of heavy industry; 

(ii) a social structure initially characterised by significant 

fluidity, most particularly in the form of high levels of social 

mobility which bring the former lower classes into positions 

of power and privilege; subsequent consolidation of the 

social structure results in the dominance of rank, status and 

hierarchy; 

(iii) a cultural and intellectual sphere in which all elements 

are meant to serve the political aims laid down by the 

leadership and where all areas of cultural and intellectual 

production are politically monitored; 

(iv) a personal dictatorship resting upon the use of terror as 
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an instrument of rule and in which the political institutions 

are little more than the instrument of the dictator; 

(v) all spheres of life are politicised, hence, within the scope 

of state concerns; 

(vi) the centralisation of authority is paralleled by a signi¬ 

ficant measure of weakness of continuing central control, 

resulting in a system which, in practice, is in its daily 

operations loosely controlled and structured; 

(vii) the initial revolutionary ethos is superseded by a 

profoundly conservative, status quo, orientation. 

These are the elements which, in combination, constituted the 

Stalinist system. 

A question which arises from this, and the question with 

which this book opened, is the source or origins of Stalinism. 

One of the most common lines of explanation, that associating 

the emergence of Stalinism with the backwardness and under¬ 

development of Russia, has its origins in Stalin’s defeated rival 

for power, Leon Trotsky. Although the precise details of 

Trotsky’s argument change over time and his thinking on this 

question develops, the essence of his argument remains basi¬ 

cally unchanged [98; 100; 112; 126; 184; 185; 186]. He sees 

Stalin as the representative of the conservative bureaucracy 

which has been able to seize control of the revolution and to 

distort it from its original ends. The bureaucracy has been 

able to do this chiefly because of the isolation of the revolu¬ 

tion, the low level of socio-economic development of Russia 

and the exhaustion of the proletariat in its struggle to over¬ 

come the manifold challenges which confronted it. Exhausted 

in this way, the proletariat was unable to exercise effective 

control over the bureaucracy, reflected in the erosion of 

democracy within party organs, with the result that the 

bureaucracy was able to consolidate its control. Similar sorts 

of explanations based upon the growth of the bureaucracy 

have been popular in some non-Trotskyist sections of the 

international Marxist movement [22; 181] as well. 

A number of criticisms can be made of Trotsky’s line of 

argument, including its ignoring of other possible sources of 

Stalinism (see below) and its characterisation of the bureau¬ 

cracy as conservative when it was under the auspices of this 
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group that the 'revolution from above’ was carried out. But 

the most important criticism for our purposes relates to the 

linkage drawn between Stalin and the bureaucracy. In his 

endeavour to play down the role of the individual in history 

and to emphasise the part played by anonymous social forces, 

Trotsky portrays Stalin as purely the representative or instru¬ 

ment of bureaucratic social forces. This seems significantly to 

undervalue the independent role played by Stalin and to 

denigrate the significant support Stalin received from non- 

bureaucratic sources. It also creates difficulties in explaining 

the purges; if the bureaucracy ruled and Stalin was merely its 

instrument, why did the purges in the second half of the 1930s 

break out and decimate the bureaucratic structure? 

Another type of explanation which gained some currency in 

the West during the 1950s and 1960s was to see Stalinism as a 

form of industrialisation [195; 197; 198; 200]. Beginning from 

the premise that Russia was an underdeveloped country and 

the Bolsheviks were modernisers aiming to industrialise that 

country as quickly as possible, this argument declared that the 

emergence of a dictatorial regime using excessive coercion 

against the populace was well nigh inevitable. Only if such 

methods were used could the aim of industrialisation be 

realised. This line of argument can also be found, in qualified 

form, in the work of Isaac Deutscher, the former Trotsky 

supporter and biographer of Stalin [47; 125]. But even if we 

agree that Bolshevik aims plus the socio-economic conditions 

in which the new regime found itself made dictatorial co¬ 

ercive rule likely, this is inadequate as an explanation of 

Stalinism. The only face of Stalinism which it approaches in 

an explanatory way is the economic, and perhaps by extension 

the social and cultural; the structuring of political power 

within the regime cannot be explained by the industrial 

imperative and Russian backwardness alone. 

All of this does not mean that the backwardness of Russia 

had no part to play in the genesis of Stalinism. However, one 

cannot use a regime which wished to see significant change 

within the context of Russian backwardness as sufficient 

explanation for the emergence of the Stalinist phenomenon. It 

is important to recognise that in this sort of situation, the 

political actors involved had a choice of how they would seek 
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to realise their goals. They were not caught up in a deter¬ 

ministic system of values or institutions that had to develop 

into the Stalinist form. Traditional Russian culture may have 

fed into the course of Soviet development as some have argued 

[105; 107; 189; 192], but it did not determine the course of 

development pursued by the Bolshevik rulers of Russia. 

Similarly, Bolshevism and Leninism were themselves complex 

phenomena which had within them the seeds or beginnings of 

a range of different paths of development; they had no inner 

essence or logic that automatically led to Stalinism [27; 72 cf. 

99; 111; 175]. While the cultural and ideological heritage may 

have been a factor in helping to shape the decisions made by 

the political leadership which facilitated the emergence of 

Stalinism, this heritage was not a determining factor. 

If the argument in this book is correct, what was most 

important for the emergence of Stalinism in all of its four faces 

was the revolution from above at the end of the 1920s-early 

1930s and the terror in the late 1930s. The role of these factors 

brings in considerations both of backwardness and of personal 

choice on the part of the leaders. No detailed explanation will 

be offered for the emergence of each of the Stalinist faces; this 

has to some degree been done elsewhere [106; 67; 50; 73]. 

Rather the aim is to suggest a link between the Stalinist 

phenomenon, a particular historical situation, and choices 

made by the political leadership. 

Russian backwardness, particularly in the way it was seen 

by the leaders of the Bolshevik regime, was an important 

factor in the revolution from above. This revolution was a 

revolution against backwardness. The Bolsheviks had come to 

power in 1917 in the name of socialism, in their view the most 

advanced stage of human development. But as indicated in 

Chapter 1, the Russian reality sharply contrasted with the 

ideological aspiration. Within the context of international 

isolation, party leaders searched for a means of breaking this 

deadlock, of transforming Russian backwardness into the 

socialist future. It was the means of doing this that the debates 

of the 1920s explored. When the grain crisis of 1927—8 became 

apparent, the question of the immediate response to the 

short-term difficulties merged with that of the longer term 

strategy of building socialism and resulted in the agricultural 
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collectivisation and forced pace industrialisation of the first 
fivie year plan. 

Russian backwardness and the desire to escape it was 

therefore very important in the implementation of the revolu¬ 

tion from above. It was also fundamental in the effect that the 

revolution from above had upon the society as a whole. One of 

the implications of Russian backwardness and of the social 

and political effects of the October revolution was that the 

society lacked substantial organisational barriers against the 

exertion of state power which might limit the effects of such 

power. The entrepreneurial middle class had been slow to 

develop in pre-1917 Russia and had therefore not generated 

that range of institutions and structures which were so im¬ 

portant in the defence of middle-class privileges in the West. 

The anti-bourgeois orientation of the revolution had further 

weakened such impulses, and although they had made some¬ 

thing of a comeback during NEP, as a powerful force they 

were virtually non-existent. Similarly the working class had 

been unable to develop strong working-class organisations 

that could retain their independence from the state, a function 

both of the assiduity with which the Bolsheviks had worked to 

control such organisations and the extent of working-class 

support for the Bolshevik regime. The peasantry remained, for 

the most part, rooted in their traditional village environment. 

Although these institutions were solidly-based and had shown 

their capacity to retain significant autonomy vis-a-vis 

attempts at penetration by party and state organs, they were 

isolated in the countryside with little wide-scale cooperation 

between peasant communities. This absence of strong social 

buffers meant that the exercise of force like that used in the 

1929—33 period could ripple through the society with little 

effective opposition. It also meant that despite the organisa¬ 

tional weakness of the political apparatus, it was able to carry 

through a major transformation of society largely by means of 

the blunt weapon of coercion [75]. 

It was the revolution from above which ushered in the 

Stalinist economic system, stimulated the massive levels of 

social mobility, and was the means of tying all aspects of 

cultural production to the political cause. This was achieved 

because of the inability of the society as a whole and of the 
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individual component sectors of it to generate strong buffers 

against state action. In this svnse, backwardness was impor¬ 

tant for the emergence of the economic, social and cultural 

faces of Stalinism. 

Backwardness was also important for the emergence of the 

Stalinist political system. It was the terror of the late 1930s 

which was instrumental in the consolidation of the political 

face of Stalinism. This was effectively the turning of the 

coercive weapon against the political structure, which had 

largely escaped this during the revolution from above. The 

role that backwardness played in this was the same as that in 

1929—33, the prevention of the emergence of strong institu¬ 

tional barriers to the exercise of personal leadership wielding 

terror as an instrument of control. The hostile environment 

facilitated the development of a political system in which the 

concerns of the moment were more important than stable 

institution-building, with the result that the political institu¬ 

tions that developed tended to be seen overwhelmingly in an 

instrumental fashion. Lacking institutional integrity, auton¬ 

omy and coherence, they could not pose significant barriers 

against the centralisation of control and the unleashing of the 

terror [73]. 

Russian backwardness was therefore a facilitating factor in 

the emergence of the Stalinist phenomenon, not a determining 

factor. The backwardness of the society did not ensure that a 

Stalinist system would emerge, but it did make such a system 

a possible outcome. What were central to the explanation of 

Stalinism’s genesis were the decisions leading to the revolu¬ 

tion from above and the terror. This does not mean that Soviet 

leaders, in taking decisions about these two events, were 

consciously deciding thereby to institute a Stalinist system; in 

the case of the revolution from above, this was clearly far from 

the thoughts of political actors in 1928-9. Neither does it 

mean that in either case a single decision ushered in the 

revolution from above and the terror. In both cases, the events 

were the result of a string of decisions about which there is still 

significant uncertainty and debate among scholars. But what 

is important is that these events were not a natural flow-on of 

earlier developments; they were sharp breaks resulting from 

conscious decisions by leading political actors. This means 
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that those arguments that see Stalinism as the inevitable 

product of the 1917 revolution or of Leninism/Bolshevism are 

mistaken. Both the revolution and the intellectual corpus of 

theory which the Bolsheviks carried with them had elements 

which were consistent with the Stalinist phenomenon (just as 

they had elements which were totally inconsistent with it). 

However, it needed the direct intervention on the part of the 

political actors in introducing the revolution from above and 

the terror to realise the Stalinist phenomenon in Soviet 
society. 

The importance of political decisions for the emergence of 

Stalinism raises the question of Stalin’s personal responsibil¬ 

ity. This has been a frequent theme in writing on the period, 

both in the West and among dissident sources in the USSR [5; 

42; 47; 81; 87; 91; 128; 129; 130; 142; 190]. It has also been 

the major component in the official Soviet explanation of this 

phenomenon [96]. The prevalence of this line of argument 

reflects the fact that our studies of the 1930s were for a 

considerable time mainly in the form of biographies of Stalin. 

In its extreme form, the argument for Stalin’s personal 

responsibility posits the existence in Stalin’s head of a desire 

for dictatorial power since at least the early 1920s and his 

undeviating pursuit of a strategy designed to achieve that 

goal. Stalin is portrayed as an individual devoid of commit¬ 

ment to ideological goals or principles, adopting policy 

stances purely for the tactical advantages that would flow 

from them and thirsting after power regardless of the con¬ 

sequences. Suggestions of mental illness or instability also 

often appear as Stalin’s personality is presented as the main 

explanatory factor [174; 190]. It is, of course, impossible to 

plumb the depths of Stalin’s psyche and to establish unam¬ 

biguously the motives which guided his behaviour. It must 

also be said that an interpretation positing a long-established 

Stalinist power lust does seem to fit many of the facts as we 

know them and therefore does offer a possible line of explana¬ 

tion. However, such an interpretation also has some signific¬ 

ant weaknesses. 

One important line of argument which should stimulate a 

reconsideration of the personal responsibility interpretation is 

that many of the developments which are attributed to the lust 
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for power by Stalin can be explained by other factors. For 

example, the changes of policy during the 1920s certainly had 

their factional implications, but their timing was also related 

to events in the economy (and the international situation) as 

well; when policy changed, there were usually significant de¬ 

velopments in these spheres motivating such change. Further¬ 

more, in the cases of those two developments which were so 

crucial to the emergence of Stalinism, the revolution from 

above and the terror, other forces in the system clearly 

favoured both sorts of development. Some in the regional 

party apparatus, the left wing of the party and many in the 

central party and state machines favoured the move towards a 

more directive economic structure and renewed emphasis on 

heavy industry implicit in the revolution from above, even if 

they were not all convinced of the need for such high levels of 

coercion or the speed with which results were to be obtained. 

With regard to the terror, the security apparatus was clearly 

more than merely a willing instrument, and was a force 

favouring this sort of development. In short, Stalin was not 

forcing lines of development on a system in which there was 

no support for such developments. Rather he was pursuing 

policy lines for which there was significant support within 

some sections of the regime. Under such circumstances, the 

interpretation that Stalin was in part responding to other 

forces in the system seems to have as much validity as that 

which attributes an initiating role solely to the leader. 

The personal responsibility argument also assumes a total 

lack of principle on Stalin’s part. It is clear that ambition was 

a strong part of Stalin’s personality, but it does not necessarily 

follow that all other considerations were thereby missing. It is 

unlikely that Stalin would have endured the difficulties of life 

in the pre-1917 socialist underground if he had not been 

committed to the ideological message of the party. It may be 

that, once in power, that commitment was overshadowed by 

considerations of a personal nature, that his drive and ambi¬ 

tion became stronger than his attachment to ideological 

principle. Certainly it is difficult to explain the terror without 

resort to personal considerations (see below). But we should 

not assume that Stalin was unchanging. It is more likely that 

the erosion of the primacy of commitment to ideological 
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values was a more gradual process. If so, it is a matter for 

debate when that process reached its peak, but the most likely 

time is in the early 1930s when the battle for collectivisation 

had been won and the strength of disquiet with Stalin was 

significant. If this is correct, Stalin was not the unchanging 

personality driven purely by ambition that the personal 

responsibility argument often suggests. 

Another weakness with the personal responsibility argu¬ 

ment is the capacity for controlling events which it seems to 

attribute to Stalin. Although Stalin had a significant personal 

political apparatus from an early stage in the life of the Soviet 

regime [163; 164; 165], the capacity of this organisation to 

exercise control throughout the system has often been seriously 

overestimated [73]. The organisational mechanisms through 

which it functioned at the centre were much more haphazard 

and slipshod than smoothly efficient, while the tentacles it 

spread into the localities did not bind local leaders inalienably 

to the side of the General Secretary. Although Stalin was 

clearly able to exercise considerable power at the lower levels 

of the political system, and certainly much more than his 

opponents, he was not able to build up an extensive, smoothly 

organised and disciplined political machine that would obey 

his will. Instead he had to proceed principally through 

gaining the support of other political leaders at all levels in a 

coalition-building process. This meant that the degree of 

control which Stalin was able to exercise prior to the terror 

was significantly less than many of those who support an 

unalloyed personal responsibility line of argument would have 

us believe. 

But this does not mean that Stalin bears no personal 

responsibility at all for the emergence of the system which 

bears his name. He was clearly in the forefront of both the 

major changes which were instrumental in the emergence of 

Stalinism. It was Stalin who introduced the extraordinary 

measures of grain collection and it was he and his supporters 

who were central to the increased raising of targets in the 

collectivisation and industrialisation drives. It was Stalin who 

was at the forefront of the call for the creation of Soviet 

technical specialists to replace the bourgeois experts, of the 

massive increases in party membership, and of the tying of 
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culture to the party’s tasks. With regard to the purges, Stalin’s 

responsibility is less reflected in the documents of the period, 

although some of his speeches clearly did provide a stimulus 

for the continued search for enemies within the party and 

society more generally. However, the position he occupied 

within the regime by the mid-1930s means that the terror was 

unlikely to have unrolled in the face of his opposition. 

Moreover although he was not aware of the identity of all who 

were purged, his signature on lists of many to be purged [96: 

49; 128: 294] directly links him with their fate; his sanction 

was necessary for the purging of leading members of the party. 

Furthermore, his position ensured that he could have called a 

halt to the purges whenever he felt was appropriate, and 

therefore the fact that they rolled on for as long as they did 

must be attributed to his direct responsibility. 

Stalin was thus clearly personally involved in the two events 

which were most important in the emergence of Stalinism. He 

was also of fundamental importance for the continuation of 

the Stalinist system. The position of personal dictatorship 

which he occupied meant that he could have structured 

central politics in any way which he saw fit. The fact that it 

functioned in the way outlined above means that, at minimum 

Stalin was content for it to operate in that way or, more likely, 

he was positively in favour of such a mode of operation. In this 

sense, once the system had been established, its maintenance 

in that form was largely a function of Stalin personally. But 

like those events which brought Stalinism into being, the 

continuation of the Stalinist system in the form in which it 

existed was also supported by other forces in Soviet society. 

Those who held positions of power and responsibility within 

all spheres of life under Stalinism had a commitment to the 

maintenance of that style of doing things. While that commit¬ 

ment may not have been total for all groups, there was 

nevertheless a reservoir of support for the system among its 

major components. It was therefore not held in place either by 

the strength of Stalin’s will or the power of the security 

apparatus alone, but by the strength of support for it through¬ 

out the society. 

The emergence and development of Stalinism thus cannot 

be explained on the basis of any one of the three principal lines 
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of explanation suggested above, the contextual, the essential- 

ist or the personalistic. All of these things can contribute to 

that explanation. Clearly Russian backwardness, the author¬ 

itarian strands in Bolshevism and Leninism and the personal 

drive of Stalin all contributed to the emergence of the Stalinist 

phenomenon. But it is important to recognise also the role of 

the emergence of a new social structure in the USSR. The 

Stalinist system, in the form in which it developed, reflects the 

values and preferences of substantial sections of those moving 

into positions of authority and privilege in the new system. 

Most directly, the new economic, social, cultural and political 

elites had vested interests in the growth of this system 

because, with its development, their power, positions and 

prerogatives were consolidated. This represents the emerg¬ 

ence of a new value structure in society, a value structure 

which supported and maintained Stalinism and which had its 

roots in the newly-emerging, urbanised, middle-class aspirant 

Soviet populace. Here was the social force behind Stalinism 

which matched the political impetus provided by the revolu¬ 

tion from above and the terror. Stalinism constituted the 

system of the ‘new man’ in Soviet society. 

But while Stalinism was essentially a Soviet phenomenon, 

historically located in the USSR of the 1930s—50s, the term 

has had wider application. The Stalinist syndrome outlined in 

earlier pages was transported into the East European coun¬ 

tries that fell under Soviet control after the war, although the 

continuing dominance of Stalin himself clearly limited the 

powers the national dictators could exercise. Nevertheless, on 

Stalin’s death, national leaders throughout much of this 

region sought to sustain the Stalinist model, but with the 

exception of Albania with only limited success. Stalinism was 

also extended into the political world outside the borders of 

states ruled by communist parties. In the international com¬ 

munist movement prior to Khrushchev’s denunciation of 

Stalin in 1956, the term ‘Stalinism’ referred to adherence to 

communist orthodoxy, which in practice meant obedience to 

the line coming from Moscow. After 1956 and the splitting of 

the communist movement that Khrushchev’s destalinisation 

brought about, ‘Stalinism’ became a major term of abuse. It 

had always had such connotations among Trotskyists, but 
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now it became more widespread; it referred to those who 

supported strict and unthinking centralism, blind obedience 

to leadership commands, an uncompromising approach to 

enemies and a tendency to a very expansive view of who 

constituted an enemy. Unfortunately the currency of the term 

in its abusive and argumentative form has hindered its utility 

as a tool of analysis of Soviet development. This is where it 

belongs and where, devoid of its polemical sheen, it can be of 

use in expanding our understanding of the Soviet experience. 

Stalinism as a system was established with Stalin’s personal 

dictatorship and, at least in the political sphere, it dis¬ 

appeared with his death and the subsequent elimination of 

terror as a means of governing. The disappearance of this man 

need not have meant the elimination of the system. Stalinism 

as a system could have continued to exist following Stalin’s 

death if someone had established a position of personal 

dominance like that of Stalin and terror had remained as a 

system of government. However, both of these elements were 

dismantled, and with them the Stalinist political system 

ceased to exist in the USSR. In the economic sphere, Stalin¬ 

ism continued into the 1980s substantially unchanged in 

structural terms, although the priorities, growth rates and 

reliance on mass mobilisation have undergone some change. 

In the social sphere, the opportunities for social mobility have 

been substantially restricted, while in cultural matters, a 

loosening up has called into question the fundamental prin¬ 

ciple upon which Stalinist culture rested. This means that 

destalinisation has gone further in some fields than in others. 

The close association between Stalinism and the development 

of the Soviet socialist system means that there are clear 

difficulties in pushing destalinisation to its logical conclusion 

because it raises the issue of whether Stalin and the sort of 

system he led were the inevitable results of the Russian 

revolution. The answer that this book suggests is that while 

Stalinism was a possible outcome, it was neither the inevitable 

nor the intended outcome of the revolution. Rather it was 

something that emerged from that revolution because of the 

way in which the particular personalities involved reacted to 

the circumstances they faced. Perhaps influenced by the 

traditional political culture and the ideological views they 
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espoused, they sought to overcome the problems of backward¬ 

ness in ways which seemed most appropriate to them. But the 

course of development was neither foreordained nor deter¬ 

mined by their intellectual baggage or physical environment. 

The resolution of this problem of explaining the origins of 

Stalinism will tax the Soviet system to its utmost. It may be 

that the current generation, those who were not active politi¬ 

cal players in the Stalinist system, are the only ones who can 

come to grips with this question. How successfully they do so 

may determine the future prospects for Soviet society. 
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