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This is a book about the rerminal crisis of
communism. It descrive: cnd analyzes the
progressive decay and 1 decpening agony both
of its system and of its dogma. It concludes that
by the next century communism’s irreversible
historical decline will have made its practice and
its dogma largely irrelevant to the human
condition. Prospering only where it abandons its
internal substance even while retaining some of
its external labels, communism will be remem-
bered largely as the twentieth century’s most
extraordinary political and intellectual
aberration.

—from the Introduction

It is with these bold, sweeping words that
Zbigniew Brzezinski begins The Grand Failure:
The Birth and Death of Communism in the
Twentieth Century—a book of far-reaching
conclusions from one of the most astute foreign
policy experts of our time. The advent of
communism, Brzezinski argues, was one of the
most critical phenomenons in the history of the
century. From the Cold War, the building of the
Berlin Wall, the Korean War, Sputnik, the
Vietnam War, the war in Afghanistan, we have
lived our lives in the light of the Soviet Union as
our predominant and most forbidding antag-
onist. At one time, one-third of the world’s
population was living under communism’s
domination. Now, as Brzezinski sets out before
us in this book, the horrors of Stalin and the
stagnation of Brezhnev have created an enor-
mous internal crisis in the USSR. Marxist theory
has proved a failure, as have its practical
applications. Brzezinski cites specific factors
that have led to this cataclysmic crisis:

® For Communists around the world, the Soviet
experience—an icon no more—henceforth
must not be imitated but avoided. Commu-
nism thus no longer has a practical model for
others to emulate.

* In the Soviet Union, the communist system’s
insoluble dilemma is that economic success
can only be purchased at the cost of political
stability, while political stability can only be
sustained at the cost of economic failure.

* In Eastern Europe, communism’s fatal flaw is
the party’s monopoly of power rooted in
Soviet domination. Forty years after the
imposition of communism, the elimination of
both foreign and party dominaticn is now

(Continued on back flap)
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Introduction

This is a book about the terminal crisis of communism. It describes
and analyzes the progressive decay and the deepening agony both of
its system and of its dogma. It concludes that by the next century
communism’s irreversible historical decline will have made its prac-
tice and its dogma largely irrelevant to the human condition. Pros-
pering only where it abandons its internal substance even if still
retaining some of its external labels, communism will be remembered
largely as the twentieth century’s most extraordinary political and
intellectual aberration.

The argument of the book is developed in six parts. The first
argues that the key to communism’s historic tragedy is the political
and socioeconomic failure of the Soviet system. The second examines
in more depth the current Soviet attempts to reform and revitalize
that system and concludes that success is less likely than continuing
internal decay or turmoil. The third reviews the social and political
consequences of the imposition of communism on Eastern Europe
and argues that the region, spearheaded by the self-emancipation of
Polish society, has begun the process of repudiating its Soviet-im-
posed communist systems. The fourth reviews the Chinese experi-
ence with its own homegrown variety of communism and concludes
that the chances for the success of China’s reforms are growing as
its leaders abjure established doctrines. The fifth spotlights the ide-
ological and political decline of international Communist appeal. The
sixth and final part looks more broadly at communism’s final agony
and at the likely post-Communist phenomenon.

Communism’s domination of much of the history of the twentieth
century was largely rooted in its role as the timely “grand oversim-
plification.” Locating the origins of all evil in the institution of private
property, it postulated that the abolition of property would permit
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2 Introduction

the attainment of true justice and of the perfection of human nature.
This promise captivated the commitment and energized the hopes
of hundreds of millions of people. It was thus psychologically well
suited to the feelings of the newly politically awakened masses. In
that sense it had some similarities to the appeal of the great religions,
each of which provided an over-arching explanation of what life is
all about. It was the totality and the simultaneous simplicity of the
interpretation that was so captivating, so reassuring, and so firm a
guidepost to zealous action.

Like the great religions, the communist doctrine offered several
layers of analysis, ranging from the simplest explanation to rather
more complex philosophical concepts. To the semi-literate, it sufficed
to learn that all life is defined by the class struggle and that a state
of social bliss will be achieved by the communist society. Especially
gratifying from a psychological point of view to the disadvantaged
was the justification of brutal violence against “enemies of the
people,” those previously endowed with greater material wealth, who
could now be pleasurably humbled, oppressed, and destroyed.

But communism was not only a passionate response to deeply felt
concerns or just a self-righteous creed of social hate. It was also a
readily understandable system of thought, seemingly providing a
unique insight into the future as well as the past. It satisfied the
yearning of the newly literate segments of society for a deeper un-
derstanding of the world around them. Thus, to the intellectually
more discriminating, Marxist theory seemed to provide the key to
understanding human history, an analytical tool for assessing the
dynamics of social and political change, a sophisticated interpretation
of economic life, and a set of insights into social motivation. The
concept of the “historical dialectic” appeared to be an especially
valuable means for coping with the contradictions of reality. At the
same time, the emphasis placed on political action to promote a
redemptive “revolution,” and on all-embracing state control to
achieve a rationally planned just society, appealed especially to the
intellectual’s craving for action seemingly based on reason.

Communism thus appealed to the simpletons and to the sophis-
ticates alike: It gave each a sense of direction, a satisfactory expla-
nation, and a moral justification. It made its subscribers feel self-
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righteous, correct, and confident all at once. It left nothing uncertain.
It claimed to be simultaneously a philosophy and a science. On what-
ever personal level of intellectual sophistication, or lack thereof, it
provided timely guidance, historical comfort, and—above all—a
grand oversimplification of what can be achieved through direct po-
litical action.

Moreover, by combining passion with reason, the communist doc-
trine was in a position to influence decisively the two central sources
of human conduct. Political passion can be translated into enormous
political power. Reason is attracted by the notion of social engi-
neering, and social engineering is the point of departure for the
mobilization of political power. Together, they produced the enormity
of concentrated state power that came to be the most manifest char-
acteristic of communism.

The twentieth century thus became the century of the State. This
was largely an unexpected development. Indeed, no one of high public
visibility predicted that the views elaborated by an émigré German-
Jewish librarian, and by the turn of the century so enthusiastically
embraced by an obscure Russian political pamphleteer, would be-
come the century’s compelling doctrine. Neither in America nor in
Europe was much thought given to the likelihood of any serious
ideological challenge to the nature of the existing system. The phil-
osophical moorings of the status quo were generally seen as firm,
indeed even immutable.

As was to be expected, January 1, 1900, was greeted everywhere
by the usual spate of predictions regarding the prospects for the last
century of the second millennium. Naturally, predictions varied. By
and large the dominant note sounded on the occasion of the turn of
the century in the leading journals of the Western world, and among
Western statesmen, was self-congratulatory. The pervasive tone was
of complacent satisfaction with the status quo, of almost intoxicated
praise for the prosperity that was said to be increasingly widespread
and—in the case of America—of great expectations for enhanced
economic and political power. The New York Times, in its “Business
Outlook” dated January 1, 1900, proclaimed that “prosperity has
entered into every line of industry in the United States. The producer
from the soil has had unusual prosperity, as have the workers in
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mines, mills, and workshops.” It concluded its diagnosis by asserting,
“in America, unbounded prosperity may be looked forward to during
our forward march, making us the foremost Nation of the world.”

Much the same theme dominated the State of the Union addresses
by President William McKinley on December 3, 1900, and Theodore
Roosevelt on December 2, 1902. But Roosevelt also noted that “there
are many problems for us to face at the outset of the twentieth
century—grave problems abroad and still graver at home.” But he,
too, reiterated the theme that “never before has material well-being
been so widely diffused among our people. . . . Of course, when the
conditions have favored the growth of so much that was good, they
have also favored somewhat the growth of what was evil.... The
evils are real and some of them are menacing, but they are the
outgrowth, not of misery or decadence, but of prosperity.”

Press editorials echoed this mood. Faith in democracy and con-
fidence in America were seen as one. The North American Review, in
an article entitled “The Burden of the Twentieth Century,” focused
on the question of the future of democracy and confidently asserted,
“It is to America, and to America alone, that we must look. . . . It is
a question the importance of which, to the future of humanity, cannot
be exaggerated. Would that in the year 1999 or 2000 one could come
back to earth, in order to hear the answer. May it be favorable to
democracy. And may it be final!” And The Washington Post greeted
the new century on January 1, 1900, with a triumphant reaffirmation
of the American mission in its overseas imperial possessions, adding
exultantly, “they are ours, and all talk of anti-expansion is as idle as
the chatter of magpies.”

On the European continent, the mood was no less confident, the
view of the future similarly benign. In Great Britain, optimistic jin-
goism characterized the assessment offered by the London Times (wel-
coming the new century more correctly on January 1, 1901): “We
have a reasonable trust that England and her sons will emerge trium-
phant from that ordeal at the end of the Twentieth Century as at the
end of the Nineteenth, and that then and for ages to come they will
live and prosper one united and Imperial people, to be ‘a bulwark
for the cause of men’.” More serious judgments, however, focused
on the longer-range threat to British primacy posed by the rise of
American industrial prowess, with The New York Times on December
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31, 1900, citing the aforementioned London paper as expressing
concern that “it is useless to disguise the fact that Great Britain is
being outdistanced.”

In France and Germany, cultural and national optimism were also
the major themes of the day. Faith in the inevitability of democracy
pervaded the central message of Le Journal des Debats, which on
January 5, 1901, asserted, ““T'oday, one third of all human beings
have rights recognized and guaranteed by the law.” On the same day,
the promise of science even in the realm of politics dominated Le
Figaro’s comment that “science will teach man tolerance, by reflecting
in front of him the images of his own mistakes.”

In Germany, perhaps because of its central geopolitical location
in Europe, the popular press reflected an appreciation of the con-
tinuity of conflict in international affairs and a preoccupation with
Germany’s emerging power. On January 1, 1900, the Berlin daily,
Tagliche Rundschau, editorialized, “It will be a healthy lesson for the
British when they recognize that the vulnerable times of compliances
have ended. Then we will face England differently, being more re-
spected.” Only the Social Democratic paper, Vorwarts, injected an
ideological note, greeting the New Year and the new century with a
reaffirmation of capitalism’s inevitable demise, but with the admo-
nition that “we all know that the liquidation of modern bourgeois
society will not proceed as quickly as the class conscious proletariat
or even the prominent thinkers of socialism thought a generation
ago.”

Strikingly absent in these visions of the future designed for mass
consumption was any preoccupation with ideological matters or sys-
temic doctrines. Only in France and in Germany, with socialists
already present in parliamentary institutions, was socialism taken
more seriously, but even there on the level of the public discourse
any possibility of an ideological upheaval, not to speak of ideological
conflicts, was discounted. On the contrary, the prevailing view was
well expressed by a Parisian commentator in Le Figaro who welcomed
the new century with the prediction that it would be a century of
reason rather than of passion: ‘““What the twentieth century will prob-
ably bring us will be the penetration into social and private life of
science which will give us rules for our conduct. And it will be a
magnificent spectacle, of which I should like to see the beginning.




6 Introduction

Let us hope that the nineteenth century which cradled us, will carry
away with it into the abyss of the centuries the idiotic hatreds, stupid
recriminations, and foolish calumnies which have saddened its last
days, and which are unworthy of reasoning men.”

Yet, as it turned out, much of the twentieth century came to be
dominated not only by ideological passions but, more specifically, by
a passion masquerading as scientific reason, namely communism.
Indeed, by the middle of this century communism had come to prevail
over the world’s largest continent from the river Elbe to the Kam-
chatka peninsula and Shanghai; dominating the lives of more than a
billion people. In Western Europe, communist parties were reaching
for power. In Latin America, communist ferment was fusing with
anti-American nationalism. Among the intellectuals in the Western
world, and in the anti-colonial movements, Marxism was both the
mode and on the march.

The State, by harnessing political power and by employing the
newly available tools of social engineering made possible by the onset
of industrialism, now became the central focus of social life, of social
obedience, and of personal loyalty. Though this development was
worldwide, it emerged in the most acute form first in the Soviet
Union, in a state of total power dedicated, ironically, to the concept
of the eventual “withering away” of the State.

The appearance of communism as the major political manifestation
of the twentieth century has to be seen in tandem with the rise of
fascism and nazism. In fact communism, fascism, and nazism were
generically related, historically linked, and politically quite similar.
They were all responses to the traumas of the industrial age, to the
appearance of millions of rootless, first-generation industrial workers,
to the iniquities of early capitalism, and to the newly acute sense of
class hatred bred by these conditions. World War I brought about
the collapse of existing values and of the political order in Tsarist
Russia and in Imperial Germany. It generated acute social tensions
as well in newly industrialized Italy. All these gave rise to movements
that wrapped the concept of social justice around a message of social
hatred and that proclaimed organized state violence as the instrument
of social redemption.

The titanic war later waged between Hitler’s Nazi Germany and
Stalin’s Soviet Russia has made many forget that the struggle between
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them was a fratricidal war between two strands of a common faith.
To be sure, one proclaimed itself to be unalterably opposed to Marx-
ism and preached unprecedented racial hatred; and the other saw
itself as the only true offspring of Marxism in practicing unprece-
dented class hatred. But both elevated the State into the highest
organ of collective action, both used brutal terror as the means of
exacting social obedience, and both engaged in mass murders without
parallel in human history. Both also organized their social control by
similar means, ranging from youth groups to neighborhood informers
to centralized and totally censored means of mass communications.
And, finally, both asserted that they were engaged in constructing
all-powerful “socialist” states.

It is relevant to note here that Hitler was an avid student of the
political practices initiated both by Lenin and by Mussolini. These
two men were his precursors, especially in regard to the use of new
means of communications in energizing and then in mobilizing the
newly politically awakened masses. But all three were pioneers in the
quest for total power, and they were extraordinarily skillful in blending
the exploitation of political passion with disciplined political orga-
nization. The way they seized power was the point of departure for
the way they wielded power—and thus emerged in the totalitarian
state a new type of political order.

Philosophically, Lenin and Hitler were both advocates of ideologies
that called for social engineering on a vast scale, that arrogated to
themselves the role of arbiters of truth, and that subordinated society
to an ideological morality, one based on class warfare and the other
on racial supremacy, and that justified any action that advanced their
chosen historical missions. Hitler was a careful student of the Bol-
shevik concept of the militarized vanguard party and of the Leninist
concept of tactical accommodation in the service of ultimate strategic
victory, both in seizing power and in remolding society. Institutionally,
Hitler learned from Lenin how to construct a state based on terror,
complete with its elaborate secret police apparatus, its reliance on
the concept of group culpability in dispensing justice, and its or-
chestrated show trials.

Moreover, with the passage of time each side came to embrace
the other’s major themes and even symbols. During World War II,
Stalin increasingly legitimized his new ruling class with nationalist
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slogans, by pretentious uniforms even for his civilian bureaucrats,
and through an exaltation of Great Power ambitions highly reminis-
cent of Nazi practices. Hitler at times remarked that while Stalin was
a “beast,” the Soviet dictator was at least a beast “on a grand scale,”
that Stalin was a “fellow of genius” for whom one had to have
“unreserved respect,” and that with another ten to fifteen years in
power he would make the Soviet Union “the greatest power in the
world.” After the abortive coup against Hitler in 1944, the Nazi
regime justified the extermination of the German aristocracy in a
language of class hatred indistinguishable from the Soviet Union’s.
Hitler even exhibited a perverse envy of Stalin, who had taken Len-
inism to its logical conclusion. “I have often bitterly regretted,” he
said, “that I did not purge my officer corps in the way Stalin did.”

In fact, it is no exaggeration to assert that Hitler was as much a
Leninist as Stalin was a Nazi. Generically, and historically, the two
totalitarian leaders were congenial to each other. Both tyrants justified
the imposition of total control by the State by the openly proclaimed
objective of reconstructing society from top to bottom, in keeping
with a dogmatic but otherwise vague notion of a new utopian order.
That reconstruction was to be achieved through the direct use of
state power, crushing traditional social forms and eliminating any
manifestations of social spontaneity. Totalitarianism thus became
synonymous with quintessential statism.

World War II ended with the defeat of one major proponent of
the new exaltation of the State as the supreme agent of history. But
it resulted, also, in the enormous spread of influence and power of
the other. The communist system, confined since 1917 to most of
the earlier Tsarist empire, now dramatically expanded. Central Eu-
rope became de facto a Soviet province by 1947. China initially
proclaimed its fidelity to the Soviet model after the Communist victory
in 1949, and Communist regimes appeared in half of Korea in 1945
and in half of Vietnam in 1954. Within a decade after the end of
World War II, more than a billion people were living under com-
munist systems. Almost all of Eurasia had become communist, with
only its far eastern and far western peripheries sheltered by American
power. Communism seemed on the march, perhaps only temporarily
halted by the injection of U.S. money and military power into large
parts of the world.

Introduction
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Even more important was the indirect spread of the essence of the
communist idea. Over the last four decades, almost everywhere the
inclination to rely on state action to cope with economic or social ills
had become quite prevalent. To be sure, in societies with more
entrenched democratic traditions special efforts were made to prevent
an excessive and abusive concentration of political power. Freedom
of choice was preserved by open political competition and by con-
stitutional safeguards. Nonetheless, even in highly democratic soci-
eties the notion of state action as the best means for promoting
economic well-being and social justice became the dominant outlook.

This is not to say that democratic socialism, or the welfare state,
were insidious manifestations of the spread of communism; indeed,
both often represented the most effective means of combating the
appeal of the communist doctrine and of creating a democratic al-
ternative to the communist model. But the reliance on the state as
the principal instrument of social salvation indirectly enhanced the
status of the Soviet system as the most extreme example of state-
planned and state-directed social innovation.

Inevitably, this tendency contributed to the initial inclination of the
scores of newly created post-colonial states to embrace various va-
rieties of state socialism. It also reinforced the initial inclination of
many of them to look to the Soviet experience for inspiration and for
an example to imitate. During the 1950s and the 1960s, much of the
Third World was uncritically acclaiming the Soviet model as pro-
viding the best and the fastest road to modernity and social justice.
Soviet leaders, in their trips abroad, were basking in uncritical ad-
ulation and freely dispensing advice on how best to adopt the Soviet
path to socialism.

In the advanced world, the same intellectual fashions were much
in vogue. As Paul Hollander has cataloged in his book, Political Pil-
grims, many Western intellectuals who traveled to the Soviet Union
in the 1920s and 1930s swallowed wholesale the grand oversimpli-
fication offered by communism. Lion Feuchtwanger, a German
novelist, wrote, “I sympathized inevitably with the experiment of
basing the construction of a gigantic state on reason alone.” Like
many activist religious leaders, American Quaker Henry Hodgkin
embraced the collectivist rhetoric of the Soviet regime, proclaiming,
“As we look at Russia’s great experiment in brotherhood, it may seem
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to us that some dim perception of Jesus’ way, all unbeknown, is
inspiring it.” Edmund Wilson perceived a more secular utopia: “You
feel in the Soviet Union that you are at the moral top of the world
where the light never really goes out.”

Among these intellectuals, Soviet-style ‘“‘democracy” was accepted
as being as legitimate, if not more so, as Western democracy. Stalin’s
totalitarianism was seldom even noted, much less condemned. Sidney
and Beatrice Webb insisted that Stalin did not rule as a despot: “He
has not even the extensive power which the Congress of the United
States has temporarily conferred upon President Roosevelt, or that
which the American Constitution entrusts for four years every suc-
cessive president.”

This unqualified admiration of the Soviet system under Stalin
extended even to the GULAG. Dr. J. L. Gillin, a one-time president
of the American Sociological Society, wrote, “It is clear that the
system is devised to correct the offender and return him to society.”
Harold Laski, the British political economist, concurred, writing that
he detected in the Soviet system an “insistence that the prisoner must
live, so far as conditions make it possible, a full and self-respecting
life.” A longtime journalist on Soviet affairs, Maurice Hindus, took
this acclaim a step further: “Vindictiveness, punishment, torture,
severity, humiliation, have no place in this system.” George Bernard
Shaw even noted an element of voluntarism in Stalin’s system of
labor camps, writing, “in England a delinquent enters [jail] as an
ordinary man and comes out a criminal type whereas in Russia he
enters as a criminal type and would come out an ordinary man but
for the difficulty of inducing him to come out at all. As far as I could
make out they could stay as long as they liked.”

The initial fascination with the Soviet effort to build a new society
during the 1930s, reflected in these blissfully misguided views, gained
an enormous boost with Stalin’s defeat of Hitler. Even the ensuing
Cold War could not disabuse many Western intellectuals of their
romance with the Communist reconstruction of society. Throughout
the 1950s, and even into the 1960s, in many Western universities,
the predominant social outlook was some form of “leftism,” with the
Soviet Union often obtaining the benefit of the doubt because of the
attraction to the intellectuals of its domestic state-led social experi-
mentation.
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More generally, the new orthodoxy tended to stress the primacy
of politically directed social planning. Largely in reaction to the chaos
produced both by the Great Depression and then World War II, the
globe was now moving into an era in which social behavior was to
be increasingly channeled through political means and in which eco-
nomic activity was responsive to planned political direction. Even
though many advocates of the new orthodoxy were conscious of the
fact that Soviet reality diverged dramatically from the ideal, they
believed the potential for achieving the ideal was implicit in the Soviet
system and thus held the way to the future.

The cumulative effect of the seeming success of the Soviet system
was to make the twentieth century into an era dominated by the rise
and the appeal of communism. Though America emerged during
that century as the dominant global power, and though the American
way of life exuded incomparably greater tangible attraction, America
was widely—and unfairly—perceived as engaging in a defensive
holding action, futilely seeking to stem history’s inevitable tide. It was
the spread of communism to Central Europe and to China that so
fundamentally transformed global politics, that dominated intellectual
discourse, and that seemed to represent the augury of history.

Yet, within a mere hundred years of its inception, communism is
fading. The ideas and practices associated with communism have
been discredited, as much so within the Communist world as outside
of it. By the late 1980s, to spur their lagging economies into greater
productivity and to motivate their workers into greater efforts, Com-
munist leaders in the Soviet Union, in China, and in Eastern Europe
were routinely making assertions that would not have been out of
place at the annual meeting of the American Association of Manu-
facturers. Thus, as Pravda reported on August 11, 1988, Soviet work-
ers heard Aleksandr Yakovlev, the Politburo member then responsible
for Marxist-Leninist doctrine, proclaim that nowadays “the ideology
of the owner must be paramount,” adding that “instilling a sense of
ownership was a good thing, for when a worker has a stake in some-
thing, a person will move mountains; if he does not, he will be
indifferent.”” Almost at the same time, Polish workers were reminded
by Stanislaw Ciosek, a Politburo member, that “it is not possible for
everyone to have his living standard improved to an equal degree.
Surely those should be favored who serve the national economy well,
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and they should be better paid.” To drive the message home, Ciosek
added, “such are the brutal laws of economics.” And only a few
months earlier, at the far eastern extremity of the Communist world,
Chinese workers were being ideologically enlightened by a new Po-
litburo member, Hu Qili, who stated “whatever benefits the devel-
opment of the productive forces is required or permitted by
socialism.”

On the eve of the last decade of the century, almost every com-
munist system was thus groping for reforms that, in effect, were
tantamount to a repudiation of the Marxist-Leninist experience. Most
important was the associated philosophical rejection of communism’s
root premises. The exaltation of the State was giving way almost
everywhere to the elevation of the individual, of human rights, of
personal initiative, and even of private enterprise.

The resulting flight from statism, the growing primacy of human
rights, and the belated turn to economic pragmatism represent an
enormous revolution in attitudes and in the fundamental philosophy
of life. It is a turnaround that is likely to have far-reaching and long-
lasting effects. It is already affecting both politics and economics
worldwide. And it portends the growing likelihood that by Janu-
ary 1, 2000, the social forecasters may assign to the communist
doctrine—this time with genuine justification—as little importance
for the future of the twenty-first century as was the case—much less
justifiably—with their predecessors a hundred years earlier.

The ternmnal crisis of contemporary communism is thus all the
more historically dramatic for the very suddenness of its onset. It is,
therefore, timely to ask what befell the doctrine and the practice that
for so much of this century seemed to be the wave of the future.
What produced the disappointment, the failure, and especially the
crimes that cumulatively so discredited an ideology, a political move-
ment, and a social experiment that were originally perceived as leading
the way to temporal redemption?

Introduction










The precipitating cause of the agony of communism is the failure of
the Soviet experience. Indeed, as we approach the end of the twen-
tieth century it seems incredible that the Soviet model was once
viewed as attractive and worthy of imitation. That is a measure of
how much the Soviet experience has sunk in global public esteem.
Yet there were times, and not so distant, when the Soviet model was
acclaimed, admired, and even emulated. It is appropriate, therefore,
to ask, What went wrong and why?

In reflecting on the Soviet failure, it is instructive to note very
briefly the historical route followed by the Marxist experiment in
Russia. It was a strange growth, that transplant of an essentially
Western European doctrine, conceived in the public reading room
of the British Museum by an émigré German-Jewish intellectual, to
the quasi-oriental despotic tradition of a somewhat remote Euro-
Asian empire, with a pamphleteering Russian revolutionary acting as
history’s surgeon.

By the time of the Russian Revolution, however, Marxism was no
longer just a pedantic librarian’s theory. It was already a major Eu-
ropean political-social movement, playing an important role in several
West European countries and possessing a defined political profile.
That profile was distinctly one of social participation. The words
social democragy—which was the self-designation of almost all Marx-
ists of the time—symbolized that commitment of the relatively young
socialist movement. Socialism, and hence Marxism, was thus seen
in the West as predominantly democratic in spirit.

To be sure, by the time of World War I a smaller Marxist offshoot
was actively preaching the concept of a violent revolution, to be
followed by the imposition of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Those
who feared the rise of socialism under any guise trembled at the
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CHAPTER

The Leninist Legacy

What transpired in Russia following the Bolshevik Revolution should
have come as no surprise to careful readers of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin.
The Bolshevik leader of the more radical faction of the Russian
Marxists made no bones about his intentions. In pamphlet after pam-
phlet and in speech after speech, he heaped scorn on those of his
fellow Marxists who subscribed to the democratic process. He made
it amply clear that in his view Russia was not ripe for a socialist
democracy and that socialism would be constructed in Russia “from
above,” so to speak, by the dictatorship of the proletariat.

That dictatorship, in turn, was to be held by the proletariat only
in name. In Lenin’s view, the new ruling class was politically no more
ready for actually ruling than Russia itself was historically ripe for
socialism. The new dictatorship thus required a purposeful and his-
torically conscious delegate to act on the proletariat’s behalf. Precisely
because of the backward conditions of Russia, neither society, nor
the relatively meager industrial working class, were seen as ready for
socialism. History was hence to be accelerated by a regimented “van-
guard” party of committed revolutionaries who knew exactly what
history’s mandate was and who were prepared to be its self-ordained
custodians. Lenin’s concept of the vanguard party was his creative
answer to the doctrinal dilemma of the unreadiness of Russia and of
its proletariat for a Marxist revolution.

Lenin’s contribution, and his personal determination in forging a
disciplined organization of professional revolutionaries, was decisive
in shaping the political character of the first state ever to come under
the sway of a movement dedicated to the principles of socialism.
There is no point in arguing here whether his commitment was
doctrinally pure and hence whether it is appropriate to invoke the
name of socialism in connection with Lenin and his adherents. To
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those deeply committed to democratic socialism, any such connection
is anathema. But the point to register here is that Lenin and his
followers considered themselves to be Marxists, that they saw them-
selves as embarking on the road toward first socialism and then
communism, and that both subjectively and objectively they were
thus part of the new phenomenon of socialism.

Moreover, to the extent that the new Bolshevik rulers were able
to identify themselves with socialism, it helped enormously in gaining
a sympathetic hearing in the West. The identification, whether gen-
uine or merely tactical, was certainly beneficial. It captivated the
imagination of many in the West who hoped for the victory of dem-
ocratic socialism, but who despaired of it soon occurring within the
entrenched capitalist system. For all of its shortcomings, the red star
over the Kremlin seemed to symbolize the dawn of socialism, even
if initially in an imperfect form.

The fact that within Russia the Leninist phase was marked by
major ambiguities was also helpful in gaining Western sympathies.
Though far from a democracy, and though embarking almost from
the start on the brutal suppression of all opposition, the Leninist era
(which continued for a few years after Lenin’s death in 1923) wit-
nessed a great deal of social and cultural experimentation. In the arts,
in architecture, in literature, and more generally in intellectual life,
the predominant mood was that of innovation, of creative iconoclasm,
and of the opening of new scientific frontiers. Intellectual dynamism
ran parallel to Lenin’s willingness on the socioeconomic plane to
compromise with the preponderant reality both of Russia’s back-
wardness and of its early capitalist economy. The famous New Eco-
nomic Policy (NEP)—which in essence relied on the market
mechanism and private initiative to stimulate economic recovery—
was an act of historical accommodation, postponing into the future
the immediate construction of socialism by the new proletarian dic-
tatorship.

Without idealizing this brief interlude, it is probably correct to
describe the period as the most open and intellectually innovative
phase in twentieth-century Russian history. (The democratic inter-
lude in 1917 under the social democrat Aleksandr Kerensky lasted
too briefly to have made a lasting impact.) Indeed, the NEP has
become a shorthand term for a period of experimentation, flexibility,
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and moderation. For many Russians, even more than sixty years later,
these were the best years of the era ushered in by the revolution of
1917

But in fact there is too much idealization of the past—largely in
reaction to later Stalinist history—in this idyllic view of the 1920s.
More important than the phenomena of social and cultural innovation
that dominated the surface of life in Moscow, in Leningrad, and in
a few other large cities were the nationwide consolidation of the new
system of one-party rule, the institutionalization of large-scale social
violence, the imposition of doctrinal orthodoxy, and the enduring
adoption of the practice that the ideological ends justify any political
means, including the most tyrannical.

The two most catalytic features of the catastrophic legacy of Lenin
were his concentration of political power in just a few hands and his
reliance on terror. The former resulted in the centralization of all
political power in an increasingly bureaucratized vanguard party, con-
trolling the entire structure of society through its pervasive nomenk-
latura, i.e., a system of tightly layered top-down political control over
all appointments. The willingness to use terror against real or imag-
ined opponents, including Lenin’s deliberate use of collective guilt
as the justification for large-scale social persecution, made organized
violence into the central means for resolving first political, then eco-
nomic, and finally social or cultural problems.

Reliance on terror also prompted the growing symbiosis between
the ruling party and the secret police (which Lenin established almost
immediately after seizing power). It is neither accidental nor irrelevant
to subsequent Soviet history that more than sixty years after Lenin’s
death the head of the Soviet secret police, Viktor M. Chebrikov,
speaking in a September 1987 commemorative service in honor of
the first head of that police, approvingly quoted Lenin’s justification
for terror against Russian peasants on the grounds that “the kulak
violently despises Soviet power and is prepared to smother and
slaughter hundreds of thousands of workers.”

Both before and after seizing power, Lenin explicitly advocated
the use of violence and mass terror to achieve his ends. As early as
1901, he said, “In principle we have never renounced terror and
cannot renounce it.” On the eve of the Bolshevik Revolution, he
wrote in State and Revolution that when he called for democracy what
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he meant by the term was “an organization for the systematic use of
Jorce by one class against another, by one section of the population
against another.” In other writings and speeches included in his
Collected Works, he remained consistent on this point. He openly
proclaimed that for him democracy involved the dictatorship of the
proletariat: “When we are reproached for exercising the dictatorship
of a party . .. we say, ‘Yes, the dictatorship of a party! We stand by
itand cannot do without it.” > He also wrote, ‘“The scientific definition
of dictatorship is a power that is not limited by any laws, not bound
by any rules, and based directly on force.”

As soon as he took power, Lenin wasted no time putting his views
into practice. Before long, he came to rely on the use of indiscriminate
violence not only to terrorize society as a whole but even to eliminate
the smallest of bureaucratic nuisances. In a decree issued in January
1918, which sought to define policy on handling those who in any
way opposed Bolshevik rule, Lenin’s regime called on state agencies
to “purge the Russian land of all kinds of harmful insects.” Lenin
himself urged party leaders in one district to carry out “ruthless mass
terror against the kulaks, priests, and White Guards” and to “‘confine
all suspicious elements in a concentration camp outside the city.” As
for political opposition, Lenin would not tolerate any, arguing it was
“a great deal better to ‘discuss with rifles’ than with the theses of
the opposition.”

Mass terror thus soon became an administrative device to solve all
problems. For lazy workers, Lenin advocated “shooting on the spot
one out of every ten found guilty of idling.” For unruly workers, he
said that “such disturbers of discipline should be shot.” For a poor
telephone connection, he gave Stalin explicit instructions: “Threaten
to shoot the idiot who is in charge of telecommunications and who
does not know how to give you a better amplifier and how to make
a working telephone connection.” For any disobedience, however
small, among the rural masses, Lenin’s regime passed a resolution
that insisted that “hostages must be taken among the peasantry, so
that if the snow is not cleared away, they will be shot.”

This paranoiac vision helped to produce a system of rule that stood
apart from society, essentially a conspiracy in power, even if in the early
1920s that society’s continued spontaneity in the nonpolitical realm
was temporarily tolerated. However, the central fact is that Lenin’s
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political system was poised psychologically, as well as politically, for
an all-out confrontation with society. Its new rulers could only justify
themselves historically by eventually assaulting that society in order
to re-create it in the image of the political system itself. A Leninist-
type political system could not coexist indefinitely with a society op-
erating largely on the basis of dynamic spontaneity. Such a coexist-
ence would have either corrupted the political system or prompted
a collision between them.

Lenin’s unique solution was the promotion of a supreme party,
endowed with the power to prompt the forcible withering amay not
of the state but of the society as an autonomous entity. Society had to
be crushed lest it should co-opt, dilute, and eventually absorb the
superficial political veneer of Communist rule. To Lenin, the logic
of power dictated the conclusion that to accomplish the dissolution
of traditional social ties the centrality of the State had to be enhanced,
making the State into history’s ordained instrument.

Many decades later, in 1987, in the course of the debates precip-
itated by Mikhail Gorbachev’s efforts at reform, a leading Soviet
intellectual dared to pose publicly the question, “Did Stalin create
his system, or did the system create Stalin?” But if it was the
system—as the question implies—that spawned Stalin, then whose
system had it been? It was Lenin who created the system that created
Stalin, and it was Stalin who then created the system that made the
crimes of Stalin possible. Moreover, not only did Lenin make Stalin
possible, but Lenin’s ideological dogmatism and his political intol-
erance largely precluded any other alternative from arising. In es-
sence, the enduring legacy of Leninism was Stalinism, and that is
the strongest historical indictment of Lenin’s role in the construction
of socialism within Russia.




CHAPTER 2

The Stalinist Catastrophe

The genius of Joseph Stalin was that he understood well the inner
meaning of the Leninist legacy. His principal rival, Leon Trotsky,
made the basic error of trying to link the internal revolution with the
simultaneous quest for a global upheaval. Trotsky subscribed to the
notion that the Western capitalist system was ripe for a revolutionary
upheaval and that the survival of Communist power in Russia de-
pended on the prompt success of such a revolution. However, by
preaching the concept of the permanent revolution, Trotsky offended
the instinct for self-preservation of the newly entrenched party bu-
reaucrats, who were not prepared to risk all on the altar of a premature
world revolution. In contrast, Stalin exploited well their instinct for
self-preservation by launching a domestic revolution designed to
avoid the risk of seeing the Communist regime swallowed by the
increasingly vital society. He thereby gratified their ideological zeal
while appealing to their self-interest.

“Socialism in one country” was Stalin’s doctrinal catch phrase for
the unprecedented pulverization of society by the state machinery. A
conspiratorially minded cluster of leaders, operating literally by night
in a few rooms of the Kremlin, took upon itself the task of recon-
structing society from top to bottom, of destroying much of its peas-
antry and middle class, of resettling forcibly millions of people, while
in the process expanding the scope of state power to a degree never
before matched in history. “Socialism in one country”’ thereby be-
came a country totally subordinated to a supreme state.

Under Stalin the exaltation of the State, and the use of state
violence as a tool of social reconstruction, reached its apogee. Every-
thing was subordinated to the person of the dictator and to the state
that he commanded. Extolled in poetry, hailed by music, idolized by
thousands of monuments, Stalin was everywhere, and he dominated
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everything. But though a personal tyrant with few peers in all of
history, his rule was exercised through a complex structure of state
power, both highly bureaucratized and institutionalized. As society
was ploughed over in keeping with Stalin’s goal of constructing so-
cialism in one country, the state machinery grew in status and opul-
ence, in power and in privilege.

The pyramid of power was supported by a system of terror that
left no individual secure, not even among Stalin’s closest comrades.
No one was spared the dictator’s caprice. Stalin’s favorite Politburo
member one day could be the victim of a trial and shot on another.
That was the sudden fate in the late 1940s, for example, of A. A.
Voznesensky, viewed by many as being groomed by Stalin for the
very top governmental position. Total loyalty to Stalin and even en-
thusiastic complicity in his crimes offered little protection from per-
secution or indignity. Molotov and Kalinin, both directly involved in
drawing up lists of their comrades to be executed, continued to sit
around the Politburo table though their wives had been carted off
on Stalin’s orders to forced labor camps.

It is no exaggeration to state that the ultimate power of life and
death in the Soviet state for about a quarter of a century was in the
hands of a small band of totally ruthless conspirators, for whom the
infliction of death on countless thousands of alleged “enemies of the
people” was a minor bureaucratic act. Even if Soviet archives are
someday fully opened (and the dissident Moscow magazine Glasnost
reported in August 1987 that, to cover up the past, the KGB was
destroying dossiers on victims from the 1930s and 1940s at a rate of
five thousand per month), one will never know the full measure of
Stalin’s killings. Extermination by direct execution or by lingering
death was the fate of entire categories of people: political opponents,
ideological rivals, suspect party members, accused military officers,
kulaks, members of the deposed classes, former aristocrats, national
groups viewed as potentially disloyal, ethnic groups labeled as hostile,
religious preachers as well as the more active believers, and even the
relatives and (in many cases) the entire families of the chosen victims.

It is simply impossible to evoke in words the full measure of the
individual and collective human suffering that Stalin inflicted. In the
name of socialism, several million peasant families were deported
under the most primitive of conditions, with the survivors resettled
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in distant Siberia. Stalin was also responsible for the mass starvation
of several million Ukrainian peasants during the Great Famine of
the early 1930s—a famine deliberately exploited to accelerate the
process of collectivization, but to a significant degree also generated
by that same brutal collectivization itself. During the purges, the party
itself was decimated, with most of its top leaders executed and with
their families cruelly persecuted. Arrests and executions cut across
the entire Soviet society and ran into the millions. According to Soviet
data, in the military sector alone no less than thirty-seven thousand
army officers and three thousand navy officers were shot in the years
1937 and 1938, more than actually perished during the first two years
of the Nazi-Soviet war.

The GULAG kept swelling under Stalin. Individual and group
arrests were a massive and continuous occurrence. Even entire ethnic
groups were targeted for genocidal extinction. Just before the out-
break of the war in 1939, the entire Polish population living on the
Soviet side of the then Soviet-Polish border, numbering several
hundred thousand, suddenly disappeared, with only the women and
children resettled in Kazakhstan. The men simply perished. In the
last stages of the war, the Tatars of Crimea and the Chechen-Ingush
of northern Caucasus, numbering also in the hundreds of thousands,
were uprooted and deported to Siberia. After the war, and despite
the revelations of the Nazi Holocaust of the Jews, the Jewish com-
munity in Moscow and Leningrad was suddenly targeted, and its
leadership was decimated. In 1949, mass deportations to Siberia were
inflicted on hundreds of thousands of Balts. According to scrupu-
lously kept Soviet accounting, cited by Radio Vilnius on Septem-
ber 22, 1988, the victims included 108,362 from Lithuania alone.
On the eve of Stalin’s death, preparations were in progress for new
show trials of the “Jewish doctors’ plot,” with the victims accused of
having conspired to kill the top Kremlin leadership.

Literally millions of lives were thereby shattered. The suffering
was inflicted on the lowly as well as on the socially prominent. When
the exposure of Stalinism finally developed momentum in 1987, the
Soviet press was swamped with personal recollections and accounts.
The one that follows appeared in Literaturnaia Gazeta on Decem-
ber 23, 1987—the paper noted that it had received some 10,000
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comparable letters—and was written by a simple woman. It was
especially powerful because it was so prosaic. It is typical of the
experiences of millions of others:

[ am an attentive reader of yours. I have been reading your paper
with interest for a long time. Recently a lot has been written about
things which had been forgotten; I read some articles and my heart
bleeds. I remember my life and my husband’s life. Our generation
lived through the difficult 1930s, then the war years, then also the
difficult postwar years. Now the deaths of Kirov, Tukhachevskiy,
Yakir, and other innocent victims are written about openly. This is
understandable: The fate of great people is in public view. But if even
great people did not survive, what can be said about ordinary people’

My husband, A. I. Bogomolov, was just such an ordinary person.
He was arrested after the end of the Finnish war, sentenced to be
shot, then given 10 years, plus 5 years deprivation of rights. He spent
4 years in a camp in the north in appalling conditions. Then came
another arrest, another accusation, 15 months of tridsatka [allusion
unknown], in an underground cell. In both cases he did not sign the
accusation. He served his time there in the north, 12 years in total.
His health was ruined forever, and his lungs were frostbitten. After
the camp he lived in Syktyvkar.

I met my husband after 42 years’ separation, the last time I had
seen him had been in 1940, when I brought my newborn son to visit
him at a Leningrad transit prison. We met. ... My impression was
appalling, but we decided not to part. His wife had died, my husband
had died, and our children had grown up. So for 5 years I have been
doctor, sister, nurse, and friend. My husband’s health is completely
ruined, he worked until he was 74 years old. We live in my room in
a communal apartment, next door there is a mentally ill person. There
are brawls, shouting matches, and the woman next door gets into fist
fights. We have been refused a separate apartment—we have more
than 6 meters per person.

But this is what I want to tell you. In 1955 my husband was re-
habilitated with regard to his second conviction, while we received
rehabilitation for the first conviction only in 1985, when I myself
started to pursue the matter, and the Leningrad Military District
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military tribunal reconsidered his 1940 case and also quashed the
verdict “for lack of corpus delicti.” My husband was given R 270 only
after his rehabilitation—2 months’ salary for the post he held before
the Finnish war. For all the 12 years in northern camps, for the
interrogations, for the exhausting work in mines and felling imber—
a total of R 270! Every time I inquired I was told that this is the law
and referred to the 1955 statute.

My husband’s rights as a participant in the war were restored only
after the last rehabilitation. He is now a category one invalid, he is
blind, I read him the articles and he cries. He gets a pension of R
113—this includes R 15 which he is given as a category one invalid
“for nursing.” But I have written and shall continue to write to all the
official bodies because I think the whole thing is unjust. So long as
he lives and I have the strength, I shall write about how people like
my husband were given no benefits to compensate, however little, for
everything they have suffered. They have not wronged their country,
but their lives have been wrecked, their families’ lives have been
wrecked, they were deprived of society’s respect, and they were not
even given the right to fight, to become honored invalids or war
veterans and receive festive congratulations!

I am not asking you to help me get an apartment. We are elderly
people and even if you help us get a separate apartment, it will be too
late for us. My husband is 82 years old. Recently he suffered a stroke.
But I beg you to help all those who also suffered innocently and were
unable to defend themselves since “the verdict was not subject to
appeal.”

Today they broadcast on the radio Tvardovskiy’s poem “Right of
Remembrance.” I shook, and tears flowed from my husband’s blind
eyes. He was always a worker, a Komsomol member, he worked on
the Kuznetskstroy, in Balkhash, and he always had callused hands.
Now he cannot do anything, of course, but he senses the new time
and believes that it is really revolutionary. Today a lot is changing,
and it will be unjust if people who have suffered so terribly disappear
from view when so much attention is being paid to war and labor
veterans. Why not review the 1955 statute? Why don’t the people who
have suffered humiliation and shock enjoy any benefits—either ma-
terial or moral? Are they to blame for the fact that they were unable
to earn them’
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I beg you to help me and to help those who can still be helped.
Even now you sometimes hear people say of such-and-such a person
that he was an enemy of the people and it is not for nothing that he
was behind bars. It is not a question of money—the point is that
society should be aware of its duty to these people.

Valentina Zinovevna Gromova, L.eningrad

Though the total number of Stalin’s victims will never be known,
it is absolutely safe to estimate the number at no less than twenty
million and perhaps as high as forty million. In his book The Great
Terror (1968), the English historian Robert Conquest assembled the
best and most complete estimates, and his careful calculations favor
the upper end of this range. All in all, Stalin was probably the biggest
mass murderer in human history, statistically overshadowing even
Hitler.

These mass murders were part and parcel of the construction of
the Soviet system. That system emerged, took shape institutionally,
congealed bureaucratically, and developed its own sense of status as
these mass killings took place. But the remarkable aspect of this
process was that despite these atrocities Stalin succeeded in gener-
ating a real sense of accomplishment within the Soviet elite and in
a large part of the new Soviet urban population. He did so by iden-
tifying his policies, and himself, with a reconstruction of Soviet society
that involved massive industrialization and urbanization, all labeled
as the construction of socialism. Thus, for many Soviet citizens, the
Stalinist era was one of some social advancement, of a great historical
leap forward, and even of a genuinely proud sense of patriotic ac-
complishment.

One could not otherwise explain the reactions of many average
Soviet citizens first to the efforts of Nikita Khrushchev in the late
1950s and early 1960s and then of Mikhail Gorbachev in the late
1980s to expose Stalin’s crimes. Apart from intellectuals and the
relatives of victims, the popular reactions were far from enthusiastic.
They ranged from the somewhat typically Russian xenophobic con-
cern that Russia’s enemies would exploit any public exposure of the
ugly past, to the frequent assertion that the Stalinist era involved
great accomplishment and should not be besmirched. Some citizens,
in letters to papers like Pravda or Izvestia, even opposed the post-
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humous rehabilitation of Stalin’s victims, on the grounds that this
would be both unfair to the past and damaging to Soviet prestige.

Both typical and revealing was the account provided by the
July 23, 1987, issue of Pravda, entitled “Reading the Mail.” It re-
ported that the party newspaper had received many letters expressing
dismay at the anti-Stalinist turn in contemporary Soviet historical
writings. As an example of an apparently widely held point of view,
the paper quoted a reader, seventy-four-year-old Vasiliy Petrovich
Peshketov (who consequently was twenty-four at the time of Stalin’s
worst terror), as proudly proclaiming that he went into battle against
the Nazis with the words “For the motherland, for Stalin” on his
lips. He went on to add: “How is it possible to have the slightest
doubt about the sincerity of these words.” The old, and apparently
unreconstructed, veteran concluded his letter by charging the anti-
Stalin campaign with being based on deception and half-truths and
asked: “So why are such deceptions allowed to appear in the pages
of reputable press organs?”’

Pravda’s own commentary confirmed that the cited letter expressed
a more widely shared point of view:

Maybe the veteran is exaggerating and overgeneralizing? Judging by
the mail, no—he is not exaggerating at all. A big bundle of letters lies
on the editorial office desk, and their authors ask roughly the same
questions, but in a broader context. . .. How is it possible to reduce
ambiguous, heterogeneous, contradictory, and disparate phenomena,
events, episodes, and facts to a common denominator and to forcibly
squeeze them into a single formula—the “personality cult”? How is
it possible to decry the industrialization of the country, the collectiv-
ization of the agriculture, the cultural revolution, the Great Patriotic
War, and the postwar restoration of the national economy in the same
breath as the errors, negative phenomena, crimes, and violations of
socialist legality and Leninist norms of party life? . . . And what about
our daring, our enthusiasm, our youth, our songs’ Are they to be
discarded as well?

Such reactions on the part of some Soviet citizens to the renewed
repudiation of Stalinism, more than thirty years after the dictator’s
death and after many public revelations of the scale and brutality of
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his crimes, are a testimony to his continued hold on the minds of at
least a segment of the Soviet public.

Stalin was also quite successful abroad in justifying his methods
and in gaining some approval for what he had wrought. In somewhat
different terminology, many Western commentators were for years
more inclined to give him credit for industrializing Russia than to
condemn him for terrorizing it. The Stalinist era was thus widely
interpreted as one of great social change, of rapid upward mobility,
of a basic shift from a rural to an urban economy. And some of that,
in a sense, was true. Under Stalin, the Soviet Union did become a
major industrial power. Its population did shift from the countryside.
A full-scale central-command socialist system was institutionalized.
And the Soviet economy sustained a relatively high rate of growth.
According to official statistics, Soviet national income rose fourfold
during the first five-year plans, with annual growth rates running at
almost 15 percent. This required a massive population shift, with the
number of people living in urban areas doubling within thirteen years.
Between 1928 and 1940, annual production of electricity rose from
5 billion to 48.3 billion kilowatt-hours; steel from 4.3 million to 18.3
million tons; machine tools from 2,000 to 58,400; and motor vehicles
from 8,000 to 145,000. On the eve of the war, industry came to
represent 84.7 percent of the Soviet economy. Even if exaggerated
in official reports, these were undeniably major accomplishments.

The economic momentum of the early Stalin years explains in part
the surprise of quite a few people in the West at the intensity of the
Soviet anti-Stalin campaign, which surfaced so dramatically only
three years after the tyrant’s death. That campaign brought to the
fore the pent-up frustrations, the unsettled scores, the limitless hu-
man suffering, and the pointless spilling of blood, all of which were
the intangible costs of Stalin’s “successes.” Khrushchev’s famous
speech in 1956, and then the even more comprehensive documen-
tation provided by the second wave of anti-Stalinist speeches at the
Twenty-second Party Congress in 1961, represented a staggering
indictment of the social costs of the Stalinist experience.

Even more damning is the fact that—despite the initial pace of
Soviet industrialization—the social price of the Stalin era simply
cannot be justified by the assertion that the Soviet model of socio-
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economic change and modernization achieved higher rates of de-
velopment than had been the case elsewhere. Leaving aside the moral
impropriety of any such calculus, the claim does not stand up factually.
To the extent that cross-national comparisons are possible, it is ev-
ident, for example, that Japan did better, both after the Meiji Res-
toration during the nineteenth century and after World War II, but
without exacting a comparable human toll. Similarly, the overall re-
cord of Italian modernization in this century—and Italy and Russia
were generally closely matched in terms of socioeconomic indices at
the start of the century—is noticeably better. Last, but by no means
least, Tsarist Russia maintained a higher rate of growth from 1890
to 1914 than Stalin achieved at such an unbelievably high human
cost.

Not surprisingly, more recent Soviet leaders—even Mikhail Gor-
bachev —have sought to justify the social costs of Stalinist industriali-
zation and collectivization as an imperative dictated by the rise of
Hitler in Germany. “Industrialization in the twenties and thirties
really was a very hard trial,” the current Soviet leader wrote in his
book, Perestroika. “But let’s now, with hindsight, try to answer the
question: Was it necessary? Could such a vast country as ours have
lived in the twentieth century without being an industrially developed
state? There was another reason that also very soon made it clear that
we had no option but to speed up industrialization. As early as 1933
the threat of fascism began to grow swiftly. And where would the
world now be if the Soviet Union had not blocked the road for Hitler’s
war machine? Our people routed fascism with the might created by
them in the twenties and thirties. Had there been no industrialization,
we would have been unarmed before fascism.”

But the decision to convulse Soviet society was initiated not in
1933 but in 1928, when the threat of a militarized Germany was not
yet on the horizon, when Stalin intoned gravely against the “war
danger” from Britain, and when Moscow engaged in active military
and political collusion with Germany. In fact, as late as the summer
of 1932, Stalin was publicly assuring the Germans—through a highly
publicized interview with Emil Ludwig, published prominently also
in the Soviet press—that the Soviet Union was not prepared to
guarantee the borders of Poland against German aspirations.
Clearly, it is no exaggeration to say that never before had so much
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human sacrifice been exacted for relatively so little social benefit. As
Cyril Black, the Princeton historian, put it at the conclusion of his
paper entitled “Soviet Society: A Comparative View,” which was a
comprehensive assessment of the Soviet modernization process:

In the perspective of fifty years, the comparative ranking of the USSR
in composite economic and social indices per capita has probably not
changed significantly. So far as the rather limited available evidence
permits a judgment, the USSR has not overtaken or surpassed any
country on a per capita basis since 1917.... and the nineteen or
twenty countries that rank higher than Russia today in this regard also
ranked higher in 1900 and 1919.

Yet in the West the notion persisted even into the 1950s and 1960s
that Stalinism was historically an ambivalent development, with much
good offsetting the bad. It was not only the Western Communist
parties that had a hard time coming to terms with the reality of the
Stalinist history. In some ways, their predicament was understand-
able. Stalinism represented the only living example of “socialism”
constructed by a communist party in power. Moreover, given Soviet
control over these parties, they did not have much choice in the
matter. More revealing of the attraction to the twentieth-century mind
of Stalin’s experiment in social engineering was the fact that much
of Western scholarship was influenced by the view—propagated, for
example, by the widely read and much cited historian Isaac
Deutscher—that Stalinism had been a form of historical necessity,
induced by the imperatives of rapid, politically imposed industriali-
zation of a highly primitive society.

The Khrushchev-sponsored disclosures did much to shatter that
perspective, and the final nail into the coffin of the myth of the
“historically positive” Stalin was driven in by Aleksandr Solzhenit-
syn’s Gulag Archipelago. Fven Western Communist parties came to
realize that Stalinism had been a needless historic crime and rep-
resented for them a contemporary political liability. The Italian Com-
munist party went the furthest in denouncing that phase of Soviet
history, but the shock effects of the revelations were also felt more
widely among the Marxist-leaning West European intellectuals. Sta-
linism thus came to be perceived as a monstrous error in the com-
munist experience, an aberration to be regretted and averted.
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But the roots of the catastrophic legacy of Stalin go back to
Lenin—to his twin legacies of the dogmatic party and of the terroristic
secret police. Stalin’s bureaucratic behemoth was built on the foun-
dations of the vanguard party to which everything must be subor-
dinated. Once that party undertook the reconstruction of society, the
power of the state had to grow and expand. Stalin’s own legacy was
the exaltation of state-sponsored violence against one’s own society,
the emergence of a police state stifling social creativity, nipping in
the bud any display of intellectual innovation, the creation of a system
of hierarchical privilege, all subject to centralized political control.
Much of that legacy endured beyond Stalin, even surviving the on-
slaughts launched by Khrushchev. It thus not only served to discredit
the Soviet model in the world at large, but also made possible after
Khrushchev the subsequent twenty years of political and social stag-
nation under Leonid Brezhnev.
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CHAPTER 3

Stagnant Stalinism

The ambivalence of many average Soviet people toward efforts at
de-Stalinization explains why the Brezhnev era endured so long and
why it assumed the forms that it did. Though it started as a mod-
ernizing regime, attempting to introduce rationality into Khru-
shchev’s tempestuous reforms, the Brezhnev regime before too long
became tantamount to a quasi-Stalinist restoration. The basic out-
lines of the Stalinist system, especially its centralized and stifling
controls, its privileged nomenklatura, and the supremacy of the state
bureaucracy, were perpetuated—but in a setting of gradually
spreading social, economic, and even political decay. Only Stalin’s
massive terror gave way to a more discriminating but still arbitrary
use of political coercion, largely because the ruling elite had learned
through bitter experience that terror had a dynamic of its own,
eventually consuming even its sponsors.

Stalinism, but without the state-induced social change from above
and without the massive manifestations of terror, thus continued for
another quarter of a century. In effect, Stalinism came to characterize
two-thirds of the Soviet Communist era, leaving a decisive imprint
on what communism has come to mean historically. But the Stalinist
system endured not only because Brezhnev and his immediate com-
rades benefited from it and remained loyal to it. It survived because
it had become a vast structure of overlapping privileges, controls,
rewards, and vested interests. It also endured because the newly
urbanized Soviet masses could not conceive of any other alternative,
having been for half a century inculcated with the notion that their
experience represented for them a giant step forward.

Most important, Stalinism both endured and stagnated because it
was a political system without real political life within it. As the Soviet
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historian Leonid Batkin put it, in Nedelya, no. 26, 1988, in the course
of the public debates that eventually erupted in reaction to the Sta-
linist legacy,

... politics had disappeared from our society’s life since the late
twenties. . . . Politics disappeared as a specific contemporary sphere of
human activity where the differences in class and group interests are
displayed and clash with each other, where there is direct public
comparison of positions, and where methods are sought to bring them
to some dynamic compromise. Politics disappeared—and thus every-
thing became “political.” (italics in the original)

The society as a whole was politicized from the top down, but real
politics was confined only to the very top. The system was thereby
protected from the challenge of change, but stagnation was the in-
evitable price of the system’s coercive self-perpetuation.

That stagnation could not be forever ignored. Already by the
latter years of the Brezhnev era, a sense of malaise was developing
within a portion of the upper Soviet elite. An awareness of decay,
of ideological rot, of cultural sterility was setting in. It began not
only to permeate the intellectual circles but also to infect some
members of the political elite. That elite became increasingly aware
of the growing distance between the lagging Soviet Union and its
designated rival, the United States. In the words of the previously
cited historian, “while the Stalin system was exterminating peo-
ple in the millions, people like Bohr, Wiener, Watson, and Crick
were at work. While the Brezhnev system was reducing our country
to a state of mediocrity, the world was developing lasers and per-
sonal computers and witnessing the explosion of the postindustrial
revolution.”

The emerging historical pessimism within the Soviet elite stood
in sharp contrast to the boastful optimism of the Khrushchev era.
Only two decades earlier, starting in 1958, First Secretary Nikita
Khrushchev had begun to claim in public that the Soviet Union would
soon “bury” America in economic competition. Probably intoxicated
by the public relations triumph of putting the Soviet sputnik into space
ahead of the U.S. space program, and relying on official Soviet sta-
tistics for projected rates of growth, the Soviet leader asserted on
numerous occasions that by the early 1970s “the USSR will take
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first place in the world” in economic output and that this “will secure
our peoples the highest living standards in the world.”

To make matters even more embarrassing, these public boasts
could not be ascribed exclusively to the personal idiosyncrasy of the
top Soviet leader because they became enshrined in the official ide-
ological program of the ruling Communist party adopted in 1961. In
other words, the following prognostication became an integral part
of the allegedly scientific and infallible Marxist-Leninist doctrine:
“In the current decade—1961-1970—the Soviet Union, while cre-
ating a material-technical base for communism, will surpass in per
capita production the most powerful and richest capitalist country—
the United States.”

As if this were not enough, the party program went on to proclaim
that in the subsequent decade “an abundance of material and cultural
wealth will be ensured for the entire population. . . . And so in essence
a communist society will be built in the USSR.” Entering into the
stage of genuine communism was to mark the ultimate historical
triumph of the Soviet system. Soviet society was to be richer than
America’s, its economy to be more productive, and “the majestic
edifice of communism” was to permit the implementation of “the
principle of distribution according to need.”

In reality, by the mid-1960s these boasts were already merely a
mask for the painful reality of increasing stagnation. Perhaps for a
while Brezhnev still had reason to entertain some lingering hopes of
eventually closing the gap. By 1970, the Soviet economy had climbed
to more than half the size of the United States’, was still growing
somewhat more rapidly, and had a considerable lead on any other
rival. It accounted for 15.3 percent of the world’s GNP, while the
United States’ stood for 27.7 percent. But during the 1970s, Soviet
growth rates lost momentum, and the economy atrophied. By 1985,
the Soviet percentage of global GNP had dropped to 14.7 percent,
while the United States’ had increased to 28.5 percent. Much worse,
by the late 1980s, the Soviet Union no longer occupied an unques-
tioned second place in the global economic hierarchy. The country
that saw itself destined to become the world’s premier economic
power by the early 1970s was about to be passed by Japan, whose
economy was not only growing more rapidly than the Soviet Union’s
but was also technologically far more advanced.
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Indeed, the dramatically widening technological gap was doubtless
an even greater source of concern to the more discerning members
of the Soviet elite. That elite realized that further economic progress
required scientific-technological innovation and that the Soviet
Union was now lagging badly, particularly in the socioeconomic ap-
plication of the new technology. The data was widely known and told
a dramatic story. The country that so ostentatiously claimed to be on
the cutting edge of innovation was becoming mired in the mid-phases
of the industrial age, unable to go beyond them. Just a few examples,
as in the table below, speak volumes.

USA EEC JAPAN USSR
Large/medium computers 96,500 23,400 16,900 3,040
[per mill. pop. in 1983] 412 135 142 11
Small computers 1,000,000 240,000 70,000 22,000
[per mill. pop. in 1983] 4,273 1,387 588 80
Industrial robots 44,700 51,877 67,435 3,000
[per mill. pop. in 1981] 196 201 571 11

The Soviet economy was not only falling behind in the techno-
logical race. It had also become incredibly wasteful. With no inter-
nalized incentive to compete, to rationalize, and to innovate, not only
the Soviet industrial sector but also its copies in Central Europe had
become monuments to bureaucratic inefficiency and counter-pro-
ductive resource extravagance. According to data meticulously com-
piled by a Polish economist, Professor Jan Winiecki, in his Economic
Prospects, East and West (London, 1987), the Soviet-type economies
consume two to three times as much energy per unit of production
as the market-based economies of Western Europe.

SOVIET BLOC ENERGY P/$1000 GDP STEEL P/$1000 GDP
Soviet Union 1490 135

Poland 1515 135

East Germany 1356 88
Hungary 1058 88
WESTERN EUROPE

France 502 42

West Germany 565 52

Britain 820 38

The ideological irrationality of the Stalinist economic legacy was
even more destructive in the agricultural sector. By the 1970s, chronic
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inefficiency of its collectivized system, compounded by occasionally
poor weather conditions, compelled the Soviet leaders to annually
spend billions of dollars in hard currency for the import of grain. As
a result, the government also felt compelled to subsidize food prices,
lest the prohibitive costs for the Soviet consumer prompt civil unrest.
Yet, at the same time, the private plots that were tolerated in agri-
culture were being limited to only 4 percent of arable land, even
though they were producing—thanks to individual initiative—25 per-
cent of the Soviet food supplies.

The resulting economic waste and the associated industrial and
technological backwardness also had an adverse impact on the Soviet
ability to participate in world trade. Increasingly, the Soviet Union
was becoming an exporter mainly of commodities and minerals, like
much of the Third World, but was unable to compete with the world’s
leading exporters of manufactured goods. According to the annual
GATT report, the Soviet Union dropped from eleventh place in
1973 down to fifteenth in 1985 in the export of manufactured goods,
having been passed in the intervening years by Taiwan, South Korea,
Hong Kong, and Switzerland.

More generally, some forty years after the end of World War 1II,
Soviet society was still subject to partial rationing of food and suffered
from continued shortages of consumer goods. Standing in line for
hours every single day was the normal routine for the overwhelming
majority of Soviet urban housewives. Alcoholism continued to spread,
while hospital care for the average Soviet citizen generally deterio-
rated. In March 1987, the newly appointed Soviet Minister of Health
revealed that a large percentage of Soviet hospitals had no hot water,
inadequate sewage, and lacked basic sanitation. It was no wonder
that male life expectancy dramatically declined during the Brezhnev
years from 66 to 62 years, compared to 71.5 years in the United
States, and that infant mortality rose to a level 2.5 times higher than
that of the United States, thus placing the Soviet Union fiftieth in
global rankings—behind Barbados. The only group truly exempted
from social hardship was the ruling party officialdom and the upper
military and managerial elite. Benefiting from special closed shops,
good hospitals, and special vacation centers, it enjoyed the benefits
of socialism for one class.

The reality of socialism for one class not only collided head-on
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with the official myth of social egalitarianism, but, in time, bred
growing social resentment. A remarkable public opinion poll, pub-
lished by Moscow News on July 3, 1988, showed that about half of
the Soviet public did not feel they were living in ““a society of social
justice.” The strongest grievance was directed at the system of special
privileges for the senior officialdom. These included—in order of
resentment—‘“‘food packages, goods from exclusive stores”; “free
availability of any books or seats in theatres, movies, etc.”’; “flats in
superior housing in highly prestigious areas”; and ‘“‘state-owned
dachas.” Such social resentment was intensified by the fact that the
quality of life for the masses was clearly not improving at a satisfactory
pace and in some significant aspects was even deteriorating.

Compounding the problem was the fact that a growing number of
Soviet citizens, especially among the professional elite, now knew
that conditions abroad were considerably better, including even in
communized Eastern Europe. Among the intellectuals, the awareness
of Soviet backwardness, and of its debilitating effects, became quite
widespread during the 1970s. It was no longer possible to claim and
pretend, as was done for years under Stalin, that life in the Soviet
Union was better than elsewhere. Many Soviet citizens, long isolated
from the world, had believed Soviet propaganda even as late as the
mid-1960s.

In 1987, a leading member of the Soviet academic establishment,
Yevgeniy Afanasyev, candidly explained to a Hungarian audience on
Radio Budapest, on November 7, 1987, the intellectual price paid
for this state of affairs:

It is certain that national consciousness, in as much as it developed
atall in the Soviet society, developed amid totally abnormal conditions.
In other words, it developed in a one-sided manner, as did historical
and social consciousness. . . . Soviet society lived in a state of voluntary
[szc]] intellectual isolation, that is, that it knew nothing about the West
... we did not concern ourselves with Max Weber or Durkheim, or
Freud, or Toynbee, or Spengler. These are not just names, they are
names which have worlds, world systems behind them. If a society
fails to acquaint itself with these worlds, it simply falls out of the 20th
century, it finds itself on the periphery of the most important discov-
eries of the century.
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To the world at large, the spectacle of an ideologically self-isolated
and bureaucratically centralized system hardly offered an example of
economic or social dynamism. It literally took a political decision on
the level of the ruling Politburo to produce a single quality consumer
item, and in the seventy years of Soviet rule not a single such item
capable of competing on the world market has yet been produced.
That was the legacy that Stalin bequeathed and Brezhnev perpetu-
ated. In that economic system, the state bureaucracy set the quotas
and prices for millions of items, while the managers supervised pro-
duction without any incentives to be innovative. The workers pro-
duced without any motivation to increase productivity or to enhance
quality. Moreover, both the managers and the workers shared an
interest in distorting upward the reporting of their performance. As
a result, in recent years Soviet state statistics, by official admission,
became increasingly unreliable and thus unhelpful to any rational
planning process.

Despite official boasting, the truth could no longer be hidden:
Both quantitatively and qualitatively the Soviet Union was stagnating.
Instead of outracing the United States, it was at best holding its own
as the most developed of the developing countries—and even in that
category it was beginning to face the potential threat of eventually
being surpassed in some critical areas by the more ambitiously in-
novative of the developing countries, especially China. This was with-
out a doubt a galling and worrisome prospect for the more informed
members of the ruling Soviet elite. The Soviet military command,
acutely conscious that modern warfare was becoming increasingly
dependent on the ability to adapt quickly the latest technological
innovations, had to be especially concerned.

To the more historically minded members of the Russian elite,
the Soviet Union’s current condition must have evoked some dis-
turbing analogies with Russia’s decay during the last decades of the
preceding century. In 1815, having played the central role in the
defeat of Napoleon and with Tsar Alexander [ having ridden in
triumph into Paris, Russia was militarily the most powerful nation in
the world. Russia’s economy grew rapidly for the next several decades,
and there was also hope for political change. Yet gradually stagnation
set in. Between 1870 and 1890, the country<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>