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Agrogorod (plural agrogoroda) Agrotowns

Apparat Administrative apparatus of the Communist Party
ARCWC All-Russian Council of Workers’ Control

AUCECB All-Union Council of Evangelical Christians and Baptists
AUCP(B) see CPSU

AUW  All-Russian Union of Writers

Bolshevik A Party theoretical journal

Bolsheviks When the RSDRP split in 1903 those in the majority
became known as Bolsheviks and those in the minority became
known as Mensheviks.

CC Central Committee (of the Communist Party)

CEC Central Executive Committee (of the soviet)

CENTO Central Treaty Organisation

Cheka Political or secret police (also known as GPU, OGPU, NKVD,
MVD, MGB and KGB)

CMEA Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (also Comecon)

Comecon see CMEA

Cominform Communist Information Bureau

Comintern Communist International

Conference Second in importance in formulating party policy to a
congress. Usually at a conference not all party organisations were
represented. This, however, did not apply to the XIX and last
conference, convened by Gorbachev in June 1988 (sic)

Congress Supreme party policy body. After revolution convened annu-
ally but thereafter at irregular intervals. It was agreed that it should
meet every five years in 1966. Under Gorbachev there were two
congresses, the XXVII and XXVIIL. The latter turned out to be the
last. Each congress elected a new Politburo, CC and Secretariat

Cossacks  Originally their task was to guard the nation’s frontiers.
Hence there are Don Cossacks, Kuban Cossacks and so on
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CPSU Communist Party of the Soviet Union (formerly RSDRP,
RCP(B) and AUCP(B))

DCs Democratic Centralists
Druzhinniki Voluntary civilian police

ECB see AUCECB
EDC European Defence Community

First Secretary Head of the Communist Party — this title was only
used between 1953 and 1966. Also known as Secretary General. The
head of a republican, krai, oblast, city and raion party organisation
is also called first secretary.

FRG Federal Republic of Germany (also known as West Germany)

FYP Five-Year Plan

GDR German Democratic Republic (also known as East Germany)

GKO State Committee of Defence

Glavk (plural glavki) Chief department of a ministry or other central
institution

GOSPLAN  State Planning Commission. Had overall responsibility
for the economy until 1991

GPU Main Political Administration (see Cheka)

Izvestiya Literally means ‘news’. Name of the official organ of the
Soviet government. In and after 1917 many soviets published their
own [zvestiya

Kadets Constitutional Democrats (or Liberals)

Kavburo Caucasian Bureau of the CC, RCP(B). Co-ordinated activ-
ities of the CPs of Azerbaidzhan, Armenia and Georgia

KGB Committee of State Security (see Cheka)

Kolkhoz Literally collective economy. Collective farm

Kolkhoznik Male collective-farm peasant

Kolkhoznitsa Female collective-farm peasant

Kombedy Committees of the Poor

Kommunist A Party theoretical journal

Komsomol Communist Union of Youth

KPD Communist Party of Germany

Krai Administrative-territorial division (usually contains an autono-
mous oblast within its boundaries)

Kulak Well-to-do peasant (always used in a pejorative sense in Soviet
writings)

Mao Zedong (Pinyin orthography) Mao Tse-tung (Wade-Giles
orthography)
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MBFR Mutual and Balanced Force Reduction

Mensheviks Those in minority when the RSDRP split in 1903
MGB see Cheka

Mir Village community

MRC Military Revolutionary Committee

MTS Machine Tractor Station

MVD Ministry of Internal Affairs (see Cheka)

Narkomindel People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs
Narkomnats People’s Commissariat for Nationalities

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organisation

NEP New Economic Policy

NKFD National Committee for a Free Germany

NKVD see Cheka

Novy Mir A literary journal

NSDAP National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nazi Party)

Oblast Administrative-territorial division
OGPU see Cheka

Oktyabr A literary political journal
Orgburo Organisational Bureau of the CC

Partiinost Party-mindedness (writing from a Party point of view)

PCF French Communist Party

PCI Italian Communist Party

Politburo Political Bureau of the CC. Known as the Presidium
between 1952 and 1966. Key decision-making body for most of
the Soviet period. It declined in significance under Stalin (1934-53)
and Gorbachev (1990-91)

Popular Front Tactical alliance of communists with all anti-fascists

Pravda Literally means ‘truth’. Official organ of the Communist
party

Presidium see Politburo

Rabkrin Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspectorate

Raion Administrative-territorial division

RAPP Association of Proletarian Writers

RCP(B) All-Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks); CPSU 1952-91

Reds Communists; Bolshevik forces during the Civil War

RSDRP  All-Russian Social Democratic Labour Party; founded 1898,
split 1903; CPSU 1952-91

RSFSR  Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic

SALT Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty
SEATO South East Asia Treaty Organisation
Secretariat The administrative centre of the communist party; second
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only to the Politburo. Gorbachev deprived it of its key position at
the XIX party conference in June 1988

Secretary General Head of the Communist Party. Title used between
1922 and 1934 and between 1966 and 1991

SED  Socialist Unity Party of Germany (Communist Party in GDR)

Selkhoztekhnika Organisation for the provision of agricultural
machinery and chemicals

Selsovet Village soviet

Social Democrats Members of the RSDRP

Soviet Council

Sovkhoz Literally ‘State economy’; State farm

Sovkhoznik Male State farmworker

Sovkhoznitsa Female State farmworker

Sovnarkhoz Council of the National Economy (1957-65)

Sovnarkom Council of People’s Commissars (the government). In
1946 changed to the USSR Council of Ministers

SPD Social Democratic Party of Germany

SRs Socialist Revolutionaries

Stakhanovite A worker who has performed extraordinary feats of
endeavour; later led to raising of norms of others

State Capitalism Name of economic order between October 1917
and June 1918

STO Council of Labour and Defence

TPA Territorial Production Administrations

Travopole System of grassland management

Trudoden (plural Trudodni) Labour day; a kolkhoznik could earn
several trudodni during a day’s work

Tsar Imperial ruler (derived from Caesar)

Tsarina Imperial ruler’s wife

TSFSR  Transcaucasian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic

Uchraspred Records and assignment division of the CC

Uezd Administrative-territorial division

United Front Tactical communist alliance with social democrats;
united front from above was with social democratic leadership;
united front from below was with social democratic rank and file
over the heads of their leadership

USPD Independent Social Democrat Party of Germany

USSR Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

Vikzhedor All-Russian Central Executive Committee of Railwaymen
(Bolshevik)

Vikzhel All-Russian Central Executive Committee of Railwaymen
(non-Bolshevik)

Voprosy Ekonomiki An economics journal
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Introduction

The Soviet Union is no more. The great experiment has failed. The joy,
ecstasy and unbridled optimism which followed the October revolution
had given way to bitterness, disillusion, cynicism and despair by 1991.
The brilliant tactical success of the Bolsheviks in taking power in
a developing country, dominated by the peasantry, dimmed as the
difficulties of transforming the country became evident. The first and
greatest mistake Lenin and his cohorts made was to underestimate the
task they set themselves. They believed that if they slipped into the
seats of power all that was needed to modernise the country was
democracy. People’s power would overcome every obstacle. Sadly for
them, they quickly found that human nature is not instantly malleable.
Self-interest, corruption, abuse of power and all the other barriers to
efficient administration reappeared, indeed had never disappeared, and
vexed the Bolsheviks. Embroiled in a bloody civil war, they resorted
to coercion. Democracy was a major victim. If democracy had been
practised the Bolsheviks would have been swept from power. This
haunted them until the demise of the USSR. They never resorted to
the ballot box to measure their legitimacy.

The Civil War left an indelible imprint on Bolshevik thinking
and practice. A party arranged along military lines could become a
powerful force. The most efficient militaries approximate machines.
The Bolsheviks were always seeking to fashion a machine which would
drive the Soviet Union forward and make it a force to be reckoned
with in the world. Under War Communism socialism appeared to be
attainable but only for a short time. NEP was a retreat but the great
offensive (military metaphors are very revealing) began at the end of
the 1920s. Interlocking mechanisms were to be created so that the USSR
would work like a single factory, a single machine. This goal led to a
vast bureaucracy being spawned since everyone had to follow orders,
otherwise the machine might break down. The market was banished
but the market exacted its revenge. It can never be eliminated since an
economy is a vast forum for negotiation between and among actors. It
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was impossible for the centre to issue all the commands necessary to
achieve plan goals. Enterprises, ministries and party functionaries had
to negotiate with one another to overcome bottleneck;, shortages and
mistakes in planning. The centre relied on accurate information but
since the penalty of failure could be death, reporting became inaccurate,
to put it mildly. Hence the centre was never sure of.the true potential of
enterprises. The war accelerated the coming into being of industrial and
regional interest groups which colluded among themselves. Whereas
it was possible to co-ordinate the vast experiment in the early
stages, this became progressively more difficult and eventually by
the 1980s impossible. Stalin was the managing director of USSR Inc.
but even he was not the master of all he surveyed by the late 1940s.
Khrushchev perceived that attempts at tight control from Moscow were
dysfunctional and devolved much decision-making in the sovnarkhoz
reforms of 1957. He thereby strengthened the centrifugal tendencies
which had been under way since the 1930s. Brezhnev recentralised,
or attempted to recentralise, but he prided himself in being a master
of cadres policy: promote the right man and a few women and the
machine would function more efficiently. The bureaucracy waxed but
the Soviet Union gradually slowed down. Khrushchev was greatly
taken by mechanical solutions and Soviet space triumphs boosted
his belief that the Soviet system was based on correct assumptions.
All that was needed was to apply science and technology to human
endeavour. Brezhnev took this up and became enamoured of scientific
management. If only the advances of science and technology could be
applied to running society. Cybernetics became all the rage for a while.
Gradually it dawned on many scientists that the search for the perfect
machine was utopian. Some planners realised that in order for everyone
to behave according to scientific norms they would have to understand
the whole plan perfectly. This was out of the question since everyone
only knew his or her part of the plan. No one, not even the cleverest
planner, actually had all the details of the plan in his head. If this task
was beyond the human intellect, what about the computer? This also
turned out to be a myth since there were not enough computers to
cope with the task. At present no machine is capable of assimilating all
the inputs and coming out with the master plan. The failures of Soviet
planning led to the plan becoming a joke.

The collapse of the Soviet Union was breathtakingly fast. Gorbachev,
all optimism and bonhomie, was convinced that it was possible to
reform the Soviet Union and make Soviet socialism a phenomenon
worthy of emulation. He correctly came to the conclusion that the
party bureaucracy was a barrier to a more efficient system. Bar
it from direct involvement in the economy, pass those functions
over to local soviets and things would improve. Since the party
apparat could not be made accountable it had to go. Democratic
accountability through the soviets was to be tried but never got
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off the ground. The network of interest groups was so dense and
regionalism so powerful that Moscow could not impose its will. The
decline of the Soviet economy under Brezhnev fostered regionalism
and nationalism. When Gorbachev opened the Pandora box of glasnost
and democratisation, the floodgates opened. The pent up frustration of
past decades exploded.

One of the most astonishing failures of the ruling elites in the Soviet
Union was their inability to perceive the gathering storm and to find
solutions to avert disaster. Soviet bureaucracy was like a dinosaur
stranded on the beach of democracy, nationalism and regionalism.
Eventually their only answer was coercion. The ludicrously inefficient
attempted coup in August 1991 summed it all up. How were men
(there were no women among the top conspirators), who could not
ensure that their orders were carried out by the military and the KGB,
men trained to obey orders, supposed to run a country which involved
directing the lives of millions of civilians? The machine had come to a
full stop. Its design was hopelessly flawed.

June 1992 MARTIN McCAULEY
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CHAPTER ONE

Revolution

‘DAYS OF HOPE AND DAYS OF DESPAIR’

THE FEBRUARY REVOLUTION

The pomp and circumstance which attended the tercentenary celebra-
tions of the Romanov dynasty in 1913 matched the occasion. The
Tsar, Nicholas II, and the Tsarina, Aleksandra, glowed with pride.
But pride comes before a fall. And the fall, in February 1917, was
sudden, unexpected and complete. The autocrat of all the Russias
passed from the scene without so much as a whisper of protest. How
was this possible?

The First World War imposed intolerable strains on the State. Russia
had been undergoing a process of modernisation before 1914 and the
war quickened the pace but the demands were too great. By the end
of 1916 public confidence in the government had evaporated, the army
had been defeated and transport problems were mounting. About
80,000 metal and textile workers went on strike on 23 February. It
also happened to be International Women’s Day. It had not been
organised by any political party, it was the spontaneous expression
of increasing exasperation at the privations and shortages, exacerbated
by war. There were 160,000 troops garrisoned in the capital, Petrograd.
The regime did not appear to be in danger. The strike gradually spread
throughout the city, bringing vast numbers of people on to the streets.
On 26 February the troops fired on the demonstrators and drew blood
but by the following day the mood of the army was different. The
Volhynian regiment went over to the people and set out to convince
others to do the same. Other regiments followed. The Cossacks,
formally the most reliable of the Imperial guards, changed sides and
this doomed the dynasty. The revolution had almost been bloodless;
only 587 civilians, 655 soldiers and 73 policemen sealed its victory with
their blood.

The leaderless crowds turned to the only authority they knew,
the parliament or Duma. It had been dissolved by the Tsar but a
thirteen-man Temporary Committee composed of members of all
political groupings except the right, and essentially middle class, was
set up on 27 February. Also established the same day and in the same
building, the Tauride Palace, was the Petrograd Soviet of Workers’
Deputies (when representatives arrived from the garrisons it became
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known as the Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies). A
descendant of the Soviet of 1905, it was brought into being largely on
Menshevik initiative. The Temporary Committee wanted to preserve
the monarchy, fearing anarchy if the symbol of authority passed from
the scene. However, the Tsar could not be saved and he abdicated
almost with a sigh of relief. He abdicated first in favour of his
haemophiliac son, Aleksei, on 2 March 1917 but then changed his
mind when he discovered he would have to part from the boy if the
latter became Tsar. He then abdicated a second time, later the same
day, in favour of his brother Grand Duke Mikhail Aleksandrov1ch
The latter refused the proffered crown, wisely indicating that he
would only accept it if the Constituent Assembly placed it on his
head. Russia had become a de facto republic. This was what the
crowds wanted, a constitutional monarchy held little attraction for
them. Already the Temporary Committee was out of step with the
aspirations of the people. After all, the masses had made the revolution
and not the middle classes. In the months after February they accepted
that the bourgeoisie should hold the reins of government since they
had no leaders of their own and the Petrograd Soviet had no desire
to rule. It was dominated by the Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs) and
the Mensheviks — the moderate socialists — and they reasoned that
since the revolution was at its bourgeois stage the representatives of
the bourgeoisie should form the administration. The Soviet would
support the new government (or the Provisional Government as it
became known when it took office on 2 March) against reaction but it
would oppose it if it went against the goals of the February Revolution.
The government was provisional or temporary until the Constituent
Assembly, the first democratically elected parliament, convened. A
government of national unity was never contemplated.

The first Prime Minister was Prince G. E. Lvov, a liberal but not
a member of any party. The liberals, the Constitutional Democrats
or Kadets, dominated the ten-man administration. There was only
one surprise among the ministers, the Minister of Justice was A. F.
Kerensky, an SR and a member of the Petrograd Soviet. The latter
had officially voted not to participate in the new government but
Kerensky’s verbal wizardry, on a par with that of his contemporary
David Lloyd George, won him the right to accept a portfolio.

The government immediately enacted much progressive legislation.
An amnesty was declared for all political prisoners, capital punishment
was abolished, the right to strike and organise was granted and
all legal restrictions based on class, nationality and religion were
lifted. Lenin even went so far as to state that Russia was the
freest of all the belligerent countries in the world. The Kadets
were in no hurry to convene the Constituent Assembly since they
did not want to encourage peasant and worker radicalism. They
wanted agrarian reform left until the new parliament was convened



REVOLUTION

and urged workers’ organisations to exercise self-restraint in wage
bargaining. The Kadets were ever mindful of the damage industrial
and rural unrest could do to Russia’s war effort. But it takes two
to make a bargain. Workers and soldiers looked to the Petrograd
Soviet and the myriad of other soviets to put their aspirations into
practice. Soon peasants’ soviets spread throughout the countryside.
Dual power was a reality from the inception of the Provisional
Government. Unfortunately for the government, its writ did not
carry far beyond the capital. The government dismissed the tsarist
governors and appointed its own commissars, but they did not last
long. The police force disintegrated with the February Revolution,
and law and order became the responsibility of local organisations.
Free elections led to those parties based on the middle classes, such as
the Kadets, losing out. The government was, understandably, reluctant
to grant much autonomy to local bodies. This became more of a
problem in non-Russian areas, such as the Ukraine and Finland. The
Russian Orthodox Church could not be relied upon as an ally of a
liberal-minded government.

War or peace proved an insoluble dilemma. Army and naval
officers, on the whole, accepted the revolution, but their ability to
command changed. The most unpopular were sometimes lynched.
The Petrograd Soviet pushed through Order no. 1, which ended
blind obedience to superiors. Soldiers did not need to salute when
off duty, demanded to be addressed in the polite second person
plural and the right to elect their own committees to articulate
and defend their interests. The government gave in with a certain
feeling of unease. Soldiers in city garrisons began to set the tone
and the message which came across was a strong desire for the war
to be considered defensive. Only shoot if you are attacked. In the
meanwhile every effort should be undertaken to negotiate a general
European peace. This severely constrained the government’s room for
manoeuvre. Workers and peasants also overwhelmingly favoured an
end to hostilities.

But how was this to be achieved? The Soviet wanted international
socialist action to secure a just peace without annexations and indem-
nities. Correspondingly the Soviet issued an appeal to the ‘comrade
proletarians and toilers of all countries’.! The government, on the other
hand, believed that one of the reasons for the Revolution had been the
inefficient manner in which the Imperial regime had prosecuted the
war. Prince Lvov and his government felt that Russia had to hold
to its international obligations, one of which was not to conclude a
unilateral peace. To keep Russia buoyed up, the Allies had promised
it the Bosphorus and Dardanelles, something the Russians had been
eyeing enviously for a millennium. The gulf between the two heirs
to Imperial power widened until street demonstrations, organised by
the Soviet, brought down the government. The flashpoint was a note
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which the Foreign Minister, Paul Milyukov (Kadet), had sent to the
Allied Powers dated 18 April (1 May New Style). In it he expressed
the hope that means would be found to ‘obtain those guarantees and
sanctions which were indispensable for the prevention of sanguinary
conflicts in the future’.2 This was like a red rag to a bull. To the
Soviet ‘guarantees and sanctions’ meant imperialistic aggrandisement.
The demonstrations made crystal clear who the real master of Russia
was: it was the Soviet. By bringing down the government the Soviet
placed itself in a quandary. The Kadet party had been chastened by the
experience and plainly could not command much respect throughout
the country. If reaction were not to rear its head again the Soviet would
have to drop its objection to accepting governmental responsibility.
The result was the first Coalition Government of 5 May 1917. Lvov
stayed as Prime Minister. Kerensky became Minister of War, Viktor
Chernov, the SR leader, Minister of Agriculture and two Mensheviks
were included, M. 1. Skobelev accepting the sensitive post of Minister
of Labour.

The Kadets had the advantage in that the Mensheviks and SRs
were reluctant bed partners. They hoped they would restrain the
Petrograd Soviet, temper wage demands and hold back land seizures.
Minority socialist ministers advocated their own policies — immediate
peace, higher wages, better working conditions and more governmental
intervention in the economy — but little came of them. The socialists
did not leave in a huff since they were ever mindful of the threat
from the right. Kadets were, after all, much preferable to a military
government. This may explain why socialist ministers acceded to the
government’s desire to begin an offensive in late June. The Allies,
launching an attack on the Western Front, had requested Russian help
on the Eastern Front. The result was predictable, absolute disaster. Not
only the bourgeois parties but also the moderate socialist leadership
of the Soviet were now discredited. This opened the floodgates to
those who had more radical ideas about ending the war, first and
foremost the Bolsheviks. They, ably led by Lenin who had returned to
Petrograd on 3 April from Switzerland, wanted a Soviet government,
the transformation of the ‘imperialist’ war into a civil war and the
passage of the revolution from its first bourgeois stage to its second
stage, the transfer of power to the proletariat and the poor strata of the
peasantry. Their slogan ‘All Power to the Soviets’ had instant appeal
and they also championed a second explosive theme, all land to the
peasants. This was SR policy and Viktor Chernov was Minister of
Agriculture at the time but he could not win the government over
to legalising the ever increasing land seizures before the Constituent
Assembly met. The peace and land questions were intimately linked.
Who were the soldiers but peasants in uniform? So the Bolshevik
press, published in vast quantities and often distributed free, urged
the soldiers to desert, thus robbing the Provisional Government of
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any armed support, and return to their villages and seize the land,
thus removing one of the pillars of government support, the landlords.
Lenin declared war on the Provisional Government in his April Theses,
proclaimed on 4 April.

The Bolsheviks revelled in the industrial strife, rural conflict and
discomfiture of the ‘bourgeois’ government. They were the only party
who had a ready-made solution to all of society’s ills, revolution.
Workers tended to blame the bosses for the economic difficulties
but many of these resulted from lack of inputs. Monthly coal output
declined by 27 per cent between January and August 1917, and from
April enterprises were receiving less than 40 per cent of ‘the metals
they needed.3 This was partly due to transport difficulties. As revenue
declined the government resorted to the printing press and inflation
soared. Workers developed a greater sense of solidarity as poverty
beckoned. Factory committees could take over an enterprise if they
feared closure. There were also trade-union committees and often
political parties had cells in factories. Most activity was defensive and
one result was workers’ control. This concept had many meanings but
amounted in most cases to shadowing management closely.

Huge demonstrations against the June offensive, spearheaded by
20,000 very radical Kronstadt sailors, on 34 July, known as the
July Days, came very near to transferring power to the most radical
champion of the Soviet, the Bolsheviks. The government saved itself
by playing a trump card. It accused Lenin of being a German agent
and the Bolsheviks of accepting vast sums of money from Imperial
Germany. Lenin and others had crossed Germany in a sealed train
on their way home and they had accepted certain conditions. The
mood of the crowd changed dramatically. Pravda, the Bolsheviks’
newspaper, had its printing presses smashed, prominent Bolsheviks
such as Trotsky were imprisoned and Lenin fled to Finland disguised
as a train driver’s mate. Clean shaven and wearing a blond wig he
looked for all the world like a Finn. There is little doubt that the
Bolsheviks did receive large sums from Berlin but they used them to
pursue their main goal, revolution. Imperial Germany believed that this
goal was also in its interests, a catastrophic misjudgment.

All was set fair for the second Coalition Government which took
office on 24 July with Kerensky as Prime Minister. Military matters
again brought it down. Kerensky reached an agreement with General
Lavr Kornilov, the new C-in-C. General Krymov was to occupy
and disarm the capital and dissolve the Petrograd Soviet, apparently
because Bolshevik demonstrations were expected on 27 August, the
half anniversary of the February Revolution.# When Kornilov began to
move his forces on 27 August, Kerensky changed his mind and ordered
him to surrender his post. Kornilov accused Kerensky of betraying
Russia but could not get to Petrograd because the railwaymen would
not let him through.
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The Kornilov episode was the turning-point. Kerqnsky had to appeal
to the Petrograd Soviet for help but in the event it was not needed.
However, the Soviet had acquired arms to defend the capital and these
weapons were not handed back. It was now possible, after the Military
Revolutionary Committee of the Soviet, chaired by Lev Trotsky, had
been set up to provide the Soviet with advice on military matters, for
the Bolsheviks to contemplate armed insurrection. Popular exasperation
at the government’s ineffective showing and disillusionment after the
Kornilov attack produced wave after wave of support for the radicals
with the Bolsheviks gaining most. The government was helpless as
more and more of the country slipped out of its control. The
Finns, Georgians, Azerbaidzhanis and Armenians sought to separate
from Russia and the Ukraine had its own soviet, the Rada. The
military weakness of the Kerensky regime was underlined in August
when the Germans advanced and took Riga without much trouble.
Petrograd stood open before them but they decided not to take that
prize. Had they done so it might have aroused dormant Russian
nationalist feeling. Berlin preferred to have a disunited, weak Russian
state rather than to occupy the country and be forced to devote
men and matériel to imposing their authority. The Eastern Front,
after all, was a side show for the Germans. They were staking all
on victory in the West. The parlous state of the country led to
Kerensky convening a State Conference which brought together a
wide range of political parties and groups, but mutual suspiciousness
paralysed the will to act. In September a democratic conference was
called but those willing to attend had dwindled. Both assemblies
were weak apologies for the Constituent Assembly and eventually
Kerensky had to concede elections scheduled for November. In the
meanwhile he cobbled together a small team to see him through
the interim period. In early September the Bolsheviks gained a
majority in the Petrograd Soviet and in the Moscow Soviet of
Workers’ Deputies. Lenin immediately called for an uprising, either
in Petrograd or Moscow. The Central Committee (CC) wavered until
early October. Even so two of its members, Kamenev and Zinoviev,
were so opposed to the initiative that they argued against it in Maksim
Gorky’s newspaper Novaya Zhizn on 11 October. Kerensky, by
then heading the third Coalition Government, could be forgiven for
taking to his couch in laughter — surely a revolutionary party which
proclaimed in the press that it was about to seize power need not be
taken seriously.

THE POLITICAL PARTIES

The Kadet party contained both conservatives and liberals and its
members came from the nobility, the civil service, the military and
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the professions. Large landowners were also well represented. The
Kadets would have preferred a constitutional monarchy. They and
those to the right of them wanted the war carried through to a
victorious conclusion. This would provide them, so they thought,
with the necessary prestige to remain in power. They believed in
private property but were very ambivalent in their attitude to the
nationalities.

The SRs were always the largest political party and eventually
claimed a million members. They split, however, on their attitude
towards the land. Some wanted to socialise the means of production
while others, the Popular Socialists grouped around Peshekhonov,
favoured a countryside of small landed proprietors.> Nevertheless all
SRs agreed that the family farm was to be preferred to the collective
in the immediate future. The agrarian problem to them was the most
pressing.

They did not aspire to power in February although together with
the Mensheviks they had almost complete control of the soviets. The
majority of the army favoured them. However, like the Mensheviks
they accepted that the revolution was only at its bourgeois stage,
something which would last a long tuime, hence the bourgeoisie had
the right to rule. The soviets, in their view, should restrict themselves
to supervisory functions. The SRs also thought that it was necessary to
bring the war to an end but they were of the opinion that a separate
peace with Germany would only increase German power in central
Europe. Socialists in the belligerent countries should bring the war to
an end by applying pressure on their respective governments but this
was being over-optimistic given that most socialists had accepted war
in 1914.

As the SR party increased in size after February so divisions began
to appear. Some landowners joined so as to influence policy from
within the ranks of the party and to make the party less radical, if
possible. Gradually the centre around Viktor Chernov was flanked
by a group on the right, spearheaded by A. F. Kerensky, which had
lost all its radical teeth, and a group on the left which became very
radical, eventually finding common cause with the Bolsheviks.

Despite the fact that Viktor Chernov was Minister of Agriculture
food production declined and off-farm sales dropped by almost a half
by midsummer. Even the army could not be guaranteed its rations. The
government decreed that all grain for sale had to be sold to the state
but did not have the will-power or the means to enforce it. It tried
raising prices dramatically in August but to little effect due to rampant
inflation. Without reliable troops the government could not halt the
dismemberment of landlord estates. Here the demonstration effect was
influential. If some peasants seized land and livestock and abused a
landlord and got away with it, others were encouraged to emulate
them. Many landowners got the message and fled to the towns, but

¥



THE SOVIET UNION 1917-1991

others were left enough land by their expropriators to feed themselves

and their family.
The Mensheviks could only claim a few thousand members before

the February Revolution but rapidly became a mass party and by
October had about 200,000 members. They relied almost entirely
on the working class G support. They were numerically stronger
than the Bolsheviks in February 1917 and competition between these
two factions of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party declined
afterwards as Kamenev and Stalin, the effective Bolshevik leaders while
Lenin was in exile, adopted a conciliatory policy. They expected the
bourgeoisie to stay in power for quite some time. This harmony was
rudely shattered by Lenin on his return to Petrograd. His analysis of
the situation was penetrating. The February Revolution made by the
masses had placed the bourgeosie in power. However, the bourgeoisie
did not control the army and the police without which it could not
rule. Hence the bourgeoisie only appeared to be in power. Since most
of the army and police owed allegiance to the Soviet, ‘All Power to
the Soviets’ was a powerful slogan. Lenin also wanted no truck with
the Mensheviks, but here the rank-and-file social democrat often did
not follow. In October, 23 of the 163 Bolshevik committees were
still composed of Mensheviks and Bolsheviks.6 From Lenin’s point
of view it naturally followed that since the bourgeoisie was not really
in control, revolution, placing power in the hands of the soviets, was
possible in the short rather than the long term. This brought his ideas
closer to those of Lev Trotsky, the apostle of permanent revolution.
Trotsky, who did not become a Bolshevik until the summer, in turn
moved in Lenin’s direction by accepting the latter’s views on the role
of the party and the wisdom of the soviets taking power. This drove
Bolsheviks such as Kamenev and Zinoviev away from Lenin. They
regarded an attempt to seize power as much too risky and anyway
how were the Bolsheviks to keep power after the revolution given that
they were a minority in the land? Lenin always had a neat answer to
those who asked him how the Bolsheviks would solve such and such
a problem. The Mensheviks were particularly good at pointing out the
difficulties which would be encountered. Lenin’s reply was simply to
wait and see, the creative potential of the masses was such that any
problem could be solved.

The Bolshevik party grew rapidly and ordinary members, activists,
officials and lower party bodies were supposed to defer to higher
bodies. The situation was too volatile for this to happen. The leadership
would be obeyed if it reflected lower-level opinion. Lenin, again, was
not the undisputed leader. He had to convince his colleagues that his
policies were correct and quite often failed to do so. Lenin’s relentless
war of attrition against the Mensheviks gradually paid dividends as their
record in harness with the Kadets aroused hostility. Some Mensheviks
crossed the floor and joined the Bolsheviks. The defeat of the July
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Days, however, demonstrated that many in garrisons and factories
favoured direct soviet rule. Workers poured into the party and they
may have made up about 60 per cent of members in late 1917. Those
below pushed the leadership towards action.

The Mensheviks adopted an ambivalent attitude towards the war but
not Lenin. It had to be ended even if this meant a unilateral peace.
If the price was military defeat, so be it. The war-weary soldiers,
especially after July, rallied to his call irrespective of consequences.

Revolution to the Mensheviks meant a socialist revolution but
Russia at its present stage of development was a long way from
that. It was underdeveloped industrially and anyway the peasants
would never allow the land to be socialised or be willing to farm
in collectives. There were also Bolsheviks who thought like this, for
example Kamenev.

All parties which participated in government between February
and October moved to the right while the masses moved to the
left. Popular support shifted to the one party which unequivocally
favoured Soviet power, the Bolsheviks — only once they felt sure they
could dominate them.

Mensheviks and SRs opposed the slogan ‘All Power to the Soviets’ in
the name of democracy. They did not regard soviet power as legitimate
since they thought that soviets represented classes and not the nation.
As far as they were concerned only the Constituent Assembly would
possess full legitimacy. Given these views and in the absence of a
Constituent Assembly it is hardly surprising that they lost influence
in the second half of 1917.

The Provisional Governments were broken on the rack of peace
and land. One could not be solved without the other. In reality the
government was in no position to prevent peasant seizures of land since
1t had no reliable police force. Anyway no socialist in the government
would contemplate using force against other socialists.

Government policy contributed to the radicalisation of the popu-
lation. Its failure to respond to peasant grievances and its inability to
solve their immediate problems alienated the peasants and accelerated
revolution in the countryside. This led to the distortion of the
established pattern of power, property and hierarchy.” The peasants
turned inward, only extending loyalty to the village group. This
broke the normal urban-rural relationship and exacerbated the food
situation which in turn contributed to the radicalisation of the urban
population. Petrograd, for instance, between February and October
1917, only received by rail 43.9 per cent of the grain it had received
in 1913.8

Although, in the main, the leaderships of the Bolshevik and
Menshevik parties were middle class (in some cases, such as Lenin,
they were aristocratic), middle- and lower-level representatives were
usually of worker or peasant origin. It is unlikely that factory
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committees, trade-union organisations, factory ceils and the like had
many middle-class members. There were middle-class representatives
in the soviets since a middle-class suburb was likely to elect one of
their own. However, they formed a small island 1n a worker and
peasant sea. The masses hgd their first opportunity to engage in
democracy and they seized it eagerly. However, those who had had
experience in political parties before February had a great procedural
advantage. The first all-Russian Congress of Soviets was held in June
and it elected a Central Executive Committee. This was too large to
react immediately to events and an inner presidium was formed.
The government was alarmed by the growth of what could become
a ‘shadow’ soviet government.

Given the Menshevik and SR majority in the Petrograd Soviet until
September, and hence in the Central Executive Committee, there was
no likelthood of a ‘shadow’ soviet government being transformed into
a real government. However, the situation away from the capital was
quite different. There the hesitancy about accepting the functions of
authority were not so great. Kronstadt and Tsaritsyn, both strongly
opposed to the Provisional Government, wanted to declare themselves
independent republics but were persuaded, with difficulty, not to do
so. Local soviets began to assume more and more of the functions
of local government: setting up a local militia, coping with the poor
and needy, intervening in the local economy, organising educational
facilities. The same was true outside the Russian heartland. Cities
such as Baku, on the Caspian Sea, gradually began to run their
own affairs. The central government would have liked to overrule
but was in a cleft stick. It could legislate but could not implement
its decrees. Legitimacy, in the eyes of most people, rested with the
soviets.

Why was the Constituent Assembly not called? It would have
put the SR party in power and swept all the bourgeois parties
off the political map. The government was always hesitant and
put off all major decisions until the Constituent Assembly. It was
a true caretaker government. Then there was the belief that there
were no enemies on the left: danger to the Revolution could only
come from the right. Ministers, into the bargain, suffered from the
fact that they had had no governmental experience before February
1917. The skill, self-confidence and iron resolve of Lenin in the
end placed victory in the hands of the Bolsheviks, then a very
undisciplined party. Kerensky was no match for the Bolshevik leader
whose political acumen and polemical gifts set him apart. Nevertheless
all the political wizardry in the world would have been in vain had
not the popular desire for a Soviet revolution not been so strong.
Kerensky singlehandedly had discredited the SRs and the Provisional
Governments. The masses wanted a complete change and Lenin was
there to act on this aspiration.
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THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION

The October Revolution was timed to coincide with two other
revolutions: the worldwide socialist revolution and the peasant revo-
lution in the Russian countryside. The former never materialised and
the latter turned out quite differently. Hence the Russia which emerged
from the Bolshevik seizure of power in Petrograd on 25 October/
7 November 1917 was radically different from the country which
Lenin had envisaged on the morrow of victory. ‘We are now ready
to build socialism’, proclaimed the Bolshevik leader in the euphoria
of victory. He did not mean that socialism would be built overnight,
it would take quite a long time. In the meanwhile Soviet Russia had
to modernise, industrialise and put its agricultural house in order. It
would have to modernise so as to pull the country into the twentieth
century and slough off all the remnants of its patriarchal and autocratic
past; it would have to industrialise so as to produce a large, disciplined,
skilled and cultured working class; and it would have to modernise
its agriculture, transferring the twenty million-odd peasant households
into large co-operative enterprises. Modernisation and industrialisation
would proceed apace since international socialist revolution would put
the know-how at the disposal of the Russians. The German comrades
were expected to be especially helpful, proletarian internationalism in
action, since Berlin was envisaged as the socialist capital of Europe.
The countryside would be won over to socialism as, even after the
remaining arable land had been handed over to the peasants, the
poor peasants and hopefully the middle peasants, the natural allies
of the working class in the rural areas, would lead a movement
which would eliminate the more successful peasants, disrespectfully
called kulaks, and usher in the era of co-operative farming. Socialism
implied large scale farming and the logic of this was believed to
be irresistible. However, the international socialist revolution, after
initial successes in Hungary and Bavaria, flattered to deceive. The
poor peasant, far from being the natural ally of the worker, wanted
to be a middle peasant and the middle peasant wanted to become a
kulak. The Bolsheviks were thrown back on themselves; they had to
undertake the building of the foundations of a socialist economy and
society using only their own resources, knowing that it would be
very difficult to persuade the peasants, comprising 80 per cent of the
total population of 140 millions, that model and collective farms were
economically more rational than small-scale peasant household farms,
each sufficient to feed an extended family. The Bolshevik support base
which Lenin had calculated would be very wide shrank and shrank.
Extricating Russia from the First World War became an expensive
business; the factory workers understood workers’ control to mean
that enterprises would be worked and controlled by them whereas
Lenin only wanted them to have the right of inspection; after that war
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came the Civil War and Intervention and with it an economic crisis. The
cities and the Red Army needed food which could only come from the
countryside. There the peasants had benefited from the revolution and
harboured much good will towards Lenin and the Communist Party.
This was quickly dissipated due to the desperate necessity of the time.
Gradually the euphoria of victory gave way to the sober realisation that
there were no short cuts to a better life for all, to justice, democracy and
freedom on a national scale. A revolution whose success was based on
seizing and maintaining political power gradually became one in which
the needs of the economy became paramount. The desperate struggle to
find the inputs to keep the wheels of industry turning; the confrontation
with the peasants; the need to build a Red Army from scratch to win
the Civil War; all contributed to the death of democracy. Economic
necessity, the ever present shortages and urban hunger, meant that all
became dissatisfied. The upsurge of idealism and hope in October when
Lenin had envisaged that a republic of soviets would run Soviet Russia,
rapidly gave way to a dictatorship of the Party. Factory committees,
trade unions, soviets of workers’ and peasants’ deputies, all fell victim
to the overriding, overpowering need to find an institution which would
follow willingly every twist and turn of Bolshevik policy. The only
institution which was capable of playing such a role was the Russian
Social Democratic Labour Party (Bolsheviks) or as it became known
at the VIIth Congress in March 1918, the All-Russian Communist
Party (Bolsheviks). The Bolsheviks when they took power in October
1917 presented it to the IInd Congress of Soviets and thus transformed
Russia into Soviet Russia. In less than a year, however, power had
slipped from the soviets into the safekeeping of the Communist Party.
The revolution which had signalled not socialism overnight for Lenin
but the dictatorship of the proletariat revealed its true colours. Not
soviet democracy but a dictatorship — and since the Communist Party
claimed to be the vanguard of the proletariat — a dictatorship of the
Communist Party.

THE BOLSHEVIKS SEIZE POWER

The IInd Congress of the Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies
convened in Smolny in Petrograd at 10.40 p.m. on 7 November 1917.
It was late: it should have opened at 3 p.m. Even so the key figure in the
dramatic events of that day, the day which had seen a declaration by the
Military Revolutionary Committee (MRC) of the Petrograd Soviet that
the Provisional Government had been overthrown, refused to attend.
Lenin was livid, the revolution was behind schedule. Fyodor Dan, a
Menshevik, at last declared the Congress open. His first proposal was
to move to the election of a presidium. When a Bolshevik proposed
the election of 14 Bolsheviks, 7 SRs, 3 Mensheviks and one Menshevik
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Internationalist, the Mensheviks, right SRs and the Internationalists
declared that they would not participate in any election. The result
of this démarche was to deliver the presidium into the hands of the
Bolsheviks and left SRs. Kamenev was then elected chairman. Yuly
Martov, for the Menshevik Internationalists, was the first to speak.
He proposed the formation of a delegation to negotiate with all other
socialist parties to stop the bloodshed which was staining the streets
of Petrograd. Lunacharsky for the Bolsheviks agreed. The moderate
socialists (Mensheviks and right SRs) however declared their undying
opposition to the military ‘adventure’ of the Bolsheviks and made clear
their readiness to resist the Bolshevik seizure of power. Their first move
was to march out of the Congress leaving the Bolsheviks and left SRs
with an overwhelming majority. Trotsky, replying for the Congress,
flung after them the famous words: ‘Go where you belong, to the
dustbin of history.” He was very perceptive. They were condemning
themselves to oblivion. Instead of staying and challenging the Bolshevik
interpretation of events from the floor of the Congress the moderate
socialists opted out of the struggle. More than once in the succeeding
years they were to do the same in social organisations when they
believed that Bolshevik behaviour was unconstitutional. They learnt
a hard lesson; all they achieved with their fastidiousness over the rule
book was banishment from Soviet political life.

The news for which Lenin and his supporters had been waiting for
finally arrived in the early hours of 8 November. The Winter Palace had
been taken and the ministers of the Provisional Government arrested
and placed in the Peter and Paul Fortress. The MRC operations,
masterminded by Trotsky, had carried the day. Now the real business
of the Congress could begin. It immediately assumed State power and
gave the floor to Lenin to speak on the peace decree. His speech
contained no surprises. Had not the Bolshevik leader declared ever
since April 1917 that his party favoured an immediate end to the
war? This meant that peace negotiations were to start straight away.
The delegates loved it, but would the German High Command? Lenin
was to discover that just as it takes two to make a fight so it takes
two to conclude peace. His next speech was on the land decree. Again
it surprised no Bolsheviks at home but it did some Marxists abroad,
notably the German revolutionary, Rosa Luxemburg. The Bolshevik
leader conceded quite openly that the decree and the land mandate,
based on the 242 petitions of the local soviets of peasants’ deputies,
had been drafted by the SRs. What was SR land policy? Private
ownership of land should be abolished. The land belonging to the
pomeshchiki or large landowners, to the Crown and the Church
should be divided among the peasants without compensation. Each
person should be entitled to the fruits of his labour and have enough
land to support his family. Lenin enacted this policy even though in
the April Theses he had declared that land was to be nationalised and
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model farms established on all the large estates. He was swimming with
the tide of rural discontent and was actually in no position to stop the
peasants parcelling up the landlord estates. To underline their belief that
a man should have enough land to nourish his own family, the peasants
often left the landlord sufficient land for this purpose. Once firmly in
power, however, the Bolsheviks enacted their own land decree, the
socialisation of the land, in February 1918. Giving the land to the
peasants was a tactical move. It kept the countryside quiet while the
Bolsheviks consolidated their position in urban areas.

With the peace and land decrees behind it the Congress proceeded to
the election of the first provisional Soviet government, provisional until
the Constituent Assembly met. The name of the new government, the
Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom), was suggested by the
ever resourceful Trotsky. A break with the old terminology had to be
made and Lenin’s response was instant approval: ‘Council of People’s
Commissars, Council of People’s Commuissars’, repeated Lenin, “That
is splendid. That smells of revolution.”

Lenin was named Prime Minister; he in turn nominated Trotsky as
Commissar of Internal Affairs but the latter did not believe it wise
to have a Jew in such a sensitive post. Sverdlov, also a Jew, agreed.
Trotsky was then made Commissar of Foreign Affairs and it was
believed that this would afford him ample tume for party affairs;
A. V. Lunacharsky was made Commissar of Education and Stalin
Chairman of Nationalities. Instead of one Commissar of War and the
Navy there were three: V. A. Antonov-Ovseenko, N. V. Krylenko
and P. E. Dybenko - all of junior commissioned rank. The Bolsheviks
had read and digested the lessons of the French Revolution well: they
were on their guard against the emergence of another Napoleon.
No Commissar of Railways was named since the Central Executive
Committee of the railwaymen’s union, Vikzhel, challenged the legality
of the Congress and opposed the seizure of power by cne party,
favouring a socialist coalition government. Vikzhel went so far as
to state that if oppressive measures were taken against it, it would
cut off food supplies to Petrograd. Despite this the government was
accepted by an overwhelming majority. The concluding act of the
Congress was to elect an All-Russian Central Executive Committee
(CEC) and the Bolsheviks and left SRs occupied 90 of the 110 places.
Thus the Bolsheviks had succeeded in institutionalising their seizure
of power through the soviet: the CEC was the supreme legislative
body and Sovnarkom was responsible to it. Lenin and his followers
dominated the former and made up the latter. Henceforth all socialist
opposition to Bolshevik control would have to operate outside and
in opposition to the CEC and the government. The Bolsheviks had
cleared the first hurdle; now they would claim legitimacy and label all
opposition counter-revolutionary, as emotive a term then as it is now.
Institutionalising their power had been relatively easy but the task of
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making their writ effective throughout the country was to prove vastly
more difficult.

The two decrees aided the Bolsheviks as much as they hindered
their opponents. The countryside became more chaotic than ever with
everyone who believed he had a claim to some land leaving the towns.
Supplies of food to the urban areas naturally became more erratic.
The army virtually melted away since the soldiers were peasants in
uniform. Kerensky, who had fled Petrograd for the Northern Front,
could organise but feeble resistance. The army would have to regroup
and reform and move to the south where the rich farmlands harboured
many opponents of urban socialist rule.

Events in Petrograd produced their own reaction throughout the
country. It was only on 15 November, after five days of hard fighting,
that the Bolsheviks gained control of Moscow. Within a few weeks,
however, most of the main Russian cities and the army on the Western
Front or what was left of it were in their hands. It took more time for
the waves of revolution to reach the villages but those near centres of
industry and along main lines of communications were quickly under
Red control. The more remote the area the longer it took. The bush
telegraph spreading the news of the land decree, however, speeded up
the process.

THE MASS ORGANISATIONS

Factory committees and trade unions

Lenin clarified his views on the type of economic order he envisaged
after Soviet power had become a reality in “The Impending Catastrophe
and How to Combat It’, his last article devoted to economic affairs
before the October Revolution.1 There were five main proposals:

1. Amalgamation of all banks into a single bank, and state control
over its operations, or nationalisation of the banks.

2. Nationalisation of the syndicates, i.e. the largest monopolistic

capitalist associations (sugar, oil, coal, iron and steel, and other

syndicates).

Abolition of commercial secrecy.

Compulsory syndication (i.e. compulsory amalgamation into as-

sociations) of industrialists, merchants and employers generally

5. Compulsory organisation of the population into consumers’ soci-
eties, or encouragement of such organisations, and the exercise of
control over it.

3 5

To Lenin these measures would introduce revolutionary democracy in
the economic field. None of them is specifically socialist, however. No
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one was to lose his capital or his property. The main advantage of a
central State bank, for Lenin, was that it would help small peasant
owners to acquire credit on easy terms. What the Bolshevik leader

envisaged was that the capitalist industrial economy would remain and
all its activities would be co-ordinated and guided from the centre to
the benefit of Soviet Russia. It is true that a few key enterprises would
be nationalised but the overwhelming majority would remain in the
hands of their owners. This amounted to nothing more than State
capitalism. Lenin regarded this as advisable in the immediate aftermath
of the revolution since Russia’s position would be so parlous.

This thinking was quite out of step with the aspirations of the
workers. They had played a key role in two revolutions and having
taken over industry they wanted to run it themselves. The decree on
workers’ control (here the term ‘workers’ control’ only means that
workers have the right to supervise, not decide, what is produced)
promulgated on 27 November 1917 was a compromise. However it did
little to change the situation. Whereas Lenin and Trotsky were strongly
in favour of State capitalism others in the CC of the Communist
Party, such as Bukharin, favoured a more radical stance and wanted
the beginnings of a socialist economy immediately after October.

Debate about the future was heated but economic reality was
cold and harsh. Output in medium- and large-scale enterprises in
1917 dropped to two-thirds of that recorded in 1913 and in 1918 it
plummeted to a half. Between November 1917 and September 1918
38 per cent of the State’s large concerns had to shut down. Supply
breakdowns, disruption of transport, raging inflation and labour unrest
took a heavy toll. Government policy contributed to the decline.
After the revolution the Bolsheviks cancelled arms contracts. Not
surprisingly, most industrial enterprises had been turning out military
equipment. It proved impossible to switch to producing goods for
the civilian economy. The net result was further disruption of the
economy. The agricultural sector fared slightly better and the 1917
harvest was only 13 per cent less than the 190913 average. However,
this represented a shortfall of 13.3 million tonnes of grain, but this was
ominous.!! The Bolsheviks were unfortunate in that they were strong
in the food deficit regions of the north and centre but their critics and
opponents were becoming more influential in the food surplus zones
of the Ukraine, the North Caucasus and West Siberia. Rising inflation
and the drop in industrial output made off-farm sales less and less
attractive. Peasants could consume more and feed more livestock. But
how were the cities to be fed?

The period of State capitalism ended on 28 June 1918 with the decree
on the nationalisation of industry. This ushered in War Communism
which was a leap into socialism. Hence between November 1917 and
June 1918 the peasants and workers were treated quite differently. The
land decree afforded the peasants all they wanted from the revolution
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but the aspirations of the workers, the backbone of Bolshevik support,
were not satisfied until June 1918.

Factory committees sprouted mushroom-like after a shower of
rain, especially in the metallurgical industry. Skilled workers usually
exercised considerable influence on these committees. They evolved
an effective method of expressing their opposition to State capitalism.
They occupied their own factories. The CC then had to decide
whether or not to legalise the take-over. Since the ‘left’ favoured
such initiatives many of them were accepted. Three-quarters of the
factories nationalised by June 1918 were taken over by this wildcat
method. Most were located in outlying areas, such as the Urals and
the Donets basin. In Moscow and Petrograd the authorities were much
more successful in curtailing this movement.12

The great weakness of the factory committees was that they were
restricted to one enterprise. There was an All-Russian Council of
Factory Committees but it envisaged factory committees eventually
coming under the aegis of the All-Russian Council of Workers’
Control (ARCWC). The latter organisation would be responsible
for the whole economy and be dominated by representatives from
the trade unions, soviets and factory committees. Hence the factory
committees conceded that the trade unions, to put it no higher, were
of equal status. When the decree on workers’ control was eventually
passed neither the factory committees nor the trade unions dominated
the ARCWC. There was a sting in the tail of the decree: ‘Instructions on
the relationship between the ARCWC and other institutions organising
and regulating the national economy will be issued separately.’13 This
meant that a central body administering the whole economy was in
prospect. It turned out to be the Supreme Council of the National
Economy (VSNKh) which came into being on 14 December 1917.
Although Lenin seems to have turned his face against a national
economic agency in November, hoping that the local soviets would
keep the capitalist owners in order, he quickly changed his mind. The
ARCW(GC, incidentally, enjoyed a very brief existence. It was merged
with VSNKh in December 1917.

By November 1917 the Bolsheviks were in a strong position in the
country’s leading industrial trade unions and they were also important
in those unions which embraced craftsmen and white-collar workers.
Despite this they did not have a majority in the national trade union
executive body, the All-Russian Central Council of Trade Unions.!*
The unions spoke for the particular interests of their members and,
not surprisingly, regarded the improvement of their members’ working
conditions and pay as of paramount importance. Lenin and Trotsky, to
name only two leading Bolsheviks, put the revolution and the central
needs of the State first and this was bound to lead to a clash with
the unions sooner or later. The unions saw themselves as the natural
setters of national economic goals but so did the Communist Party and
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Sovnarkom. The unions resisted the party view that the chief functions
of unions, after the October Revolution, were to instil labour discipline

and raise labour productivity. \
A formidable opponent, in the immediate aftermath of October, was

the railwaymen’s union but its executive, Vikzhel, was outmanoeuvred
by the Bolsheviks, who supported the unipn’s more radical members.
This led to a pro-Bolshevik executive, Vikzhedor, being set up. The Ist
All-Russian Congress of Trade Unions, held from 20-27 January 1918,
which claimed to represent 2.5 million men and women, revealed the
strength of the Bolsheviks. The policy adopted by the Mensheviks was
to argue in favour of trade-union independence. Since they did not
accept that the Bolshevik dictatorship would lead to socialism they did
not wish the unions to fall under state control. Their rather tame advice
to their members was to participate in the great experiment going on
but to seek all the time to deflect it in the direction of socialism, as they
defined it. Zinoviev, speaking for the Bolsheviks, was very dismissive:
‘We too are in favour of trade union independence but only from
the bourgeoisie . ... At a time when the working class and poorer
peasants have succeeded in transferring power to the working class
and when the unions are part of that power, what is the meaning
of independence?’!> Zinoviev’s view prevailed, by 182 votes to 84.
The Congress decided that unions were to ‘assume the main work
of organising production and restoring the country’s shattered forces
of production’. They were to play an active part in all the state
institutions regulating production, they were to supervise workers’
control, register and allocate labour and combat sabotage. All these
duties, however, already fell within the competence of state organs,
VSNKh or the economic commissariats. No guideline was provided
on what the relationship between the central trade union body and
the state apparatus was to be. The role of factory committees, on
the other hand, was clearly defined at the Congress. They were to
be subject to trade union leadership. In practice this meant that
factory committees were fused with the factory trade-union cell. It
was made clear that there could be no question of ‘giving workers of
an individual enterprise the right to decide matters affecting the very
existence of that enterprise’. Indeed the factory could be shut down
and disobedient labour dismissed. VSNKh was effective in blocking
wildcat nationalisation as by restricting the supply of industrial inputs
and credits it could bring the erring enterprise into line.

Before the onset of the Civil War, under the conditions of state
capitalism, the unions just about held their own. It was one thing
to pass regulations at a Congress but it was another to force every
union to conform. Labour, on the whole, was further to the left
than the Bolsheviks. The latter did not dispose of sufficient power
or the economic bureaucracy to slow down the march to socialism.
Lenin and Trotsky had as a result to abandon their negotiations with
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Western businessmen for financial and technical assistance. Lenin’s
honeymoon with labour only lasted a short time and by April 1918 he
was threatening draconian measures. His point of view was, arguably,
quite sound. Workers could take over and run their factories when
they had learned to manage them as efficiently as their former capitalist
owners.

Labour’s radicalism hastened the onset of War Communism. The
nationalisation and militarisation of the economy, taken to safeguard
the interests of the State, after June 1918, destroyed the last vestiges
of independence the trade union movement had wvis-a-vis the State.
Under War Communism the interests of the State and revolution,
seen through Bolshevik eyes, prevailed and the libertarian labour
representatives of the early months turned almost overnight into
disciplinarians.

The soviets

The Bolsheviks were ill-prepared for local government. Lenin set down
some ideas in State and Revolution which he wrote in hiding in
Finland in August 1917. He sketched out three stages for events to
take: firstly the revolution, then the dictatorship of the proletariat,
then communism. The State was to exist until communism had been
reached and it would be highly organised.

The multiplicity of practical problems facing the Bolsheviks after the
October Revolution gradually fell within the competence of the only
institution which was popularly accepted, the soviets. ‘Monasteries, old
people’s homes, tenants, passengers on long train journeys, children in
primary as well as in secondary schools, all created soviets.’16 It was
all the rage in 1917. There were something like 1,200 uezd and raion
soviets by the end of 1917. Decision-making thus passed from the
party to the soviets at the end of 1917 and the beginning of 1918. The
best party cadres went to work in the soviets since that was where
power lay. The party had practically no cells in the countryside but
it could work through the soviets. The soviets also had control of
financial affairs. They served primarily, espeaally in the country51de,
local interests to the detriment of the national interest. The soviets were
headed by Yakov Sverdlov who was also a key party official and this
confused the situation. Again, as with the other mass organisations, it
was the conditions of War Communism which brought out into the
open the clash of interests between local soviets and the centre.

The very success of the soviets helped to undermine them. There
were so many of them that they could hardly resist the Bolshevik
desire to amalgamate some of them. The communists actively sought
to fuse workers’ and soldiers’ soviets (Moscow was a case in point — the
two were not fused until the fighting was over) and wherever p0551ble
transformed the soviet into a workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ soviet.
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This made it easier to concentrate Bolshevik activists and to increase
their impact. Opponents could be harassed, shouted down, elections
falsified or held again until the communists were satisfied with the mix.
Not all soviets were dominated by workers and peasants. Some areas,
for example in Petrograd, which were middle class produced a raion
soviet with a middle-class majority. Some of these representatives then
went as delegates to inter-raion conferences but were swamped there
by worker and soldier delegates.

The Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet quickly escaped
from the control of the general assembly of the Soviet. The original
provisional committee had been made up of delegates representing
more than a dozen parties and organisations. This had been proposed
by A. G. Shlyapnikov, later Commissar for Labour, as a means of
strengthening the Bolshevik position since they were very thinly
represented in the group which set up the Soviet. It became the
prerogative of each party to decide whom it wanted on the committee.
Co-founders of the Soviet such as A. G. Shlyapnikov, P. A. Zalutsky
and V. M. Molotov had later to make way for the delegates of
their party, L. B. Kamenev and J. V. Stalin. The same practice was
followed in the executive committees of the raion soviets. This placed
the Bolsheviks in a position where they were often able to mediate
between the various factions. The Mensheviks, SRs and anarchists
fought one another to the eventual benefit of the Bolsheviks. Factory
committees fought trade unions and trade unions fought soviets,
the end result being again the same. The soviets quickly became
bureaucratised. They employed their own staff and the executive
committees had numerous commissions subject to them. All the
organs of revolutionary democracy went the same way and the
Bolsheviks skilfully aided the process of bureaucratisation and its
inevitable concomitant, centralisation.

After the October Revolution the Mensheviks and right SRs,
throughout Russia, when confronted with a blatant use of force or
illegal behaviour on the part of the Bolsheviks very often walked
out. The Bolsheviks then grasped the opportunity of replacing the
moderate socialists with their own supporters. What was the result?
‘Thanks to this the communists and the left SR sympathisers soon
had a majority of votes in almost all soviets and executives. Within
a few months the moderate socialists realised their mistake but by
then 1t was too late to undo it.’17

Bolshevik tactics in the soviets accorded with Lenin’s view that
the soviets should be subject to central direction. The first Soviet
constitution of June 1918, it only applied to the Russian Federation,
placed power at the centre in the All-Russian Congress of Soviets and
the CEC and thus attempted to restrict the competence of the local
soviet. The Communist Party was not even mentioned. However, even
if a soviet had a Bolshevik majority it did not automatically follow
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that Moscow was heeded. This changed under War Communism when
harsh centralisation carried the day.

THE CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY

Sovnarkom was a provisional government, provisional until the convo-
cation of the Constituent Assembly. Pressure was exerted from all
sides to force Lenin to concede a coalition government of the main
socialist parties. He agreed to enter into negotiations but did not
negotiate seriously. However, some members of his own CC did
want the talks to achieve tangible results. On 16 November Lenin
issued an ultimatum but Kamenev, Zinoviev, Rykov, Milyutin and
Nogin resigned from the CC the following day; Rykov, Milyutin and
Nogin quitting the government as well. This caused Lenin to change
course and on 19 November serious negotiations got under way with
the left SRs on the terms for their participation in a future coalition
government.

Elections to the Constituent Assembly, decreed by the outgoing
Provisional Government, went ahead, beginning on 25 November.
Given that about four in five of the population lived on the land the
result of the election was an almost foregone conclusion. The SR party
gained 370 seats with the Bolsheviks trailing with 175. Even though
the 40 left SRs supported them, the governing party was clearly in
a minority. However, the Assembly was not due to convene until
18 January 1918 which afforded the Bolsheviks time to redress the
balance.

The IInd Congress of Soviets of Peasants” Deputies convened from
9 to 24 December 1917 and it was of crucial importance. The SR
party, of course, dominated the Congress but it no longer spoke
with one voice. The party had split in midsummer with the left
SRs supporting the Bolsheviks. The Ist Congress of the left SRs was
actually coming to an end when the Congress of Peasants’ Deputies
began its deliberations. Lenin and Trotsky addressed the Peasant
Congress and in the end the left SRs triumphed, dominating the new
executive committee. They were then invited to nominate 108 members
to the CEC thus doubling its existing membership; 100 members were
added from the army and navy and 50 from the trade unions. Total
membership thus increased to 366. The CEC also changed its name. It
became the All-Russian Central Executive Committee of the Soviet of
Workers’, Soldiers” and Peasants’ Deputies.

Many socialists had been appalled by the composition of the first
Sovnarkom government. They had welcomed the revolution and had
expected a coalition socialist government. True, Lenin had invited the
left SRs to join him but on his terms. Not surprisingly, they declined.
The mounting political and economic tension forced Lenin’s hand,
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and he gave way to those Bolsheviks who also favoured a coalition
government. However, the left SRs came into the government as
junior partners but did not accept all of Lenin’s programme. For
instance, they favoured revolutionary war and adamantly opposed a
peace treaty on German terms. Hence when Lenin had his way and the
Brest-Litovsk peace treaty officially ended hostilities, these continued
between the Bolsheviks and left SRs. It was the parting of the ways,
and the left SRs were soon out of the coalition.

The left SRs received three commissariats: Agriculture, Justice, and
Posts and Telegraph as well as some minor government posts. The
first and only coalition government the Soviet Union has ever known
was almost complete on 10 December 1917 when Vikzhel’s nominee
became Commissar of Transport. Agreement was reached with the left
SRs on 22 December and the full government met for the first time on
25 December 1917.

The coalition with the left SRs was an astute move and gave the
impression that the Bolsheviks were sharing State power with other
socialists. The great SR party had split and this added weight to Lenin’s
argument that the party for whom so many people had voted was
‘a party which no longer existed’. The Kadet party was proscribed
on 11 December 1917 and this eliminated some more deputies from
the Constituent Assembly. Lenin’s main thrust against the Assembly,
however, was that it had been overtaken by events. Soviet democracy,
revolutionary democracy, was superior and ‘any renunciation of the
sovereign power of the soviets of the Soviet republic won by the
people in favour of bourgeois parliamentar[ian]ism and the Constituent
Assembly would now be a step backwards and would cause a collapse
of the entire October Workers” and Peasants’ Revolution’.!8 This did
not convince everyone but those who demonstrated in favour of the
Constituent Assembly when it was dissolved on 19 January 1918 were
fired upon. Nevertheless the Constituent Assembly was a powerful
symbol and would serve as the focus of anti-Bolshevik opposition
during the Civil War.

THE BREST-LITOVSK TREATY

The decree on peace, the first act of the IInd Congress of Soviets,
introduced something new into international relations. It called for
peace without annexations and indemnities and was aimed not only
at the belligerent governments but also at the people they governed.
Lenin did not expect much of a response from the capitals of Europe
but the intention was to go over the heads of the administration and
appeal directly to the people to resolve the question of war and
peace. The implementation of the decree would signal the end of
multi-national empires and colonial possessions. A new international
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order was envisaged sweeping away traditional international society
communicating at the level of government and putting in its place the
people as the main actors. National self-determination promised to be
a powerful rallying cry.

The Bolshevik CC was hopelessly split on the wisdom of concluding
a unilateral peace with Imperial Germany. Three trends emerged, each
represented by a key figure: Lenin, Bukharin and Trotsky.

During the immediate aftermath of the Revolution the Bolsheviks
needed time to institutionalise their hold on power. The struggle with
internal enemies, to Lenin, should take precedence over the struggle
with the foreign enemy, the Germans. Hence he wanted peace with
Imperial Germany from the beginning. The consolidation of the gains
of the October Revolution should be given the highest priority in the
short term since in the long term the Revolution would lead to the
defeat of Imperial Germany. If the gains of the October Revolution
were thrown carelessly away then the world socialist revolution would
suffer too. Peace with Berlin was worth any sacrifice even if this meant
signing away all occupied territory. These views were presented in his
“Theses on the Question of the Immediate Conclusion of a Separate
and Annexationist Peace” which he drew up in January 1918.19 Lenin
also underlined the fact that the Soviet State had no army worthy of
the name and that the country was war weary. It needed a breathing
space to regain its strength.

The ‘left’ communists, led by Bukharin and supported by the
left SRs, viewed matters differently. They regarded a treaty, an
acknowledgement of defeat by the young Soviet republic, as unthink-
able. For them there was only one course open for revolutionary
democracy — a revolutionary war to further socialist revolution every-
where. Bukharin accepted that there was no army available but he
wanted to appeal to the revolutionary consciousness of the Russian
people. They would become a partisan army harassing and eventually
defeating the German invaders. A peace treaty with Berlin would only
strengthen German imperialism. It would also be a heavy blow to the
working class movement.

Trotsky, ever creative, hit on a policy which would span the
divide: neither war nor peace! This view was based on a debatable
premise: that the German army after peace negotiations had begun
on 22 December 1917 was in no shape to launch an offensive on the
Eastern Front. He was wrong. On his way back from Brest-Litovsk
where he had let off his verbal fireworks, Trotsky learned that the
German army was on the march. By 18 February 1918 it was pushing
forward with no resistance in sight. The Bolshevik CC had to make
up its mind: fight or capitulate. Lenin wanted peace at any price and
the war party headed by Bukharin, Radek and Dzerzhinsky wanted
action. Trotsky held the balance from a middle position but finally
came down on Lenin’s side. On 23 February, with Trotsky abstaining,
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the CC accepted the new peace conditions which were more severe
than those the Germans had previously demanded. The treaty was
signed on 3 March. Trotsky could not face the ignominy of signing
such a humiliating document and sent Sokolnikov instead. In any
case he, Trotsky, had bigger fish to fry; he became Commissar of
War and moved with the rest of the government to Moscow on
12 March. Sovnarkom took up residence in the Kremlin, a natural
fortress. This symbolised Bolshevik determination to defend the Soviet
republic, their Soviet republic, to the last drop of blood.

Brest-Litovsk was a terrible blow to the young Soviet State. It had
to recognise that Georgia, Finland and the Ukraine were independent
but in the German zone of influence. Poland, Lithuania, Latvia and
Estonia fell under more direct German control. The Bolsheviks quit
the Aland Islands, off Finland; the Turks occupied Kars, Ardahan and
Batumi; the Romanians were soon to take Bessarabia. All this came to
32 per cent of the arable land, 26 per cent of the railways, 33 per cent
of the factories, 75 per cent of the iron and coal mines and 62 million
citizens of the old Russian Empire. There was also a huge indemnity,
some of it in gold, to pay. The Bolsheviks, it is true, had exercised
little control over the territory they had ceded. The Russian heartland,
where they were strongest, was hardly touched. The communists could
soothe their hurt pride with the hope that, come the socialist revolution
in Germany, the treaty would be torn up.

The treaty broke the tenuous links which kept the Bolsheviks
and left SRs together. Now the Bolsheviks were on their own and
immediately changed their name to the All-Russian Communist Party
(Bolsheviks). However, as before, it was a party riven with dissent; the
CC only agreed on one thing, the right to rule. The left shared the
urge for a revolutionary war with the left SRs and the latter began to
show their impatience by quitting the government (19 March 1918) and
resorting to armed violence.

The assassination of the German ambassador, von Mirbach, in
Moscow on 6 July 1918 by the left SR and member of the political
police, the Cheka, Blyumkin, was a flashpoint in Bolshevik — left SR
relations. The aim was to provoke a fresh war between Soviet Russia
and Germany. In addition the left SRs also arrested Feliks Dzerzhinsky,
head of the Cheka, but only hurt his pride. The Cheka, which had been
founded on 20 December 1917 to fight counter-revolution and sabotage
contained many left SRs as well as Bolsheviks. It thus turned out to be
very unreliable and had it not been for the tried and trusted Latvian
riflemen the communists would have been perilously short of reliable
troops. However the left SRs had no concerted plan and their revolt
fizzled out in a few hours. Communist retribution was swift. Left SR
members found themselves being removed wholesale from their elected
offices, thus virtually putting an end to their party. In late July a revolt
broke out in Yaroslavl and other uprisings followed across the country.
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On 30 August 1918 Fanya Kaplan fired three times point blank at Lenin.
She hit him twice but the bullets only accomplished their mortal mission
years later. On the same day Leonid Kanegiesser, a young Jewish
student, assassinated the chief of the Petrograd Cheka, Uritsky. The
Kronstadt sailors replied by shooting about 500 bourgeois hostages. It
was an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. Lenin, who not so long
before had asked almost despairingly: ‘Is it possible to find among us a
Fouquier-Tinville to tame our wild counter-revolutionaries?’ found him
in ‘Iron’ Feliks Dzerzhinsky, the knight who quickly transformed the
Cheka into the sword and shield of the revolution. Red Terror, which
dated from the peasant uprising on the Volga in June 1918, answered
White Terror.

The Cheka, freed from all legal constraints, became a fearful organ
of Bolshevik power. Each provincial section of the Cheka developed
its own favourite methods of torture. In Kharkov Chekists scalped
their prisoners and took the skin, like ‘gloves’, off their hands. In
Voronezh they placed the naked prisoner in a barrel punctured with
nails and then set it in motion. They burnt a five-pointed star into
the forehead and placed a crown of barbed wire around the neck of
priests. In Tsaritsyn and Kamyshin they severed bones with a saw. In
Poltava they impaled eighteen monks and burnt at the stake peasants
who had rebelled. In Ekaterinoslav they crucified priests and stoned
them. In Odessa they boiled officers and ripped them in half. In Kiev
they placed them in a coffin with a decomposing corpse, buried them
alive and then after half a hour dug them out.20

SOVNARKOM AND THE CEC

Sovnarkom spoke in the name of the Soviet victory and was responsible
to the CEC. All the decrees having ‘general political significance’ were
to be submitted for approval to the CEC which possessed the authority
to request Sovnarkom representatives to report to it and to remove
and re-elect any of its members. This was not very precise and the
Bolsheviks argued from the very beginning that the need to defend
the revolution took precedence over all formal arrangements. The
CEC met five times during the first ten days of its existence and
then convened less and less frequently. Sovnarkom, in contrast, met
‘almost daily and sometimes twice a day’. Gradually more and more
legislation bypassed the CEC. One estimate is that of the 480 decrees
promulgated during the first year of Soviet power only 68 had been
forwarded to the CEC.21

The key role in this process was played by Yakov Sverdlov. He had
been proposed for the post of chairman of the CEC as a result of
Lenin’s dissatisfaction with the way Lev Kamenev had handled the
CEC during the contretemps with Vikzhel. Reluctant to accept the
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top Soviet job, which meant in effect becoming President of Soviet
Russia, since he was engaged full time in the secretariat of the CC,
Sverdlov was eventually prevailed upon by Lenin with whom he had
worked very closely ever since the July Days and became chairman on
21 November 1917. His nomination was accepted by the presidium
of the CEC which consisted entirely of Bolsheviks but there was
considerable opposition within the full CEC. He was confirmed only
by a margin of five votes.

Sverdlov skilfully used his position as chairman to strengthen his
party’s position. One way of doing this was to increase the power of
the presidium and to introduce rules which restricted debate in the
full CEC. He made the rules and he made them with great dexterity.
With the advent of more left SRs the presidium was enlarged but
the Bolsheviks were still in the majority. In the course of 1918 the
presidium began more and more to speak in the name of the CEC.
A decisive factor in getting the CEC to accept the Brest-Litovsk treaty
was Sverdlov’s unswerving support for Lenin’s position. He refused
Bolshevik members a free vote and reminded them of their duty to
observe ‘discipline and unity’.22 This had the required effect; even
opponents of the treaty, such as A. V. Lunacharsky, voted in favour.
Even so the CEC accepted the peace conditions by only 112 votes to
84 with 24 abstentions on 24 February.

Sverdlov handled the IVth (March 1918, which ratified the treaty by
784 votes to 261) and the Vth Congress of Soviets (July 1918) with his
usual skill. His use of the rulebook was blatantly one-sided and only
a vote of no confidence could have shaken the Bolshevik position.
As long as the Bolshevik faction held together this was unlikely.
The Vth Congress passed the first Soviet Constitution, that of the
Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RSFSR). The Constitution
is notable for the fact that it omitted all mention of the most important
institution, the Communist Party. The Constitution was also designed
to appeal to those beyond the frontiers of Soviet Russia.

The turbulent months after the peace treaty saw the presidium
increase its influence. Sverdlov increasingly dictated to the CEC and
kept critics at bay by not giving them the floor. In June 1918, as a
result of being accused of counter-revolutionary activities, Mensheviks
and most SRs were removed from the CEC and the provincial soviet
apparatus. The CEC elected at the Vth Congress reflected this turn
of events; it was overwhelmingly communist. This CEC only met
nine times and there was virtually no discussion even when 1t did
meet. Hence by July 1918 the Bolsheviks were in complete control
of the committee which headed the soviets and which was theoretically
responsible to them. The party had triumphed as a result of Sverdlov’s
flexible use of electoral procedures and standing orders. He ensured
that no issue central to Bolshevik policy was ever debated freely under
his chairmanship.
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THE CIVIL WAR

The communists were saved by something which they had previously
despised and had done their utmost to discredit: the army. Founded
on 23 February 1918 the Workers” and Peasants’ Red Army was the
creation of Trotsky. For about a year he had more or less a free
hand and in that time he fashioned a fighting force. He had many
formidable obstacles to overcome. There was the natural reluctance
of workers and peasants to rejoin and anyway where were the officers
to come from? In Trotsky’s eyes there could only be one source, the
old army. Most of his colleagues were outraged by this suggestion.
But the situation was desperate and as Lashevich, head of the military
section of the party, put it: “The party could harness the Tsarist
officers, squeeze them like lemons and then throw them away.’23 The
Commissar of War had his way and something like 50,000 officers
were recruited to fight for the Reds. How was he to ensure that they
remained loyal to the communist cause? Place a political commissar
alongside every military officer and make all commands invalid unless
signed by both. Then the officer’s family could be held hostage as an
earnest of his good intent. Along with the Bolshevik volte-face on
military affairs went a volte-face on the command structure. They
swept away the concept of elected commanders and an army run by
soldiers’ committees and reverted to orthodox command procedures.
The Red Army was made up of conscripts and the most reliable
units were normally of proletarian origin. They formed the core with
peasant conscripts on the flanks. The latter often deserted en masse.
Nevertheless the communists always had a trump card to play in the
countryside; support us and keep your land, support the Whites and
you bring back the landlord.

The Civil War consisted of a series of haphazard engagements on
various fronts with little co-ordination among the various White
commanders. The Reds had the great advantage of controlling the
Russian heartland. Their lines of communications were shorter and
their resolution greater. Defeat, always a possibility until 1920, spelled
death for most of them, or so they believed. The Whites were scattered
around the periphery; there was the Southern Front, the Eastern Front,
the South Eastern Front and the Northern Front. The Red Army had a
central command structure, the Whites did not. It is true that Admiral
Kolchak became Supreme Ruler of Russia in November 1918 but only
on paper. The Whites enjoyed considerable advantages: they attracted
large numbers of officers and men from the old army; they were
particularly strong in the Cossack areas; they controlled the food
surplus zones of the country except for the Ukraine; they received
considerable war matériel, advice and diplomatic support from the
Interventionist powers and in the beginning the SRs were favourably
disposed to them. However, the Reds turned the international support
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of the Whites against the latter. They labelled the Whites traitors,
agents of the landlords, agents of international reaction, supporters
of Tsarist autocracy and so on. The Whites were a hodge-podge of
forces; SRs, Kadets and all those on the political right. They could
never agree on a political and social programme. They possessed no
one with the political authority of a Lenin or the acumen or ability of
a Trotsky.

The Bolsheviks did not seek a civil war: they were forced to react
to the attacks of the Whites who were based in areas which had
previously experienced little or no communist control.

The Civil War can be divided into three chronological phases:
February to November 1918; November 1918 to December 1919; and
January to November 1920.

During the first phase the Eastern and South Eastern Fronts
dominated events. The Czech Legion consisting of ex-prisoners-of-
war and not the Whites set the ball rolling. In May 1918, on the
Trans-Siberian railway, homeward bound and armed, their train was
stopped. The Allies had decided to reroute them via the Arctic but had
not consulted the Czechs. They suspected that the Bolsheviks intended
to disarm them. Their immediate reaction was to seize many towns
along the railway, from Samara to Irkutsk. They also took Ekaterinburg
where the Tsar and his family were being held by the local Bolsheviks.
However before they fled the Reds murdered their royal prisoners.

The Reds abandoned Kazan in August 1918 and panic set in. If the
Whites could cross the Volga the road to Moscow was open. At this
point Trotsky stepped in or rather he rode in on his special armed train
which was to be his headquarters for the next two and a half years. By
eloquence and by personal example he turned the tide. His methods
were ruthless: merciless was a favourite word of his during these years.
Whenever the situation on a particular front became critical Trotsky
entrained for that front and threw himself into the struggle.

After the German collapse in the West the Bolsheviks could devote
all their resources to the struggle with the Whites. The Allied Powers,
such as Great Britain, who had landed troops, in August 1918, at
Archangel and Murmansk to safeguard supplies from German attack,
decided to intervene. There were British, American, Serbian and Italian
troops in the north, Americans, British, Japanese and Czechs in Siberia,
British troops again in the Caucasus and French troops in the Crimea
— to name only the leading powers which threw in their lot with the
Whites. It should be underlined, however, that these troops hardly ever
engaged the Reds. Indeed this was one of their major weaknesses. If
they were there to overthrow the Bolsheviks why did they not go
over to the offensive? If they were there to watch the Reds win, why
bother to come in the first place? The British troops, war weary and
not front-line men anyway, wanted to leave almost as soon as they
arrived. The ice stopped them. The following ditty summed it all up.
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Note that the British Tommies had a low opinion of the local troops
in an area which was officially ruled by the Whites.24

We’ve been out here sometime in this cold Russian clime
Now we’re all looking forward to home.

We are all feeling good, with the heartgiving food

That the War Office sent us from home.

We’ve had tinned crabs for breakfast and dinner as well
For a change we’ve had biscuits for tea.

Some wonder we boys are all dancing with joy

Now we’re taking a trip o’er the sea.

CHORUS
So all the boys all smiling for they’re going to be relieved
When the order comes from Blighty® with loud cheers will be
received.
They’ll gather all their rubles that they’ve skolkered® on the sly
Then they’ll all shout Dosvidaniya which in Russia means Good Bye.

Since the Armistice Day we’ve been fighting away
Scrapping Bolos(©) in this Arctic Zone,

Whilst in Blighty the bells have been ringing for peace
We’ve been having a war on our own;

We have faced all the hardships, whilst Russians looked on
Too lazy to fight for themselves,

So we think you’ll agree, that it’s high time that we
Chucked it up and looked after ourselves.

(a) England (b) Corruption of the Russian word skolko: how much?  (c) Bolsheviks

The turning-point of the Civil War came in the autumn of 1919.
White forces on the Southern Front, under General Denikin, moved
relentlessly forward during late summer and by 14 October his cavalry
was at Orel, 300 kilometres south west of Moscow. Kolchak was
advancing on the Eastern Front and Yudenich’s second attack reached
the suburbs of Petrograd on 22 October. It was at this decisive
moment that Trotsky showed his mettle. He rushed to Petrograd to
take personal command. There he found Zinoviev, party leader in the
city, unprepared, to put it mildly. Trotsky is scathing in his contempt
for his bitter political rival: ‘Sverdlov said to me: “Zinoviev is panic
personified”. In quiet times when, as Lenin said, there was nothing
to be afriad of, Zinoviev very easily climbed into seventh heaven.
But when things were going badly Zinoviev usually lay down on
a sofa — not metaphorically but literally — and sighed. Since 1917 I
have convinced myself that Zinoviev does not know any intermediate
moods. It is either seventh heaven or the sofa. This time I found him
on the sofa.’25
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A week later the Reds had regained the initiative. With the successful
counterattack against Denikin and Kolchak forced to retreat to Irkutsk,
the Civil War was all but over. Fighting dragged on but Kolchak’s
execution on 7 February 1920 and Denikin’s retreat to the Crimea
in March, where he handed over to Wrangel, almost signalled the
end. The intermittent fighting between Poles and Russians flared up
again in May 1920 when the Poles launched an offensive and captured
Kiev. Pilsudski, the Polish leader, reasoned that only a Union of Border
States, stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea and led by Poland,
could make the latter politically and economically viable. The Reds
were caused a little inconvenience by Wrangel seizing the opportunity
to drive north but the Reds soon regrouped. The key question for
them was whether they should cross the Polish frontier when they
reached it and carry the revolution to the heart of central Europe,
Germany. Trotsky was against going on but Lenin was sure that the
Polish workers would welcome the Russians as liberators. They did
not; the ‘miracle of the Vistula’ saw the defeat of the Red Army
and independence for Poland for two decades. At the resultant peace
conference, at Riga in March 1921, the communists offered the Poles
more territory than they were willing to accept. The Russians believed
that the more non-Poles the young republic embraced, the less stable
it would be.

The Bolshevik regime was fashioned by the exigencies of Civil War.
Half measures are of little value in such times of crisis and some men
accept that the end justifies the means. One of these men was Stalin.
Others such as Zinoviev and Kamenev were found wanting. In more
peaceful times Lenin would not have needed Stalin so much but in
the desperate days of 1918-20 he came to rely on him and to regard
him as indispensable. To Lenin, Stalin was a true Bolshevik, ruthless
to the core. Given the important task of securing grain in the south
for the north which was a food deficit zone, Stalin wrote to Lenin
on 7 July 1918: ‘T am driving and bullying all those who need it; you
can rest assured that we shall spare nobody, ourselves or others, and
the grain will be obtained.’?6 It was. Grain, en route to the starving
city of Baku, was commandeered by Stalin’s men. They justified the
seizure by saying: ‘If we do not obtain grain and go back to Stalin
empty-handed, we shall be shot.” The others pleaded for the grain
and took the matter to Stalin personally. Stalin was adamant: “What
nonsense you are talking. If we lose Baku, it is nothing. We shall
take it again within a few months or a year at the most. If we lose
Moscow, we lose everything. Then the revolution is over.” The grain
went to Moscow.

Stalin was not content with just finding grain, he involved himself in
military preparations as well. He became the chief commissar on the
Southern Front in late summer 1918 and this brought him into conflict
with the Commissar of War, Trotsky. Their festering hostility began
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on the plains before Tsaritsyn and ended in Trotsky’s study in Mexico.
The victor was always Stalin; he engaged in strategic retreats from time
to time but the end result was always the same. The main trouble was
the Tenth Army. It was being nurtured by Stalin, with Voroshilov
as his aide. Stalin’s interference in the defence of Tsaritsyn infuriated
Trotsky: ‘I insist categorically on Stalin’s recall’, he telegraphed Lenin
on 4 October 1918. ‘Things are going badly on the Tsaritsyn Front
despite a superabundance of forces .. .. Tsaritsyn must either obey
or get out of the way.’?” The next day Trotsky wrote: ‘The activities
of Stalin are wrecking my plans.” Lenin recalled Stalin. But back in
Moscow Stalin could work on Lenin and it paid off: ‘Stalin is anxious

to work on the Southern Front . . .. As for me, I think it is necessary
to make every effort to work in conjunction with Stalin.” Thus Lenin
to Trotsky.

Stalin stalked and slighted the Commissar of War at every turn. It
was left to Lenin to forward some important dispatches to Trotsky.
Stalin had not sent the Commissar of War a copy! Lenin held the
ring and tried to solve the problem by sending the following note
to Trotsky: ‘Address all military communications to Trotsky as well,
otherwise there may be a dangerous gap.” Trotsky was then told to
forward the note to Stalin over Lenin’s signature.

WAR COMMUNISM

The communists won the war to secure political control: they won the
Civil War but they lost the economic war. More than anything else it
was the lack of Bolshevik success in the economic sphere, under the
conditions of civil war, which shaped and fashioned the Soviet regime.
Shortages, cold, hunger and disease racked the communist body politic
in the terrible years 1918-20. The only thing that kept them warm was
their ideological fervour. They were convinced that there would be
light at the end of the dark tunnel of deprivation and sacrifice.

War Communism, a retrospective appellation, refers to the period
from June 1918, which saw large-scale nationalisation of industry, to
March 1921 when the New Economic Policy, (NEP), saw the light
of day. During this period the market economy was smashed and
the illegal black market made its appearance and saved many urban
dwellers from starvation. Money became valueless, whether this was
by design or by accident has still not been resolved, and barter again
appeared on a large scale. The whole of the Russian economy can be
compared during these years, to a farm where the father directs his
sons’ labour and then decides what each shall get according to his
need. No money is necessary and everything is shared. The Russian
Post Office did not charge for its services, the trams in Petrograd
when they were running were free. Each factory produced its goods,
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passed them on to the next factory and so on until the final product
appeared.

What were the Bolsheviks trying to achieve by introducing War
Commumsm’ They were attemptmg to secure central control of
economic processes in order to impose their priorities. They accorded
the highest preference in resource allocation to defence institutions;
the nationalisation and militarisation of almost all enterprises; the
forcible requisition of food from the peasants to feed themselves and
their supporters; the central allocation of labour; the raising of labour
discipline through a system of rewards, propaganda and force and the
rationing of producer and consumer goods. Resources were channelled
into bottlenecks in the military economy irrespective of cost.

The apostles of the left, communists such as Bukharin and
Preobrazhensky, welcomed War Communism as a leap into social-
ism. The chaos was inevitable, the dying capitalist mode of pro-
duction had to give way to the nascent socialist one.

The large-scale nationalisation of June 1918, partly in response to the
fear that vital industrial plants could fall under German control if left
in private hands, saw all important enterprises placed under the control
of VSNKh. Although Lenin would have preferred a mixed economy he
finally accepted what most workers wanted, a socialist economy. This
did not mean that the communist leader thought that workers should
run the factories and the trade unions the economy. As before he held
to the view that the party was the supreme arbiter of the nation’s
destiny. It alone could overcome sectional interests and speak for the
whole working class.

The most important good was food and the Bolsheviks did not
control its production. The land decree confirmed the peasants’ right
to the land they had seized. The average increase per capita came to
between 0.1 and 1 hectare. But it did end payments to the landlord
and mortgage arrears. Thus the ‘big grab’ did not solve the problem
of land shortage. The socialisation of the land, on 9 February 1918,
abolished all private ownership and made it the property of the whole
nation. It also made it incumbent on local soviets to develop collective
farms at the expense of individual homesteads, arguing that the former
were more profitable because of their more efficient use of labour and
materials, ‘with a view of passing on to a socialist economy’. This
had very little impact at the time and it was only in 1929 that
the peasants felt its full impact. According to data from thirty two
gubernii in 1919, 4.6 per cent of the land fund was in state farms
and only 1.7 per cent in kolkhozes or collective farms. A decree in
February 1919 even spoke of a transition to collective farming but
it was a mirage, as the above data show. In his April Theses Lenin
had looked forward to Soviets of Poor Peasants in the countryside.
They would wage war on the other peasants and do the work of the
communists with whom they had a natural community of interest.
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This again was far from reality and in many places the richer peasants
dominated the Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies. If soviets of the poor
could not be set up, committees of the poor (Kombedy) could be
and were set up on 11 June 1918. Their task — about 122,000 came
into existence — was to uncover surpluses and help the Bolsheviks feed
the towns. They failed. The peasants were more interested in helping
themselves than the centre. If the peasant would not work with the
Bolsheviks then coercion would have to be used, so reasoned the
leaders. Workers’ detachments were dispatched to the countryside and
they were very successful during War Communism. The main reason
was that they had machine-guns. However the communists paid a
heavy price for their success. War Communism with its compulsory
requisitions, called prodrazverstka, cast a long shadow over relations
with the rural sector. The peasants had always believed that the
fruits of their labour belonged to them: the ownership of land was
immaterial. The honeymoon with the peasants was over, it had not
lasted even one harvest. The peasant responded in the only way he
knew: he reduced production, subdivided his farm among his sons
and attempted to make everything himself. In 1919 the cultivated
area was 16.5 per cent less than in 1917; in 1921 it was 40 per cent
less. The towns emptied. Could the Bolsheviks have avoided their
war against the peasants? The peasant responded to the market, but
given inflation and the dearth of industrial and consumer goods there
was little incentive to sell. The Bolsheviks needed to feed the towns
and the Red Army. Inflation worked in their favour since it wiped
out bourgeois wealth held in notes. They could have attempted to
impose a minimal grain tax, arguing that it was to feed the towns
and the army and to keep the landlord away. They never seriously
discussed this option. In the euphoria of victory the proletarian interest
took precedence over peasant interest. There were 2.6 million workers
in 1917 but only 1.2 million in 1920. The black market expanded. In
1918-19, 60 per cent of city bread passed through illegal channels.
In provincial cities only 29 per cent of all food in April 1920 came
from the official system.28 Yet the government continued to inveigh
against speculators. The failure to feed the cities also affected industrial
discipline. During the first half of 1920 there were strikes in 77 per
cent of large and medium-sized factories, mostly over the lack of food.
Conditions in the factories also deteriorated. The working day, where
it was possible to work, lengthened to ten or eleven hours. In January
1919 the mobilisation of workers made the labour situation so tight
that those left behind were not permitted to change their jobs. In May
1920 the penalties for absenteeism became very harsh. The Bolsheviks
could no longer rely on the working class and had to discipline it as
they were disciplining the peasants. The soviets in the countryside
increasingly refused to acknowledge the authority of the centre and
often barred the Red Army from their villages, fearing that all their
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food and animals would be taken. In many cities Mensheviks and SRs
were voted on to the soviets by an exasperated populace and places
such as Kazan and Kaluga declared themselves autonomous. One small
group of men prospered under War Communism: the bagmen. They
carried the much desired food in sacks on their backs and made their
way illegally into the towns to ask incredible prices for their life-giving
products. Urban impoverishment was almost total.

Something like eight million people perished during the years
1918-20, seven and a half million due to hunger and disease. The
working class was decimated, the cities lost many of their inhabitants
and the intelligentsia was either dead or had emigrated. Culturally
Russia was at a very low ebb.

Lenin and among others Bukharin drew lessons from the conflict
and chaos. The Bolshevik leader was still for abolishing money when
the programme of the Communist Party was being drawn up in 1919
but by early 1921 he had changed his mind. He also became much
more aware of the complexities of the agrarian problem. In his last
years he was convinced that coercion could not succeed and argued
in favour of co-operation based on genuine peasant conviction. He
became much more humanitarian at the moment when the reins of
political leadership were slipping from his grasp. Bukharin was also
caught by the same mood and from being an apostle of the left swung
right over and became a devoted Leninist.

THE PARTY AND THE STATE

“The party is the mind, honour and conscience of our epoch.’ In saying
this Lenin implied that the party encompassed all that was good and
progressive in mankind. This, to him, meant the working class. Would
membership of the party be restricted solely to those of proletarian
origin? Plainly not, since this would have eliminated practically all
Bolshevik leaders in 1917. Just what the mix should be has always been
a problem. When a revolutionary party sloughs off its clandestine garb
and becomes a ruling party, a state party, it must of necessity include in
its ranks administrators, specialists, managers and so on, in short those
people against whom the revolution was made in the first place.
Bolshevik party membership, in February 1917, amounted to
23,600.29 It had climbed to 200,000 by August 1917 but by March
1919 it was still only 350,000. The main reasons for this were the
restrictions placed on recruitment in an attempt to keep the party free
of ‘careerist elements’. Nevertheless at the VIIIth Party Congress,
in March 1919, complaints were voiced that local communists were
fusing with top soviet officials to form a new privileged stratum,
using their party membership to secure for themselves, their friends
and their relatives extra rations, preference in housing and job
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promotion.3® The Congress decided to throw the door open to
workers but at the same time to re-register everyone. This was
aimed particularly at those who had joined since the October
Revolution. The vicissitudes of the Civil War with its loss of life,
plus the cleansing of the party, reduced party ranks from 350,000 in
March 1919 to about 150,000 in August 1919. Lenin was pleased that
the ‘cowards and good-for-nothings had run away from the party’.
This was the nadir; by March 1920, the IXth Congress, membership
had climbed to 611,978 and at the Xth Congress, in March 1921, 1t
was 732,521. How did this influx affect the social composition of
the party? Not surprisingly it reduced the proportion of workers.
Whereas in 1917, 60.2 per cent of party members were of proletarian
origin, this figure had dropped to 41 per cent in 1921. The proportion
of white-collar workers was almost constant over the same period; it
was the influx of peasants which forced the percentage of workers
down. Peasants accounted for 7.5 per cent of membership in 1917
but 28.2 per cent in 1921.31 Many workers when they entered the
party were immediately transferred to work in the bureaucracy, thus
considerably reducing the number of party workers stll actually at
the factory bench.

Control of the Communist Party began to slip away from Lenin
in late 1922. For the previous two decades he had dominated the
party and had always jealously guarded his position. He had sought
successfully to restrict decision-making to himself and a few close
colleagues. By 1919 such a system was no longer viable. One reason
why the old framework survived untl early 1919 was that Yakov
Sverdlov was a man after Vladimir Ilich’s heart — a comrade who
believed in the need for a centralised party with each local committee
bound by the decisions of a higher one and the whole subordinated
to the CC. Sverdlov acted as secretary of the CC after November
1917. He played an important role as chairman of the VIIth Party
Congress, skilfully suppressing criticism of the CC. Such was his
ability to anticipate problems that when he was instructed by Lenin to
act he was often able to tell him that the matter had already been dealt
with. Sverdlov’s authority to act independently of his leader testifies
to the closeness of their organisational views. Indeed Sverdlov, head
of the Soviets, and Lenin, head of Sovnarkom, formed the core of
the central Soviet government. Eventually Sverdlov’s overwork led to
his premature death on 16 March 1919. His passing was a shattering
personal blow to Lenin who said that no single person could ever
replace him.

The organisational question became critical in the spring of 1919.
A Political Bureau (Politburo) was set up at the VIIIth Congress,
in March 1919, although it had been functioning unofficially since
December 1918. The Politburo was only to deal with urgent matters
and to give a full account of its activities to the CC. From 1919 to
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1921 it consisted of Lenin, Kamenev, Trotsky, Stalin and Krestinsky.
In 1921 Zinoviev took over from Krestinsky and in 1922 Rykov and
Tomsky joined. The Politburo had become necessary due to the ever
increasing size of the CC.

An Organisational Bureau (Orgburo) had been set up on 19 January
1919 but it was junior to the Politburo. Lenin declared that the general
principle was that ‘the Orgburo allocates forces, while the Politburo
decides policy’.32

The Secretariat of the CC was also expanded. Until his death
Sverdlov had been the only secretary. He was succeeded by the mild-
mannered Krestinsky but at the IXth Congress in March — April 1920
Preobrazhensky and Serebryakov were added. The Secretariat also
became independent of the Orgburo, of which it had previously been a
part, at the IXth Congress. Each of the secretaries was responsible for a
group of CC departments and in 1921 it was stated that ‘in the absence
of an objection by the members of the Orgburo ... the Secretariat’s
decision is to be regarded as a decision of the Orgburo’.33

The outcome of these administrative changes was that the creatures
of the CC usurped the power of the CC and when, in April 1922,
Stalin became not a secretary but Secretary General of the party,
he was the only person who was a member of the CC and its
three offshoots. He took to organisational work very quickly but
he understood organisation primarily as the placement of personnel.
Just find the right person; one who was a dedicated, able, unshakeable
supporter of the Bolshevik regime and above all loyal to the Secretary
General himself. This was something new and many welcomed the
prospect of tying their future to that of Stalin. Given that the bodies
on which Stalin sat embraced most of national life, the opportunities
for self-aggrandisement through a loyal clientele were vast. Stalin
possessed the ability to make the most of them. He was aided, in
part, by the need of local communists to turn to the centre for
personnel and by the natural authority of the centre, reinforced by
Russian tradition.

All the while the State was becoming stronger and stronger.
Sovnarkom’s responsibilities, at the end of 1920, were enlarged
when the Council of Labour and Defence (STO), set up in 1918 to
provision the army, was transformed into a People’s Commissariat.
It had cut deep into the competence of local soviets. Other centripetal
tendencies affected the soviets. As of 1919 VSNKh intervened locally
without reference to the soviets and soviets were subordinated, from
the autumn of 1919, to the revolutionary committees, set up in areas
where Soviet power was in peril. Two other forces, independent of
local control, made the State increasingly formidable: the army and
the police.

This centralisation, or bureaucratisation, caused increasing problems.
The VIIIth Party Congress devoted much attention to the evils of
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bureaucratism and in April 1919 a decree established a People’s
Commissariat for State Control, with Stalin as the commissar. It
was renamed the Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspectorate (Rabkrin) in
February 1920.

THE NATIONALITIES

‘A nation which oppresses another can never be free.” This statement
by Marx was taken to heart by Lenin and the multi-national nature
of the Russian Empire made it imperative to devise a formula which
would attract non-Russians to the Bolshevik cause. National self-
determination was Lenin’s answer and it meant that all nationalities
would be free to choose, after the revolution, if they wished to
join and share the common destiny of Soviet Russia or become
independent and go their own way. Lenin’s views were vehemently
opposed by Bolsheviks such as Pyatakov who wanted nothing to
do with national self-determination. As a Marxist he clung to the
internationalist concept of a world socialist revolution. To him nations
were becoming increasingly anachronistic. Why bring new ones into
existence? Of course Lenin, as a Marxist, was also an internationalist
but he was thinking dialectically: increasing the number of nations
was heading in the wrong direction but, on the other hand, if it
furthered the prospects of revolution then it was justified. The colonial
possessions of the European capitalist powers were a primary target.
If they became independent then the prospects of revolution in the
metropolitan countries would be enhanced, so thought Lenin.

The Bolshevik leader’s view prevailed and two pieces of legislation
touched on the problem. The Declaration of the Rights of the Peoples
of Russia of 15 November 191734 contained the principles of the new
revolutionary power. The frontiers of the new Soviet state were not
drawn in since the decree afforded any nation who wished to secede
the right to do so and to establish its own independent state. The
Declaration of the Rights of the Toiling and Exploited People of
January 1918 stated that all nationalities had the right to determine
on what basis they wished to participate in the federal government
and in federal Soviet institutions. In line with Lenin’s thinking Soviet
Russia had to be a federal state.

Bolshevik nationality policy was expressed through the People’s
Commissariat for Nationalities (Narkomnats), headed by Stalin, by
birth a Georgian. It was made up of sections, also called commissariats,
each devoted to a particular nation; the commissariat for Polish affairs,
the commissariat for Lithuanian affairs and so on. As of 1918 nineteen
commissariats were in operation and their heads formed the board
of Narkomnats. In 1920 Narkomnats was transformed into a type
of parliament where elected national representatives debated their
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problems and the centre had an opportunity of establishing closer
contact with them. Narkomnats gradually lost its significance. The
Constitution of 1924 abolished it when representation was elevated
to the Union level.

The Bolsheviks had expected the revolution to bring many nation-
alities to their side and the world socialist revolution to increase the
number of fraternal nations. However events turned out otherwise and
the Bolsheviks were taken aback by the number of non-Russians who
wanted to secede. Poland was the first to go immediately after the
revolution; then came Finland on 31 December 1917. Lenin did not
expect either nation to secede for very long. The Ukraine was recognised
as an independent state by the Bolsheviks in December 1917. The
Ukrainians soon threw their support behind General Kaledin who was
organising opposition to the Bolsheviks among the Don Cossacks. This
was a rude awakening: self-determination could actually lead a nation
into the camp of the adversary. Georgia, in turn, elected a Menshevik
government. Stalin and the ‘left’ communists, especially Bukharin,
favoured the view that self-determination should be restricted to
workers. Lenin opposed this stating that it had to be national and
not workers’ self-determination as long as there was no bourgeois
revolution. Once the bourgeois revolution had started the right to
decide passed to the workers. However the VIIIth Party Congress,
in March 1919, conferred the right of decision on the party. When a
Socialist Workers” Republic was set up in south Finland in January 1918
it was recognised by Petrograd and a treaty of friendship was signed
with it. This policy was also adopted towards the socialist republics
set up in the Baltic States in 1918-19 and towards the Ukrainian
government in Kharkov.35> Hence Lenin saw three stages: first the
nation had the right to secede and if it chose independence the Soviet
government would acknowledge its sovereignty. Then workers could
set up a socialist republic which would be recognised by Petrograd.
The Communist Party there, when it felt strong enough, would then
request admission to the Soviet Russian federal state.

The war against Poland, ongoing since 1918, was a turning-point.
In July 1920 Lenin agreed to push into Poland. He thought that the
Polish workers would see the Red Army soldiers as brothers who
had come to help them liberate themselves from the capitalist yoke.
This would be workers’ self-determination 1n action. The Poles looked
at it quite differently, seeing the Russians as mere invaders come to
reclaim their slice of Poland. The defeat of the Red Army ended the
prospects of physically aiding revolution in central Europe. It also
convinced Lenin that his concept of national self-determination had
been correct. However it meant too that Soviet Russia was alone. The
interests of the Soviet state would have to be afforded more weight in
the future when implementing nationality policy. Just how euphoric
the Bolsheviks were about the prospect of victory in Poland can be
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gauged from the fact that during the conflict Ordzhonikidze requested
permission to invade Persia to promote revolution there. The Politburo
declined to sanction such a démarche.

SECURING THE FRONTIERS

During War Communism Soviet Russia waited impatiently for aid
from the proletariat of the Western nations. By 1921, however, the
Bolsheviks had to admit that the revolutionary flood had ebbed. The
fate of the Red Army in Poland, the failure of the policy of occupying
factories in Italy in September 1920, the downright defeat of the
German communists in March 1921 and the suppression of Soviet
Republics in Hungary and Bavaria all underlined the same point.

If the revolution had failed in the West it was also not going
according to plan from a Bolshevik point of view in the East. The
Congress of the Peoples of the East, held in Baku in September 1920,
brought home to the Bolsheviks that revolution in the East would not
be based on opposition to the bourgeoisie, on class solidarity with the
Russian workers, but on common hostility to the colonial or Western
powers. Hence the Comintern drew back from giving support to such
an eventuality and concentrated on promoting revolution based on the
Marxist principle of class struggle. Baulked in the West and in the East
Moscow’s first priority was now to secure its own national frontiers.

The Soviet state from the beginning had two faces, one looked
outward and promoted revolution, the other looked inward and
consolidated the Bolshevik position. Trotsky, as Commissar of Foreign
Affairs, negotiated as a representative of the revolutionary proletariat.
Soviet Russia was seen as a purely temporary phenomenon. G. V.
Chicherin, who took over from Trotsky in March 1918, took a more
traditional view of state interests. When the Comintern came into being
Zinoviev represented the revolution in motion.

The Commissariat of Foreign Affairs began to play an important
role in 1920 and to act independently of the Comintern. Treaties were
signed with Estonia on 2 February 1920, with Lithuania on 12 July
1920, with Latvia on 11 August 1920, with Finland on 14 October
1920, with Poland on 18 March 1921, with Iran on 26 February 1921,
with Afghanistan on 28 February 1921, with Turkey on 16 March 1921
and a trade agreement was signed with Great Britain on 16 March 1921.
Relations with the countries in the Far East were not regulated until
1924-25.

CRITICAL CHOICES

Hunger was a constant companion in the cities and was especially severe
during the winter of 1920-21. It exacerbated production difficulties
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and added to the disunity of the party. So concerned was Lenin
that the supported measures at the IXth Party Congress, in April
1920, which sharply reduced the involvement of the work force in
decision-making. Non-communist specialists were to be employed,
one-man management introduced and membership of party and trade
union committees were to be filled from above and not elected from
below. These measures, necessitated by the seriousness of the situation,
were strongly challenged by what became known as the Workers’
Opposition (WO) led by Aleksandr Shlyapnikov, one of the few
proletarians in the Bolshevik leadership and a candidate member
of the CC in 1918, and I. Lutovinov. They were convinced that
industry should be run by the trade unions and that the party
should be purged of non-proletarian elements. They also wanted a
return to genuine elections. Another group who became known as the
Democratic Centralists (DCs) formed around V. Osinsky, T. Sapronov
and V. Smirnov argued in favour of democracy within the party. They
deplored the progressive centralisation of party decision-making. The
situation was made worse by the measures adopted by Trotsky on being
made responsible for transport in late 1919. It was in utter chaos and
Trotsky thought that the only way to impose order was to introduce the
same tactics which had proved successful in licking the Red Army into
shape. He was simply proposing the militarisation of labour. Lenin did
not hesitate to attack the WO and the DCs but held back where Trotsky
was concerned. Zinoviev stepped into the breach and vented his spleen
on the Commissar. Such dissent within the highest ranks boded 1ill for
the party and it was left to the Xth Party Congress, in March 1921, to
decide the issue. Early 1921 saw events which had a lasting impact on
the nature of the Soviet regime: revolts at Tambov and Kronstadt, the
introduction of the New Economic Policy (NEP) and the reshaping of
the party at the Xth Congress.

The peasants of the Tambov region, on the Volga, not only refused
to provide the grain demanded by the State but also stopped the
grain convoys heading towards the Russian heartland and seized their
contents. Troops in the vicinity were not numerous or reliable enough
to quell the revolt. The Bolsheviks were wary of applying too much
force lest they provoke a general peasant uprising. The situation in
the countryside was pitiable, yields were down 40 per cent compared
with 1913, much arable land was unworked and farm implements and
equipment were suffering from overuse.

At the same time the sailors of Kronstadt, situated on an island in the
Gulf of Finland, raised the flag of revolt. Trotsky, the Commissar of
War, was ineffective; Zinoviev’s vehement attack on him in connection
with his views on labour had helped to undermine his authority among
the sailors of the Baltic Fleet. The mutineers formed a Provisional
Revolutionary Committee, published their own newspaper, demanded
free elections to the soviets, the right of all socialist parties, anarchists
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and syndicalists to assemble and publish, the right of peasants to
dispose of their grain as they thought fit, the abolition of the grain
detachment squads and the right of those artisans who employed no
labour to work where they pleased.

The examples of Kronstadt and Tambov sparked off more violence;
everyone identified as a communist in Saratov was massacred. Peasants
and workers called for soviets without communists.

Lenin, in a moment of frankness about the Kronstadt sailors,
conceded: ‘They do not want the White Guards but neither do they
want our power.” Notwithstanding the Bolshevik riposte was military
violence, but it took from 7 to 18 March to subdue the garrison. The
Red Army which had to attack over ice, lost something like 10,000
killed, wounded or missing. Fifteen delegates from the Xth Party
Congress, who had come to help, perished. The Kronstadt rebels
were dealt with savagely. The Reds blamed the White Guards aided
by the Mensheviks and SRs. In reality the SRs and the anarchists were
the driving force behind the revolt.

On 15 March 1921, that is during the fighting at Kronstadt, the Xth
Party Congress stopped the grain requisitions, imposed a progresswe
tax in kind, later expressed in money, and restored the peasant’s right
to dispose of his surplus as he liked. Trade was again legal. NEP
was launched. It helped to bring the Kronstadt revolt to a close
and removed the danger of a countrywide peasant revolt. NEP was
not the consequence of Kronstadt, it can be traced back to early
1920. It was Trotsky who first put forward the idea, in February
1920, but his proposals fell on stony ground. At the IXth Congress
of Soviets, in December 1920, Mensheviks and SRs joined in the
chorus advocating an end to requisitioning. Lenin put the new policy
before the Politburo on 8 February 1921 and on 24 February the
CC discussed it and it was placed on the agenda for the Xth Party
Congress. The delegates would have preferred to avoid reintroducing
capitalism to Soviet Russia had they had the choice. The decisive
factor in convincing Lenin that NEP should be introduced was the
Tambov revolt which revealed how precarious food supplies really
were. The Bolshevik leadership was not unnerved by the Kronstadt
revolt since it could solve it by using force. Force in the countryside
had turned out to be counter-productive. The vast majority of the
population, the peasants, were overjoyed by the change in direction
but the working-class element in the party was profoundly unhappy.
These communists must have been bewildered by the change in course
since as recently as 20 November 1920 all remaining factories in private
hands employing more than ten workers (five if mechanised) had been
expropriated. NEP gave these owners back much of light industry.
Lenin appears to have thought that NEP would last quite a long
time, an unwelcome prospect for the working class. To sugar the
pill, however, he insisted that the commanding heights of the economy
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remain in the hands of the State and that the foreign trade monopoly be
left intact.

The Xth Party Congress which opened on 8 March 1921 was faced
with the problem of deciding which role the trade unions should play
in the Soviet state. Since the nineteen-man CC was split on the
question the issue had been taken to the party at large in January
1921 and demarcation lines had been drawn up expressed as platforms.
Trotsky held to the view that the trade unions should be integrated
into the administrative apparatus and given production tasks. The WO,
on the other hand, wanted the economy to be run by committees of
producers and favoured the independence of the trade unions. Lenin
and Trotsky split on this issue. The Bolshevik leader took umbrage at
Trotsky’s methods rather than his ideas. The very aggressive Trotsky
favoured calling a spade a spade whereas the astute, verbally skllled
Lenin was adept at camouflaging the real meaning of his words. The
WO, in the meanwhile, had acquired the support of an illustrious
lady, Aleksandra Kollontai, but it had to battle against the bulk of
the party, with Trotsky as the villain of the piece. On the question
of the militarisation of labour, Trotsky, Bukharin and Dzerzhinsky
were ranged against Lenin, Stalin and Zinoviev. The latters’ views were
presented in the ‘platform of ten’. A third confrontation was also under
way, the DCs against all the centralists.

With the tragic events of Kronstadt as a backdrop, the Reds there
killing their own, the party closed ranks and the WO and the DCs
were swept aside. The ‘platform of ten’s’ proposals were accepted
overwhelmingly. Lenin had some soothing words for the injured
amour-propre of the trade unions and promised them a fuller say in
government.

Two resolutions, of great import, were passed on the last day of the
Congress. The first, ‘On the Syndicalist and Anarchist Deviation in our
Party’, outlawed the views of the WO and stated that the propagation
of these ideas was incompatible with party membership. Congress
delegates had been listed according to platforms and Zinoviev had
promoted this before the Congress but at the Congress he denounced
it as amounting to factionalism. This even further embittered relations
between Zinoviev and many others. The second, ‘On the Unity of the
Party’, banned all factionalism in the party. Issues could be discussed
by party members but the formation of groups with platforms of
their own was forbidden. Once a decision had been taken complete
obedience was demanded. Defeated proposals could not be defended
within the party and infringement of this rule could mean expulsion
from the party. Also passed was a clause, kept secret at the time and
first published only three years later, that CC members could also be
expelled if two thirds of their colleagues voted for their removal. This
was to have momentous consequences, sensed at the time by some,
including Radek. Lenin did not envisage the ban staying for ever, but

42



REVOLUTION

only until things became ‘normal’. He also foresaw the possibility of
the party, at some time in the future, falling into error. In such an
eventuality it would be the duty of a comrade to point this out to the
whole party.

What would have happened if Shlyapnikov and the WO had carried
the day? They recognised the problems which faced the party in
industry and proposed solutions. They were conscious of the fact that
the working and living conditions of the mass of non-Bolshevik factory
employees had a profound indirect impact on the party. However, their
rejection of the party’s desire to dominate all the institutions of state
would surely have resulted in even more administrative chaos.3¢ This in
turn would have encouraged bureaucratic centralist solutions. One way
of countering Soviet Russia’s political, economic and administrative
underdevelopment was to run her from the centre. The only body
which could hold the State together, in 1921, was the party. Even then
it was a party riven with dissent. This resulted in decision- making being
restricted to a handful of men and their decisions had to be imposed on
a reluctant party membership.

The WO and the DCs were very concerned about democracy but
they bore some of the responsibility for the state of affairs they disliked
so much. They had not protested when undemocratic practices were
used to remove non-communist political opponents in the past. Indeed
many of them owed their present positions to such practices.

The ban on factionalism was needed to impose NEP on the party.
If communists could not voice opposition to the leadership’s policies
then the other two parties the Bolsheviks feared, the Mensheviks and
the SRs, had to be silenced as well. The Mensheviks and right SRs
had been banned in June 1918 for associating with ‘notorious counter-
revolutionaries’. The ban on the Mensheviks was lifted in November
1918 and that on the SRs in February 1919. During the Civil War the
Mensheviks consistently and the SRs less so denounced the Whites
and the Interventionist Powers. Many Mensheviks and SRs fought in
the Civil War, others joined the administration and some even joined
the Communist Party. Something like 2,000 Mensheviks, including the
entire CC, were apparently arrested on the eve of the introduction of
NEP.37 Many of these were later released and the leading Mensheviks
went into emigration. A number of SR leaders were put on trial in 1922
and sentenced to death or life imprisonment. The death penalty was
not applied partly due to international pressure.

THE KEY DECISION-MAKING BODY

By the time the capital was moved to Moscow in March 1918
Sovnarkom had established itself as the chief decision-making body
in the Soviet Union. This was primarily due to Lenin’s drive and
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initiative. He was fascinated by administrative detail and really enjoyed
being boss of the government machine. Nevertheless by 1921-22 the
Politburo had become the chief decision-making body. This was a
development which Lenin viewed with some dismay and attempted
to reverse. However, his health failed him and Trotsky, who also
shared his leader’s view that the party bureaucracy should divest
itself of some of its government duties, proved an ineffective pohtlcal
infighter. Just how did the party bureaucracy erode the government’s
power?

Lenin’s willingness to take over the existing structure of government,
banks, factories and so on was based on the Marxist assumption that
the ownership of institutions, not their structure, is of key importance.
The areas of competence assigned to the commissariats was quite
traditional. This obviously facilitated the survival of elements of the
old society in the new. Administrative detail was the real stuff of
government to Lenin; in 1918 Sovnarkom met 203 times. Such was the
volume of work that a little Sovnarkom was set up at the end of 1917
to decide ‘minor questions, not involving matters of principle’. Soviet
bureaucracy was following in the footsteps of the Tsarist bureaucracy
which had had a similar institution for various periods throughout the
nineteenth century.

Sovnarkom never evolved into a cabinet system of government since
Lenin was biased against such a development. For him it smacked
too much of the cabinet-parliamentary system with influence being
exerted from below. It was always difficult to define which work
came within the competence of the government and which rightfully
belonged to the Politburo. The party, to Lenin, was of course the
supreme centre of authority and a commissar could go over the
head of Sovnarkom and appeal to the Central Committee of the
party. The Bolsheviks were after all the only government party.
Despite this Lenin and Trotsky did not think that the party apparatus
should get too involved in administration. The party held the reins
of power but it was the task of the government to run the country.
Other Bolshevik leaders such as Stalin, Zinoviev and Kamenev took a
radically different point of view. A key factor in the rise of the party
burcaucracy was its prerogative of making appointments not only in
the party but in the government and mass organisations as well. For
instance between April 1920 and February 1921 the central party
organs appointed 1,715 persons to Sovnarkom positions in Moscow
and filled 202 key trade union posts.3® Such was Lenin’s involvement
in the minutiae of government that he was often ill informed about
developments in the party. He was much more willing to delegate
party than government responsibilities to others. Just as Sovnarkom
was influenced by Tsarist practices so the party bureaucracy in turn
gradually acquired more and more traditional Russian attitudes to
administration.
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Had Sovnarkom developed into a cabinet system of government it
would have been able to compete more effectively with the Politburo.
Lenin’s domination of it was part of its undoing. When he fell ill his
deputies either waited for him to get well or passed important items
to the Politburo for decision. Due to the pressure of work the practice
grew up that commissars could send their deputies and so it became the
exception rather than the rule for commissars to attend in person. This
inevitably affected the standing of Sovnarkom. Lenin resisted for a long
time the thought that power would accumulate where final authority
lay, in the Politburo. This process was speeded up by the Secretariat.
Neither Lenin nor Trotsky occupied an executive position in the party,
hence they were late to perceive that a formidable party machine
was coming into being. All along Lenin thought that government
administration was more important than party administration, and
he devoted the greater part of his working day and his energies to
government work. However, he misjudged the situation totally.

THE COMINTERN

Ever since the Second International had failed to stop the First World
War Lenin had been convinced that a Third International, a Communist
International, was necessary. The Zimmerwald Union was a beginning.
When the Bolsheviks heard that the British Labour Party had proposed
an international socialist conference they prepared frantically to upstage
the event.

The Ist Congress of the Communist International (Comintern) began
its deliberations in the Kremlin on 2 March 1919. There were only
fifty-two delegates. The main difficulty had been to contact Lenin’s
sympathisers abroad. One tactic employed was to sew invitations into
the clothing of twenty-four prisoners-of-war who were then sent home
with instructions to contact the desired person. The vast majority,
however, did a Lenin. Just to get home they agreed to all conditions,
took the money and forgot everything when over the Russian frontier.
So short of delegates was the Congress that one Rutgers represented
Holland, the USA and even Japan, on the strength of having once spent
two months in that country. The main foreign communist party then
in existence, the Communist Party of Germany (KPD), instructed its
delegate, Hugo Eberlein, to oppose the setting up of the International.
However, the deaths of the first leaders of the party, Karl Liebknecht
and Rosa Luxemburg, weakened his resolve and he failed to protest.

The 1Ind Congress met on 19 July 1920 in Petrograd but removed
to Moscow and remained in session until 7 August 1920. This
Congress was much more representative of left-wing opinion and
delegates from forty-one countries attended. The Congress adopted
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the famous twenty-one conditions of admission which, although signed
by Zinoviev, head of the Comintern, had really been penned by Lenin.
Communist parties were to be set up in each country and modelled
on the Russian party. Implacable opposition was declared to social
democracy everywhere.

The formation of communist parties left behind dissident groups
and nourished resentment of the communists and of the Comintern.
In Germany the Independent Social Democrat Party (USPD) voted by
a small majority to merge with the KPD. Besides those who refused
to go along with this move there was also the largest Marxist party,
the Social Democratic Party (SPD), opposed to the KPD. Hence the
communists could only claim the allegiance of a minority of the
German working class. When the KPD launched an armed uprising in
March 1921 with the blessing of the Comintern their weakness became
all too apparent and the uprising was easily suppressed.

The French Communist Party (PCF) was founded in December 1920
and again many socialists did not join. The same happened in Italy.
The upshot was that the rift between the communist party (PCI) and
the socialists so weakened the left that it was in no position to resist
effectively the rise of fascism.
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CHAPTER TWO

The New Economic Policy

‘RECULER POUR MIEUX SAUTER’

INTRODUCTION

If War Communism was a leap into socialism then the New Economic
Policy (NEP) was a leap out of socialism. The extreme egalitarianism,
the ever expanding role of the State, the breakneck speed of the
attempt to make the economic life of the country socialist and the
concomitant rejection of economic laws gave way to the legitimisation
of small-scale commodity production and the acceptance of the market.
The commanding heights of the economy, i.e. large-scale industry,
especially energy and machine building, essential services and so on
remained firmly in Bolshevik hands. At first the peasants paid a tax
in kind but with the stabilisation of the currency in 1923, this could
be paid in money — Soviet Russia was back to a money economy. The
economic planning of State industry remained but it had to be within
the constraints of the market.

The party leadership accepted NEP in 1921 as a necessary evil but
by 1924 a majority favoured its continuance. The party rank and file,
however, were never in favour of it. It marked a retreat from the heroic
days of War Communism, it favoured the peasant and capitalism, and
it put off the advent of socialism in Soviet Russia.

The October insurrection had placed power in the hands of the
soviets but it soon slipped away. Lenin, with that characteristic
frankness which sets him apart from most of his colleagues, put
the matter quite bluntly at the VIIIth Party Congress in March
1919: ‘the soviets, which according to their programme are organs of
government by the workers are in reality only organs of government
for the workers by the most advanced stratum of the proletariat, but
not by the working masses themselves’.! Power had passed to the
party and it became responsible for building up local and central
government. The party began to promote a state machine. Where,
however, were the myriads of necessary officials to come from?
The lamentable level of education of the average party member,
something which continued to pain Lenin unul the end of his
days, opened the floodgates to the only available source, former
Tsarist bureaucrats. The Bolshevik leader was vexed by what he
saw:
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At the top we have, I do not know exactly how many, but at least a few
thousand, and at the most a few tens of thousands, of our own people. But at
the base, hundreds of thousands of former officials whom we have inherited
from the Tsar and bourgeois society, are working, partly consciously and
partly unconsciously, against us.2

The picture was not as black as Lenin painted it. Trotsky tells us
that:

The demobilisation of five million Red Army men played no small role in the
formation of the bureaucracy. The victorious commanders obtained leading
posts in the local soviets, in the economy, in education and they persistently
introduced the regime which had ensured victory in the civil war. Thus on
all sides the masses were cut off from actual participation in the leadership
of the country.3

Lenin was becoming very disillusioned with the working class.
On 19 October 1921 he stated that the Russian industrial working
class ‘owing to the war and to the desperate poverty and ruin, has
become declassed, i.e. dislodged from its class groove and has ceased
to exist as a proletariat’# Taken literally this would mean that the
socialist (proletarian) revolution of October 1917 had been rendered
null and void. In seizing power in October 1917 in the name of an
underdeveloped proletariat Lenin had overcome the determinism in
Marxism. Untl then it had been held that such a revolution could
only take place in an advanced industrial state. However there was
a penalty to pay: in Soviet Russia Marxism thereby forfeited all its
predictive validity. Lenin’s next step, one may argue, should have been
to disband the Communist Party since there was no proletariat to lead.

Be that as it may, the dictatorship of the proletariat had become the
dictatorship of the leadership elite. ‘It must be recognised’, wrote Lenin
in March 1922, ‘that the proletarian policy of the party is determined,
at present, not by its rank and file but by the immense and undivided
authority of the most minute section which might be called the party’s
old guard’.5 This abnormal situation gradually became the norm or
rule. As the centripetal tendencies increased it became the norm to
appoint a secretary from above and this expanded to take in non-party
posts as well. The exigencies of civil war had forged this behaviour but
the advent of peace and NEP did not dissipate it. The insecurity of
the party did not permit that and within a short period the central
appointment of officials, through the agency of the Organisational
Bureau (Orgburo), became a natural way of doing things.

The local party organisation did not always welcome the centre
sending someone to take over however. A. I Mikoyan, in his
memoirs, relates how the Orgburo sent him to become secretary
in Nizhny Novgorod guberniya in 1920. It was a tough assignment
since the previous nominee, V. M. Molotov, had failed to impose
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his authority. Mikoyan proved himself a more skilful politician and
eventually overcame the local opposition in which supporters of
Trotsky, the Workers’” Opposition and the Democratic Centralists
were very strong. By 1922 he was completely in charge and was
then transferred to Rostov-on-Don as party secretary of the South
East Bureau. The task there was quite different as he had to impose
Bolshevik authority over an area which had supported the Whites
during the Civil War. Mikoyan’s close links with Stalin were forged
in these formative experiences in the early 1920s.

As chairman of Sovnarkom Lenin invested that institution with great
authority but gradually it became the custom to discuss more and
more government business in the Politburo. With the onset of his
illness in December 1921, his three strokes in 1922 culminating in
semi-paralysis and loss of speech on 10 March 1923, this tendency was
accelerated and Sovnarkom’s authority declined accordmgly Hence by
1922 the Politburo and the Central Committee with its Secretariat
constituted the brain of Soviet Russia; every key decision and every
major appointment was made by them.

Stalin became Secretary General of the CC at the XIth Congress
in April 1922. At the time he was also Commissar for Nationalities
(responsible for about half of the population) and Commissar for the
Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspectorate (Rabkrin), a body responsible for
the struggle against bureaucratism and corruption in Soviet institutions.
His heart, however, belonged to the party and the fact that he was
the only person who was a member of the Politburo, the Orgburo
and the Secretariat, as well as being on Sovnarkom, excited little
comment. After all Lenin towered above all and Stalin’s duties were
mainly secretarial. Information provided at the XIth Congress should
have given pause for thought. The number of officials subordinate to
the CC Secretariat was revealed for the first time: in Moscow there
were 325, in the gubernii 2,000 and in the raions 8,000; there were
also 5,000 full-time secretaries in the provinces and in large industrial
undertakings, a total of 15,325 persons.¢ The records and assignment
department (Uchraspred) of the CC nominated over 10,000 persons for
posts in 1922 and in the following year seven commissions (industry,
co-operatives, transport, etc.) were set up in Uchraspred. In 1924
Uchraspred was merged with the Orgburo.

It was only in late 1922, by which time Stalin had clashed with his
leader on several issues, that Lenin changed his mind and endorsed
the criticism of the small minority who saw the Secretary General’s
accumulation of offices as potentially dangerous for the party.

Lenin was the natural leader of the party but he had to reaffirm
his credentials repeatedly. Not by nature a dictator, he never sought
to silence his critics by institutional means. He expected and accepted
opposition from his colleagues. Every member of the Politburo during
Lenin’s active political life (up to 1922) disagreed with him on a major
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issue. How could it be otherwise with the party attempting to build a
new soc1ety on Russian soil? However, this lack of consensus on many
major issues imposed a heavy burden on the leader. Lenin, moreover,
had very definite views on which policies should be adopted and
he characteristically fought to have them accepted and implemented.
Although factionalism was officially banned after March 1921 he was
a master factionalist. If he was in a minority in the Politburo he did not
submit, he fought on. Factionalism only became a heinous crime in the
Politburo once Lenin had passed from the scene. Since the Politburo
conferred enormous prestige and privilege, its members could cultivate
their own constituencies. Zinoviev was party leader in Leningrad and
president of the Comintern; Kamenev headed the Moscow party
organisation; Trotsky was Commissar for War; A. I. Rykov was
Lenin’s deputy on Sovnarkom; M. P. Tomsky headed the trade unions
and there was also Stalin. Some were more politically skilled than
others and with Lenin’s health deteriorating there was every likelihood
that a successor would soon be needed. Pretenders were legion but
only three could be taken seriously: Trotsky, Zinoviev and Stalin.
That left three other members of the Politburo, men whose support
or opposition would decide who succeeded Lenin. Had Lenin died
after his first stroke Trotsky would almost certainly have succeeded
him as party leader. This made clear who the front runner was, thus
permitting his two main contenders to devise a strategy to stop Trotsky
seizing the prize. Stalin especially used the time afforded him to good
effect and in his haste to outflank Trotsky and cement his position in
the government and party, he chose to challenge his leader on two
fronts, foreign trade and nationalities, areas where Lenin had very
decided views.

THE FOREIGN TRADE MONOPOLY

Towards the end of 1921 and throughout 1922 the question of whether
there should be a foreign trade monopoly aroused passions in the
Politburo and the Central Committee. On the face of it this appears
strange since all that was at stake was how to conduct foreign trade.
But in the context of Soviet Russia every economic question was at
source a political question. Lenin held tenaciously to the view that
all trade with foreign businessmen should be conducted through the
Commissariat of Foreign Trade, in other words, indirectly. There must
be no direct dealing between the peasant (agrlcultural products were
what Soviet Russia had to export in the main) and the representatives
of foreign capital. Surely this would not have happened. The peasant
would not have dealt directly with the foreign merchant but would
have sold his produce to a Russian trading firm. Trotsky had his own
ideas based on expanding the role of the state planning commission,
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Gosplan, to embrace foreign trade, but basically he was on Lenin’s
side. Practically everyone else was against the monopoly. Lenin’s
opponents started from the premise that foreign trade was of key
importance to the survival of Soviet Russia. They just did not believe
that the Commissariat of Foreign Trade could successfully and quickly
negotiate foreign trade deals. Therefore they advocated a relaxation or
the abolition of the monopoly. Lenin vehemently opposed these views
arguing that if the foreign businessmen entered into direct relations
with the peasant the result would be that Soviet Russia would be
fleeced and then bled white. The monopoly was not just a matter of
agricultural exports. The industrial trusts resented it since they wished
to enter into direct contact with foreign suppliers and markets.

The CC, in Lenin’s absence due to illness, watered down the
monopoly on 6 October 1922. When Lenin was well enough he
demanded, in a letter, that the Politburo should reverse its decision.
Stalin, a key figure in the clutch of opponents of the monopoly,
appended to the letter the laconic statement: ‘Comrade Lenin’s letter
has not made me change my mind.”” Since Lenin was too ill to argue
his case personally he invited Trotsky to speak for him and notified
the CC accordingly: ‘I have also come to an arrangement with Trotsky
on the defence of my views on the foreign trade monopoly.’8 The CC
capitulated on 18 December 1922. Since Lenin had also revealed that
he was planning to retire, his move in speaking through Trotsky could
only mean one thing: he saw Trotsky as his natural successor. This was
sensational and the blow pierced Stalin to the core. So the bumptious,
overbearing Commissar of War, a non-Bolshevik until 1917, was to
lead the party of Lenin! This rankled with Stalin and of course
Zinoviev, whose hatred of Trotsky was ill-concealed, but also with
many of the old Bolsheviks, those who had been members before
1917. Thus a cabal came into being, composed of Zinoviev, Kamenev
and Stalin, with Zinoviev as the apparent leader, the prime objective of
which was simply to keep Trotsky out.

THE GEORGIAN AFFAIR

Initially Soviet Russia consisted of the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist
Republic (RSFSR), then the Ukraine and Belorussia were added and, as
a result of military action in Azerbaidzhan in April 1920, in Armenia in
December 1920 and in Georgia in February/March 1921, the number
of Soviet republics rose to six. Relations between the RSFSR and the
other republics were regulated by bilateral treaties but many areas of
competence remained unclear. Stalin, as Commissar for Nationalities,
was responsible for the autonomous regions and republics of the
RSFSR. To all intents and purposes these areas had no autonomy
and were administered from Moscow. When the three Transcaucasian

52



THE NEW ECONOMIC POLICY

republics were taken over the question of their relationship vis-a-vis
the RSFSR became acute. Economically and politically the best way of
administering them was to merge them in a Transcaucasian Federation
but whereas Azerbaidzhan and Armenia could be counted upon to
raise few objections to such an initiative, Georgia had to be treated
very diplomatically. This was due to the fact that the Menshevik
government which had ruled Georgia until February 1921 had enjoyed
considerable support, and local pride and national consciousness were
well developed.

The Communist Party of Georgia, as a constituent part of the
Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), was duty bound to follow
the directives of Moscow. In order to co-ordinate the activities of the
three communist parties, a Caucasian Bureau (Kavburo) of the RCP(B)
had been established. This was headed by Sergo Ordzhonikidze, a
Georgian, most of whose revolutionary career had been spent as a
Bolshevik in Lenin’s organisation, and who paid scant attention to
the amour-propre of Georgian communists, considering it within his
prerogative (with Stalin’s backing in Moscow) to present the Georgian
CC with faits accomplis. Despite the protests of the Georgian CC a
Federal Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics of Transcaucasia was set
up on 12 March 1922 and the Kavburo was correspondingly renamed
the Zakraikom (Transcaucasian Regional Committee). Relations with
the RSFSR were to be left to a separate agreement. This was the
hub of the matter and it led to a sharp disagreement between Lenin
and Stalin. On a purely administrative level some autonomy could be
granted to the various republics but as democratic centralism prevailed
in the RCP(B) the CP of Georgia could expect no concessions.

On 10 August 1922 the Politburo called on the Orgburo to draft
proposals to regulate relations between the RSFSR and the other five
republics. The resulting plan, drawn up by Stalin, recommended the
incorporation of the five republics in the RSFSR as autonomous
republics. This would have meant ruling them directly from Moscow
by making the decrees of the CEC, Sovnarkom and the Council
of Labour and Defence (STO) binding on them. Only the CPs of
Azerbaidzhan and Armenia concurred, Belorussia preferred the existing
system, the Ukraine could not make up its mind, and the response of
the Georgians was predictable: total opposition. To make matters worse
Stalin apparently sent a telegram to Georgia on 29 August 1922, before
the plan had been discussed by the CC in Moscow, 1nform1ng them
that the decisions of the CEC, Sovnarkom and STO were binding on
all republics.?

Lenin reacted by proposing that a Union of the Soviet Republics
of Europe and Asia be established with a new Federal Executive
Committee of the Union of Soviet Republics and a new federal
Sovnarkom to which the Russian government would be subject. Stalin
was unimpressed by the ‘old man’s’ comments and on 27 September
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1922 circulated Lenin’s proposals and his own comments. He dismissed
his leader’s views as amounting to nothing more than ‘national
liberalism’.1° But Stalin had miscalculated; Lenin had also been drum-
ming up support and this proved decisive on 6 October 1922 when the
CC ratified Lenin’s version.

The Georgians, however, would not let matters lie and protested
again against the existence of the Transcaucasian Federation. They
wished to join the new Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as a separate
republic. When Lenin, relying on the good offices of the Secretariat,
rejected their plea, nine of the eleven members of the CC of the CP
of Georgia resigned. This disturbed Lenin and a committee of enquiry
was set up to look into the conflict. He was as perplexed by the
Georgians’ behaviour as Ordzhonikidze and Stalin were furious. As
loyal party men they afforded Moscow precedence so why were they
making such a fuss over an administrative arrangement? The problem
touched the very core of Lenin’s nationality policy and his thinking
about the Communist Party. He wished some genuine autonomy for
the republics but at the same time denied this to the local communist
party. Since the party fiat had precedence all real autonomy vanished.
It would have taken a fundamental change in the relationship between
the RCP(B) and the other communist parties to have guaranteed any
real autonomy and this Lenin would not countenance. Hence the row
with the Georgians revealed the weakness of his nationality policy.

The committee of enquiry did not resolve the dispute although non-
Russians such as Ordzhonikidze, Stalin and Dzerzhinsky dominated it.
Lenin belatedly recognised this and railed against their behaviour in a
memorandum on the nationalities, dictated on 30 December 1922. But
the lion was mortally wounded and it was not Lenin’s views which
prevailed but those of the ‘assimilated Great Russian chauvinists’ —
Lenin’s words — Ordzhonikidze, Stalin and Dzerzhinsky.

The USSR came into existence on 30 December 1922 when the Ist
Congress of Soviets passed the Treaty of the Union. Its constitution
was ready on 6 July 1923 and it was ratified on 31 January 1924.
Georgia entered as part of the Transcaucasian Soviet Federated Socialist
Republic (TSFSR) and not as a separate republic. The TSFSR was
dissolved on 5 December 1936 and only then could Georgia enter
the USSR as a republic in its own right but by then the change was
merely formal since it was Stalin’s nationality policy, with its emphasis
on strict control from Moscow, and not Lenin’s which prevailed.

THE GREAT DEBATE

The 1920s were a period of extraordinary economic and social experi-
mentation. Although the Civil War was over some of its ideas lingered
on. The Marxist concept of the moneyless economy was still a desired
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goal. Cash, prices, markets and wages were perceived as distinctly
capitalist phenomena and not suitable components of socialist relations
of production. The disintegration of the market economy during the
Civil War as a result of severe inflation, disruption, state military
demands and labour unrest demonstrated how fragile it could be.
The primary goal of maintaining State power, however, convinced
Lenin that further experimentation had to be put off for a few decades
at least.

NEP conceded, during the transitional period until the march to
socialism could begin once again, the legitimate existence of private
and public sectors of the economy — in other words, a mixed economy.
The commanding heights of the economy — heavy industry, banking,
energy, fuel, transport and communications remained in the State’s
hands. Small-scale enterprises and shops were privatised. Foreign
entrepreneurs were invited to invest and set up business in Soviet
Russia. One of those who took up Lenin’s invitation was Armand
Hammer. Thus began a relationship which was to last for almost
seventy years. Wholesale and retail trade were also privatised, as was,
of course, agriculture.

NEP was a gamble but Lenin struck it lucky. Its beginnings were
inauspicious. The 1921 harvest was a disappointment and more people
left the towns while hundreds of thousands of peasants in the Volga
region starved to death. However, by about 1926 State and small-
scale industrial, handicrafts and agricultural output was back to the
average level achieved over the years 1909-13. One advantage which
favoured recovery was the annulling of Russia’s foreign debts by the
Bolsheviks. Only under Gorbachev were settlements reached with
aggrieved creditors. Trade with the developed world expanded. Then
as now, oil was the chief commodity exported and machinery the main
product imported.

The Bolsheviks did not take to business easily. The money economy,
especially profits, seemed unethical to them. Lenin, for ever the realist,
saw no alternative and forced khozraschet, or accounting on State
enterprises in 1922. They now had to operate seriously in a market
economy, balance their books and achieve profits wherever possible.

The State sector of the economy quickly acquired some of the less
attractive traits of the market economy. It did not produce enough
goods to satisfy demand and its prices were high. This meant a sharp
decline in the purchasing power of agricultural goods relative to the
purchasing power of industrial goods. Farmers in 1923 may have
been paying three times as much for industrial goods as in 1913.
Soviet economists calculated an index of agricultural goods relative
to industrial goods and vice versa. To Trotsky the two curves looked
like scissors. So it became known as the scissors crisis. The explanation
given was that agriculture had recovered more rapidly than industry
after 1921 and that enterprises were engaging in monopolistic practices.
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The Bolsheviks feared that the peasants would withdraw from the
market until prices dropped. By 1924 they had forced down prices
by combating monopolistic practices. It is not clear if peasants did
in fact withdraw from the market in protest at high prices. What
is significant, however, is that the Bolsheviks believed that they did
and acted accordingly. This perception was to influence significantly
the debate on economic growth that was just beginning.

Hence the key question was how peasants would react to adverse
terms of trade with the State sector of the economy. Various debates
were going on among Bolshevik theorists, but that between Evgeny
Preobrazhensky and Nikolai Bukharin achieved notoriety since the
latter was the ‘darling of the party’. In order to industrialise Soviet
Russia needed capital. Since peasants made up 80 per cent of the
population it was natural that they would provide the lion’s share.
From a Marxist point of view the net profit which peasants made
represented surplus value. This was due to the peasants paying their
hired labour less than their productivity merited. Bolsheviks set about
ending this ‘unethical’ state of affairs. Preobrazhensky developed the
concept of primitive socialist accumulation — inspired by Marx’s theory
of primitive capitalist accumulation. He argued in favour of turning the
terms of trade against the peasant: in simple language, charge them
exorbitant prices for industrial goods. Bukharin was appalled by this
and opposed it on two grounds: it was unethical and the peasants
would not go along with it, they would simply withdraw from the
market until prices came down. The weakness of Preobrazhensky’s
case was that even he conceded that the peasant might withdraw
from the market. The great disadvantage of Bukharin’s position was
that socialist industrialisation would be ‘tied to the peasant’s nag’.
Bukharin’s position is also referred to as the organic or genetic
approach to economic development whereas Preobrazhensky’s can
be called the teleological approach. The latter wanted to set goals
for accumulation and hence industrial investment, whereas the former
would allow the market to decide.

A major concern for the government was keeping bread prices in
the towns down. There was also unemployment. Over a million
were registered as unemployed in 1928. Support for the Bolsheviks
was centred in urban areas and they regarded private agriculture as
strengthening capitalism in rural areas. Hence their policy of depressing
prices paid by the State for peasant grain was understandable but
self-defeating. Predictably, the peasant marketed less and this led to
grain crises in the late 1920s. The percentage of the harvest which left
the countryside may have dropped from 20 to 10 per cent between 1913
and 1927.

Animal husbandry was recovering its vitality and meat and milk
products brought good returns and prices were uncontrolled. The
peasant fed more grain to his livestock and also produced more
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home-brewed alcohol. Arguably he was not withdrawing from the
market but adjusting to a change in the relative terms of trade.
However, it was not every peasant who enjoyed the luxury of reacting
in a sophisticated manner to relative price changes. The majority of
farms operated at or just above subsistence level. A farming elite was,
however, emerging. In 1926-27 about 11 per cent of farms accounted
for 56 per cent of net off-farm sales of grain in European Russia.!1

Many Bolsheviks were wont to see it as a conspiracy. Stalin,
in 1928, reacting to the 1927 harvest marketings, identified small-
scale agriculture under NEP as a major constraint on economic
growth. He complained that the amount of marketed grain was
only half of what it had been in 1913 although gross output was
on a par with 1913. The inevitable conclusion was that small-scale
agricultural production should be replaced by large-scale production
and the surplus appropriated by the State. However, Stalin himself had
contributed to the crisis. In 1927 he was responsible for cutting the price
paid for state deliveries and for increasing the price of industrial goods
to the peasant. The Politburo became alarmed at the consequences of
Stalin’s policies, and State grain procurement prices rose in July 1928.
Just in case, 250,000 tonnes of grain were imported between June and
August 1928. When the 1928 harvest turned out to be good but grain
marketings were again disappointingly inadequate, the reflex reaction of
the Bolsheviks was to blame the peasants. If industrialisation was to get
under way successfully grain for the cities had to be guaranteed. Stalin
set gangs of toughs and enraged urban dwellers on the peasants and the
‘Urals-Siberian method’ proved very effective. The seeds of enforced
collectivisation had been sown. In retrospect the way out of the grain
crisis of 1928 was to have changed the relative prices of grain, meat and
alcohol in favour of grain. This was never seriously considered since 1t
stuck in the Bolsheviks’ gullet to defer to peasants.

Another reason why Stalin needed grain was to expand exports so as
to be able to import industrial equipment for the first FYP. Molotov,
close to Stalin on agriculture, made a very significant remark in early
1928. Referring to the reluctance of peasants to sell grain to the State
he stated that the Bolsheviks should deal the kulaks such a blow
that the ‘middle peasants would jump to attention’. Molotov had
correctly identified the problem. In 1927 middle peasants made up
62.7 per cent of the peasantry, a rapid jump from 20 per cent in 1913.
There were only about a million kulak households or 3.9 per cent
of all peasants. About 13 million peasant households were members
of co-operatives. Hence it would appear that Stalin’s policy was to
create tension by cutting procurement prices. This, in turn, allowed
him to apply coercive measures. As a consequence, the kulaks and
middle peasants held back grain and the coercive cycle began again.
Stalin was not seeking an economic solution but was giving priority
to the political dimension. The better-off peasants were incorrigibly
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petty bourgeois so they had to be driven into collectives where the
State could appropriate a much higher proportion of their output than
under NEP. The Soviet Union was heading for violent confrontation in
the countryside but Stalin was willing to sacrifice anything to obtain
control over agrarian surpluses. The cost to the country in terms
of waste of resources, human suffering, and a sullen peasantry was
immense, and the bill is still being paid today.

THE STRUGGLE FOR THE SUCCESSION

Lenin’s ill health made everyone in the Politburo a factionalist, thus
making the problems which the leader perceived more acute. From 1922
to 1930 a relentless struggle for supremacy was waged by Politburo
members. They regularly forged and then abandoned alliances. This
reduced the impact of the leadership on the problems of the day but
the dissent at the top had to be concealed. After all, factionalism
had been banned in 1921 and the Politburo could not be seen to
disagree. This testified to the insecurity of the party and to the
depth of disagreement at the top. A more united and composed
leadership could have entered into a debate, albeit circumscribed,
with party members on the momentous decisions to be taken. And
the decisions were momentous in their implications. NEP was a
reverse, a retreat from socialism. Just how long should the retreat
last? Perhaps decades, thought Lenin. Did that mean that the building
of socialism had to be struck off the agenda for the time being? Since
socialism in the Bolshevik mind was linked to industrialisation could
the foundations of socialism, by developing state-run industry, be laid
during NEP? What rate of industrial growth should be aimed at, where
was the necessary capital to come from? Some capital might come from
abroad but the lion’s share could only emanate from one other source,
the peasantry. So the leadership’s attitude to the rural dwellers who
made up the vast majority of the population became the heart of the
matter. Could socialism be achieved in alliance with the peasantry
or were they incorrigibly petty bourgeois and thus anti-socialist?
Put another way, would socialism be built with bricks provided
voluntarily by a prosperous peasantry or with bricks squeezed out
of a recalcitrant, impoverished peasantry? To speak of the leadership
here is misleading: there were as many solutions to the above problems
as there were members of the Politburo. It was Stalin’s special talents
and political manoeuvring, infighting and forming of tactical alliances
which made him the supreme arbiter of the Soviet Union’s destiny. He
could not have achieved what he did had the Soviet Union not been in
transition and had there not been genuine disagreements over major
issues. He flitted about from faction to faction, espousing differing
views at different times. His overriding objective was to make his
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own position unassailable while most of his colleagues were taken up
by the intricacies of ideological debate. He made it his business to be
very well informed. His secretary, Bazhanov, caught him listening in to
the conversations of his colleagues on the Kremlin internal telephone
network, the Vertushka, as early as 1923.12

Against Trotsky

Lenin’s physical weakness meant that he had to find a reliable ally to
fight his political battles for him. The master tactician chose Trotsky
but in so doing condemned himself to ineffectiveness as Trotsky
possessed neither the ability nor the will-power for political infighting.
Lenin misread Trotsky completely. In confiding in him and attempting
to speak through him he multiplied opposition to his own views since
they were identified with those of Trotsky as well. For a man of
ambition the Commissar for War displayed a lamentable lack of
political judgment; three times in 1922 Lenin invited him to become
a deputy chairman of Sovnarkom and three times he refused. On the
last occasion, in December 1922, Lenin offered him a ‘bloc against
bureaucratism in general and the Orgburo in particular’. Trotsky did
not understand the ground rules of politics, that a power base has to be
built up before an attack can be launched. Indeed such was Trotsky’s
lack of perception that it took him a long time to realise that a
triumvirate (Zinoviev, Kamenev and Stalin) was operating against him.
He took each issue as it came and attacked as the urge took him: he had
no understanding of political timing. He was popular with the rank and
file and with the army and was a national figure whereas Stalin was not
well known outside the CC. But since the triumvirate only needed one
more vote in the Politburo to defeat Trotsky on any issue, the latter’s
great popularity availed him nothing. Zinoviev and Kamenev, who
chaired Politburo meetings when Lenin was absent, were convinced
that the discomfiture of Trotsky could only work in their favour.
They had no objection to Stalin removing Trotsky’s supporters in
the party apparat and anywhere else for that matter and replacing
them with ‘his’ men, who surely must also be ‘their’ men. Bazhanov,
one of Stalin’s secretaries, relates how surprised he was that men of
Zinoviev’s and Kamenev’s intelligence should not regard the fact that
Stalin was making all the key appointments throughout the country as
important.!3 Just who should be appointed required considerable skill
on the part of those in line for promotion and on the part of Stalin.
The latter could only hint at the views expected of a new incumbent,
he could not openly indicate his preferences. Those who had excellent
antennae picked up the message without anyone articulating it.

The greatest threat ever posed to Stalin’s political advance, and
concomitantly the greatest opportunity ever presented to Trotsky
to establish his own pre-eminence, was contained in a note dictated
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by Lenin on 4 January 1923. This was one of several in which he
gave expression to his thoughts and anguish at developments in the
party and government between December 1922 and January 1923:
collectively they are known as his Testament. Lenin’s first doubts
about Stalin are contained in a note dictated on 24-25 December
1922 in which the Bolshevik leader ruminated on the abilities and
defects of the party leadership. He divided it into three groups of
two. The top group consisted of Stalin and Trotsky. ‘Comrade Stalin,
having become Secretary General, has concentrated unlimited authority
in his hands and I am not certain whether he wzll always be capable
of using that authority with sufficient cantion.” Trotsky also came in
for criticism. ‘As a person, he 1s probably the most capable man on
the CC at present but he has revealed excessive self-assurance and
shown excessive preoccupation with the purely administrative side of
the work.”!# In other words Trotsky was arrogant, overbearing and
did not get on with people. The second layer consisted of Zinoviev
and Kamenev and the third of Bukharin and Pyatakov. Lenin saw that
Stalin and Trotsky did not complement one another, they excluded one
another. In his January note Lenin finally lost patience with Stalin.
‘Stalin is too rude and this defect, although quite tolerable in our
midst and in relations among us communists, becomes intolerable in
the post of Secretary General. That is why I suggest that comrades
think of a way of removing Stalin from that post.”15 It would appear
that Stalin’s handling of the Georgian affair was the turning-point in
their relationship. There could now only be one logical successor to
Lenin as head of the party: Trotsky.

The Bolshevik leader had expected his Testament to be on the
agenda of the XIIth Congress in April 1923 but his wife, Krupskaya,
only forwarded it to the Politburo a few days before the XIIIth
Congress was due to convene on 23 May 1924. However, it was never
mentioned. Bazhanov states that the notes were read by Kamenev to a
CC plenum just before the Congress. ‘A painful confusion paralysed
the audience, Stalin. .. felt himself small and pitable....In spite
of his self-control and enforced calm one could see clearly from his
face that his fate was in the balance.’’¢ It was Zinoviev, according to
Bazhanov, who saved Stalin by arguing that the common endeavours
of the leadership in the previous months had proved Lenin’s fears to
be groundless. The Congress itself was determined to show to the
world the face of unanimity in the light of the shock announcement
of Lenin’s passing on 21 January 1924. Stalin was his old self again at
a CC meeting after the Congress, going so far as to offer his resignation
which was refused by all, including Trotsky. So much for the legacy of
Lenin. The triumvirate held together and not even the dead pharaoh
could prise it apart.

The passing of Lenin left a political void. Since his pre-eminence had
not been based on the incumbency of any office those who aspired to
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his mantle could not set their sights on capturing a recognised position.
They had to acquire some of Lenin’s authority to flesh out the bare
bones of an office. Even before the ‘old man’ was dead Zinoviev, for
example, made a bid to capture some of his authority. There were
various ways his followers could claim his legitimacy. They could place
him on a pedestal and quote his views to buttress and give credibility
to their own, as did Zinoviev and to a certain extent Kamenev. They
could treat him as an equal and demonstrate how important their
contribution had been to Lenin’s thought and tactics, even on occasion
claim that they had put the master right, as did Trotsky, or they could
claim that everything that Lenin had written or said was infallible and
that they were his chief disciples, as did Stalin.

Stalin’s speech on 26 January 1924 to the IInd All-Union Congress
of Soviets was stunningly effective. He was the only speaker to depart
from the orthodox rhetoric of Marxism. Instead he drew on his own
theological training and expressed his own and the nation’s fidelity in
the form of a liturgy. ‘Leaving us, comrade Lenin bequeathed to us the
duty of holding high and keepmg pure the great calling of member of
the party. We swear to thee, comrade Lenin, that we shall fulfil this
thy commandment with honour.’ Five other oaths followed. Besides
sanctifying Lenin Stalin had a word for mortal man:

Comrades! We communists are people of a special mould. We are made of
special stuff. We are they who form the army of the great proletarian general,
the army of comrade Lenin. There is nothing above the honour of belonging
to this army. There is nothing higher than the calling of a member of the
party whose founder and leader is comrade Lenin. It is not given to every
man to be a member of such a party.1”

How party members must have glowed with pride! The next step was
to define Leninism in terms which the average member could grasp
and memorise. Stalin attempted to do this in his Foundations of
Leninism, first delivered as lectures at Sverdlov University in Moscow
in April 1924. He was much more ambitious than Bukharin and
Zinoviev who were attempting the same task but who had not got
beyond the preliminary stage. Stalin was rewarded for his industry and
timing. His formulation struck the right chord with the large number
of new party members who were to all intents and purposes politically
uneducated.

Trotsky, as brilliant a writer as he was an orator, had to respond.
However, he got off on the wrong foot. He committed the cardinal
sin of missing Lenin’s funeral: he had been sunning himself in Sukhumi
instead. True, Stalin had misinformed him about the date, but he
should have known Stalin and his ways by 1924! In the New Course
(January 1924) Trotsky warned that ‘Lenin could not be chopped up
into quotations suitable for every possible occasion’. In other words
he was opposed to the systematisation of Lenin’s thought. On the
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eve of the seventh anniversary of the revolution he published Lessons
of October and all his opponents found enough ammunition in it to
riddle Trotsky’s reputation. He castigated Zinoviev and Kamenev for
their opposition to the seizure of power, which permitted Stalin to
step neatly in and defend the erring comrades and take Trotsky to task
over his portrayal of Lenin. Stalin argued that Trotsky had failed to
present Lenin as he really was — the greatest Marxist of the present
age. He had painted ‘a portrait not of a giant but of some kind
of ... dwarf’.!8 Trotsky, in attacking the revolutionary record of
Zinoviev and Kamenev, was establishing a dangerous precedent since
it would be child’s play for Stalin or anyone else to demonstrate that
Trotsky not only was a non-Bolshevik before 1917 but had carried on a
running ideological battle with Lenin between 1904 and 1917. Trotsky
linked the fate of the revolution at home to the success of revolution
abroad but this could be construed as betraying a lack of faith in Soviet
Russia. Stalin appeared to change his mind so as to buffet Trotsky on
this point. In Foundations of Leninism (April 1924) he had asked: ‘Can
the final victory of socialism in one country be achieved without the
joint efforts of the proletarians in several advanced countries?’ and
answered: ‘No, it cannot.” However in October Revolution and the
Tactics of the Russian Communists (December 1924) he wrote: ‘On
the basis of Lenin’s pamphlet On Co-operation ... we have all that
is necessary for building a complete socialist society.’1?

The triumvirate discovered that it had another ally in the struggle
against Trotsky, Nikolai Bukharin. His credentials for Leninist ortho-
doxy were even flimsier than those of Zinoviev and Kamenev. As a
former left communist he revealed that the left communists and the
left SRs had thought of arresting Lenin in 1918, but by 1921 he was
a devoted disciple.

Bukharin, the leading economist among the party leaders, knew that
the economic difficulties of 1923 portended a crisis. Industrial prices
were very high due to the monopolistic position of state industry
and agricultural prices were low, producing the so-called scissors
crisis. Rural demand for industrial products dropped, massive stocks
accumulated and strikes broke out in the summer and autumn in large
cities.2% In this tense situation forty-six prominent Bolsheviks chose
to forward, in October 1923, a memorandum to the CC voicing
sharp criticism of official policy. They also called for a change in
leadership. Gradually a left opposition was forming, feeding on the
economic thinking of Evgeny Preobrazhensky and Georgy Pyatakov.
Such factionalism, which could only endanger the standing of the party
in the country, was anathema to Bukharin. Trotsky was linked with
this opposition because of his emphasis on the rapid expansion of
industry. When the triumvirs raised agricultural and lowered industrial
prices, thus confirming the continuance of NEP, Bukharin became a
natural ally.
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When Trotsky resigned his last great government office, that of
Commissar of War, in January 1925, he was consigning himself to
political impotence. He gave up his last power base without a fight.

Rather late in the day Zinoviev and Kamenev realised that Stalin was
the person who had gained most from Trotsky’s discomfiture and had
become dangerously powerful. In their innocence they launched an
attack on Stalin at the XIVth Congress, in December 1925, but lost by
559 votes to 65, a shattering defeat. As a result Kamenev was demoted
to candidate member of the Politburo and Molotov, Voroshilov and
Kalinin, all Stalin’s men, stepped up to full membership.

Against Trotsky, Zinoviev and Kamenev

So the three lame ducks came together. They were referred to as
the united opposition or the left opposition, terms which hung like
albatrosses round their necks from the beginning. One major issue was
at the centre of their battle with Stalin — socialism in one country. The
question was whether Soviet Russia could build a socialist society by
herself or whether the world socialist revolution was necessary before
socialism could flower at home. Everyone was involved in the debate
since it turned on the economic strategy to be adopted to secure a
better future. Opinion split into two camps — the right and the left.

Trotsky was very emphatic on the key role of the international
connection, arguing that: ‘the contradictions in the position of a
workers’ government in a backward country with an overwhelming
peasant population can only be solved on an international scale, in
the arena of the world proletarian revolution’.2! Zinoviev rejected
the notion of socialism in one country since the ‘final victory of
socialism in one country is impossible. The theory of final victory
in one country is wrong. We are building and will build socialism in
the USSR with the aid of the world proletariat in alliance with the main
mass of our peasantry. We shall win final victory because revolution in
other countries is inevitable’.22

Stalin’s approach to the problem was quite subtle. He made a
distinction between ‘building a complete socialist society’ and the
‘final victory of socialism’ in the Soviet Union. The country was
quite capable of performing the first task but final victory depended
on breaking the capitalist encirclement of the Soviet Union. This
would be effected by the victory of the proletariat in at least a
few countries. Armed with this fine distinction, Stalin went forth
to war with Trotsky. His approach was to declare his own position
to be Leninist and Trotsky’s to be anti-Leninist: it was as simple as
that. Trotsky could be accused of lacking faith in the Soviet working
class, of preaching permanent revolution — very dangerous for the
stablhty of the infant Soviet state and of discarding Lenin’s last
writings with the advocacy of a worker—peasant alliance. Trotsky,
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into the bargain, had begun to speak of the ‘degeneration’ of the
arty.

Stﬁlin’s belief in the ‘internal forces of the revolution’ and the
Soviet proletariat’s capacity to build socialism struck a responsive
chord in the party. He had the knack of communicating easily with
the unsophisticated run-of-the-mill party member whereas Trotsky
appeared to be addressing the angels most of the time as no one
on earth could follow him. Stalin saw himself, although born a
Georgian, as a Russian. He so identified with his adopted country
that he believed it could show the world the way forward to socialism.
The Russians had changed history in 1917 and could now build
socialism on their own. His Russian nationalism contained elements
of chauvinism, excessive national pride and a feeling of superiority
over other nations. This had alarmed Lenin but he was by then too ill
to act decisively. Stalin injected passion into his advocacy of socialism
in one country. His Russian nationalism was also exclusive: it was
anti-Semitic. In the mid 1920s he made covert use of anti-Semitism
in his struggle against the left opposition whose leading members,
Trotsky, Zinoviev and Kamenev, were all Jews. He promoted the
baiting of the opposition leaders as Jews in factory party cell meetings.
He deliberately promoted his faction as the party’s Russian faction
and Trotsky and his supporters as the Jewish one. He seems to have
considered that Jews, despite how assimilated and cultured, could never
become really Russian. Bolshevism was not a Jewish conspiracy but a
national Russian phenomenon. A Russian who was a Bolshevik should
feel proud. This was what many Russians wanted to hear.23

By the mid 1920s industry and agriculture were back to their 1913
production levels, and hence the socialism or no socialism in one
country debate touched everyone. The party wanted socialism and
potentially Trotsky and the left opposition with their demand for
rapid industrial growth rates had a large following. It was Stalin’s
political skill, aided by the economic expertise of Bukharin, which
turned the tide. The party’s deepseated suspicion of the kulak, or rich
peasant, surfaced in the left’s pronouncements. Stalin had to argue that
the private farmer posed no political threat to the regime.

The formal demolition of the left took place at the XVth Congress
in December 1927, but it was a spent force long before that. Zinoviev
had lost his seat on the Politburo in July 1926 and his position as
chairman of the Comintern in October 1926. Kamenev and Trotsky
were expelled from the Politburo in the same month.

Trotsky’s humiliation at the hands of Stalin, given the character and
political ability of the two men, was almost inevitable. Trotsky, the
brilliant hare, was outmanoeuvred by the pedestrian tortoise. What
lay behind Stalin’s stunning success? Trotsky, for all his intellectual
gifts, was ill at ease in the political whirlpool. He was reluctant to sully
his hands in the mire of political infighting. Revealingly he was quite
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incapable of devising political tactics to match his military exploits.
His lack of rapport with his party comrades led to his elevating the
concept of the party to metaphysical heights. “The party in the last
resort is always right. ... One can only be right with the party and
through the party since there is no other way for correctness to be
expressed. The English have a famous saying: “My country right or
wrong.” With much greater historical justification we may say: “My
party right or wrong.”’24

Trotsky’s character was ill-suited to the political round. Lunacharsky
catches it well: ‘A sort of inability or unwillingness to be in the
least caressing or attentive to people, an absence of that charm that
always enveloped Lenin, condemned Trotsky to a certain solitude.’25
Yet Trotsky wanted to communicate: ‘Exchanging visits, assiduously
attending the ballet, the collective drinking sessions with the gossip
about those absent, could by no means attract me . . . group discussions
would cease whenever I appeared and the participants would separate
in slight embarrassment and with some hostility towards me.”26 So
Trotsky’s arrogance and highhandedness was nothing but a mask, a
mask desperately trying to cover up his innate shyness.

A striking fact about Trotsky’s career is the number of times illness
intervened. This meant that meetings often took place in his flat.
Natalya Sedova, his wife, describes them.

He [Trotsky] spoke with his whole being; it seemed as though with every
speech he lost some of his strength — he spoke to them with so much
‘blood” . ... After such a meeting L. D. [Lev Davidovich] developed a
temperature, he would come out of his study soaked to the skin, get
undressed and go to bed. His clothes had to be dried as if he had just
been drenched in a storm.?”

Natalya also recalls: ‘He suffered from gastric troubles, often on the
eve of speaking in public. He was never cured of the fevers which
laid him low at times in the course of the struggle with the Politburo,
the party.’28 Together with the fever went lassitude and insomnia.
Illness struck at key moments, for example just before Lenin’s death,
whereupon Lev Davidovich and Natalya packed a bag and made for
the Caucasus. Trotsky spent months there annually after 1921 and even
went to Berlin, in April 1926, but not even the German doctors could
exorcise the spectre which was haunting him, the spectre of Stalin.
Was this what was at the bottom of all his ill health? Were his
afflictions psychosomatic? Just why did Stalin have such a paralysing
effect on him?

This is one way of looking at Trotsky. One could also argue that
Trotsky never came to terms with the daily round of government
business. He was really only engaged when he was involved in solving
desperate crises in an heroic manner. He was capable of organisational

65



THE SOVIET UNION 1917-1991

excellence over a short period but his interest flagged when the
problem dragged on. He invested those tasks which he perceived
as revolutionary with enormous energy but such an expenditure of
creative power drained him after a short period. He had ambitions to
be a creative writer and this conflicted with his role as a politician. One
has the impression that at times he was indecisive because he saw the
myriad possibilities which presented themselves. The creative writer
in him, therefore, could hinder his capacity to act. He was always
in conflict with his colleagues but it was Stalin, who appeared on the
surface to be so ponderous, whom he came to dread.

The foreign policy context

In repudiating the debts of Imperial Russia, taking over foreign-owned
industrial concerns and publishing the secret treaties, the Bolshevik
leaders broke all the unwritten laws of pre-1914 diplomatic and
commercial relations. The Comintern gave guidance to the proletariat
of Great Britain, France, Germany and other countries in an effort
to further revolution. On the face of it Soviet Russia seemed to have
abandoned contact with the surrounding capitalist powers. However,
stemming from Lenin’s belief that foreign trade was vital to the
survival of his government, commercial and by extension diplomatic
relations were sought avidly with the capitalist powers. This surely
was a paradox. A state which declared the capitalist world to be its
enemy, wished and needed to trade with that world. Surely in so doing
Soviet Russia was shoring up capitalism abroad by providing markets
for its products and thereby lessening the ‘internal contradictions of
the capitalist system’? Were the goals of the Comintern in conflict with
foreign trade since the latter kept workers in jobs? So thought the left
communists before the Comintern was born but they were politically
outmanoeuvred in early 1918.

The introduction of NEP led to Soviet Russia rethinking its national
security strategy. During War Communism national security had been
based on strong armed services but the country could no longer afford
the defence burden. The Red Army was run down from its peak of
5 million in 1920 to 562,000 in 1924. The high command was reformed
and military doctrine was amended. The army was made up of a core
of regular troops supplemented by territorial (consisting of 16 per
cent regulars and 84 per cent reservists) or national troops and the
defence sector was run down. A less hostile view of the outside world
was adopted and greater emphasis was placed on threat reduction
measures such as propaganda, diplomacy, espionage and disarmament.
Defence economics was vigorously debated and was on the agenda
of party congresses and conferences. Getting more value for money
was their goal although they would not have used such language.
The Bolsheviks faced the formidable task of discovering what new
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weapons were being developed by their opponents and how to counter
them. By the mid 1920s specialists were placing their analyses less and
less in an ideological framework. It took until 1923-24 to achieve
macroeconomic stabilisation (balanced budget, tight credit policy and
sound currency) and even then the military came off second best in
budgetary allocations. This led to many talented officers abandoning
the service. Defence expenditure, however, began to rise relentlessly
from the late 1920s onwards.

Trade with the capitalist world was avidly sought for various reasons:
access to advanced technology and capital goods; under the cover
of commerce military and economic espionage could be conducted;
revolution could be promoted abroad by channelling money through
Western bank accounts; and commercial relations paved the way for
diplomatic relations.

The first trade breakthrough was negotiated by Leonid Krasin (an
old Bolshevik of an independent turn of mind who did not involve
himself in infighting and instead concentrated on international trade)
and resulted in the Anglo-Soviet treaty of 1921. A modest beginning
but better was to follow. Only a year later Soviet Russia was able to
break out of her diplomatic isolation and appropriately enough she
exchanged ambassadors with the country she believed held the key
to socialism in Europe, Germany. This was not the first occasion, of
course, that the two countries had exchanged missions. After Brest-
Litovsk Germany and Soviet Russia had exchanged ambassadors for a
short period but relations had been broken by the German government
just at the moment, maddeningly for the Bolsheviks, when the German
revolution was getting under way. The two outcasts came together
again at Rapallo on 16 April 1922. This was possible because a Soviet
delegation was attending the Genoa conference, held to find ways of
revitalising the European economies. The Soviet-German treaty led to
an agreement in August 1922 between the two states which permitted
the Reichswehr to use bases in the Soviet Union to train forces in
aviation, motorised and chemical weapons tactics and the testing of
weapons. This neatly circumvented the limits placed on the German
military by the Treaty of Versailles. There were joint exercises and
regular exchanges of officers. The Soviet Union received compensation
for the lease of bases, the training of personnel and access to the
results of German tests and training. An aerodrome at Lipetsk was
put at the Germans’ disposal in 1924 and tank crews were trained at
Kama. Gradually cordial relations developed between the two armies
cemented by a common hostility to Poland. Both countries believed
that Poland held territory which rightfully belonged to them and
officers began to speak of creating a common German-Soviet frontier
as in 1914. Voroshilov, Commissar for War, even asked von Blomberg
what Germany would do in the event of a Soviet-Polish war. All this
came to an end in the spring of 1933. After that Hitler did not need
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aerodromes in the Soviet Union: the Luftwaffe could use German ones
instead.

If Soviet relations with Germany, cemented by the treaty of 24 April
1926, were reasonably satisfactory, those with Great Britain and China
were certainly not.

Relations with the British government were coldly formal but
there were high hopes that proletarian internationalism would stir
the passions of the British working class. A policy of the united front
from above, i.e. with labour leaders, was adopted and the breakthrough
came with the establishment of the Anglo-Russian committee, voted
into being at the Trades Union Congress in September 1925. Tomsky,
chairman of the All-Union Council of Trade Unions, a speaker at the
Congress, was delighted as was Stalin in Moscow. The general strike
of May 1926 was a miserable failure, however, and it dealt the Anglo-
Russian committee a mortal blow, the latter expiring in September 1927.

The united front from above in China meant collaborating with
the Kuomintang, led after Sun Yat-sen’s death in 1925 by Chiang
Kai-shek. Ever since 1923 Chinese communists had been encouraged
to join the ranks of this nationalist organisation whose aims were to
unify China and rid her of warlords and foreign capitalists. The Soviets
provided weapons and military advisers. Great hopes were placed on
China by Bukharin and Stalin following Lenin’s views in Impermlzsm
the Highest Stage of Capitalism that ‘national liberation movements’
should be fostered since their success would undermine the vitality of
capitalism in the metropolitan country, thus increasing the prospects of
revolution there. But disaster struck at Shanghai on 12 April 1927 when
Chiang’s forces, having just taken the city with the aid of communists,
turned on the local communists and their supporters and put them to
the sword.

The massacre was due to the very success of the communists.
Chiang had come to the decision that they were becoming dangerously
influential and when he struck he caught Moscow completely off
guard. So sure was the Comintern that events were flowing in its
direction that shortly before the killings it had made Chiang an
honorary member of its executive committee. Now its policy lay
in ruins and opprobrium was heaped on the heads of Bukharin and
Stalin for their failures in foreign policy. The chief accusers? The left
with Trotsky and Zinoviev in the van. They and eighty-one of their
supporters in the CC, Central Control Commission and the Executive
Committee of the Comintern wrote to the CC that the failures
were the outcome of the ‘petty bourgeois theory of socialism in one
country’. They also thought that the Chinese débacle would strengthen
the sinews of world imperialism and lead to aggression against the
Soviet Union. To add verisimilitude to this gloomy prognosis, Great
Britain broke off diplomatic relations and cancelled the 1921 trade
treaty in May 1927; Canada followed suit and declared the trade
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treaty with the USSR null and void; and the Soviet envoy in Warsaw,
P. L. Voikov, was murdered by a White Russian émigré in June 1927.

Stalin seized the opportunity of giving expression to the prevailing
mood. He claimed that there was a ‘real and imminent threat of a new
war in general and of a war against the Soviet Union in particular’. The
instigator was the ‘British Tory government’ which ‘had definitely and
resolutely undertaken to start a war against the Soviet Union’.2? This
dramatic statement had predictable consequences at home. A house
which is divided against itself will fall, so those guilty of sowing
dissent had to be silenced. This meant that Trotsky, Zinoviev and their
supporters were not to breathe another word about the Comintern and
the party under Bukharin and Stalin betraying the revolution abroad
and at home.

Ironically the person who had started the scare was Bukharin, in
a speech at the Vth Moscow Regional Party Conference in January
1927: “We possess no guarantee against an invasion of our country.
It is of course not a question of today or tomorrow, or even of next
month, but we have no guarantee whatever that it may not come in
the spring or the autumn.’” Stalin in March 1927 denied that war was a
real possibility and remained silent between March and July. It would
appear that he used the war scare in his campaign against the left. They
appeared to be claiming that they would only offer full support if there
was a change in the party regime. This could be construed as a refusal
to defend the revolution, thus providing Stalin and his supporters with
more ammunition to destroy the left.

With war clouds supposedly on the horizon Trotsky and Zinoviev
were expelled from the CC and they and their supporters put
themselves beyond the pale when they took to the streets on 7
November 1927 in a forlorn attempt to whip up opposition to NEP.
Retribution followed as prescribed by the resolution on party unity
passed at the Xth Congress. The factionalists, Trotsky and Zinoviev,
were expelled from the party on 15 November. Trotsky was sent
packing to Alma Ata on the Chinese frontier, in January 1928, since
in those days nothing ever happened there. He found out too late that
in a one-party state, which he had helped to build, there is no legal way
of voicing dissent.

Against Bukhbarin, Rykov and Tomsky

At the XVth Congress in December 1927 the rout of the left was
complete and the Politburo could feel satisfied. However, whereas the
right thought the events at the Congress were the last move, Stalin
regarded them as the penultimate move in the grand game for the
control of the Soviet Union’s destiny. As the only politician with a
grasp of games theory he took the right completely by surprise. Stalin
had succeeded in scattering the left to the four winds in order to steal

69



THE SOVIET UNION 1917-1991

their clothes, or rather their ideas. In 1927 almost everyone was moving
leftwards and even Bukharin caught the mood. In October 1927 he
called for an ‘offensive against the kulak’ so as to restrict ‘his exploiting
tendencies’.3° Just how numerous were the kulaks in 1927? There were
about 750,000 homesteads, about 3.4 per cent of all farms, employing
about one million labourers. The most prosperous peasants had two
to three cows and up to ten hectares of land under crops for an
average family of seven persons.3! This represented a per capita annual
income of 239 rubles 80 kopeks for the members of the kulak’s family
compared to a rural official’s 297 rubles.32 The kulak earned twice as
much as the middle peasant but the belief that there was a powerful
kulak capitalist class in the countryside was a myth.

The State now felt itself strong enough to challenge the successful
farmers. One way of doing this was to increase the taxes they had to
pay. Simultaneously taxes on poor and middle peasants were reduced.
However, as the goal of these peasants was to become rich peasants
who were seen as class enemies, the party found itself in a cul de sac.
Action against private producers NEP-men, had already been taken in
1926 when swingeing taxes had been imposed, among other things. A
serious goods shortage also appeared in 1926, for the first time since
1923, and this favoured those who lived in towns since they snapped
up state-produced articles. The peasant, on the other hand, had to rely
on the private manufacturer and hence had to pay higher prices. The
government’s answer to the goods famine was to cut prices, which only
exacerbated the situation. Grain prices fell as well, dropping 20 per
cent in 1926-27. Another reason for the shortage was the war scare of
1927 which had led to peasants hoarding grain and flour. In January
and February 1928 Stalin, some officials and police, descended on the
Urals and Siberia. They made use of the technique, then in existence,
afterwards called the Urals-Siberian method, to close down markets,
arbitrarily and illegally seize grain and arrest peasants. This Stalin said
could be done by invoking article 107 of the Criminal Code adopted
in 1926, which provided for drastic measures against ‘speculators’. The
whole manoeuvre was a great success, if the procurement of grain by
the State at minimal cost irrespective of the law and of the effect on
producers can be regarded as a success. When the policy was debated in
the Politburo the right because of the shortage of grain had reluctantly
agreed to the ‘extraordinary measures’. What they had not agreed to
were the excesses. They could extract a promise from Stalin, at the
CC plenum in April 1928, that the exercise would not be repeated (in
the months following the plenum it was repeated, this time hitting the
middle peasant) but the damage had been done.

The mir had been losing power during the 1920s and this made
it easier to promote collectivisation. The village soviet (selsovet) was
established in 1918 to control the distribution of land, thereby depriving
the village of some of its prerogatives. In 1924 the selsovet acquired
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administrative functions and in 1926 it became responsible for the
communal budget, a key move in weakening the autonomy of the
village community. Hence in 1929 when collectivisation arrived the
mir had lost its administrative and economic functions to the selsovet.
The kolkhoz became the economic arm of the government in the
country51de and the selsovet the administrative arm. The mir, therefore,
was in no position to resist collectivisation.

The first Five-Year Plan (FYP) operated as of 1 October 1928.
Drafting such a novel exercise in inducing economic growth was
so complex that the plan was only submitted to the XVIth Party
Conference in April 1929, and even then in two versions, the first
version and the optimal version — the latter being adopted. The first
version was ambitious enough, for example industrial production
was to grow by 130 per cent, but the optimal version was utterly
unrealistic. In it industrial production was to go up by 180 per
cent. The immensity of the task of formulating the plan was such
that much detailed work had still to be done in April 1929. Part of
the blame for this must rest with Bukharin. As the protagonist of
planned proportional growth he had failed to provide an economic
defence of his view. Economists in Gosplan and the Supreme Council
of the National Economy found themselves under greater and greater
pressure from committed planners who believed, in the words of
S. G. Strumilin, that: ‘We are bound by no laws. There are no
fortresses the Bolsheviks cannot storm.”?3 Industrial goals were dear to
the hearts of the Bolsheviks as to them the industrial sector represented
the socialist sector.

The goals set agriculture in the first FYP were much more modest
than those set for industry, 44 per cent growth in the first version and
55 per cent in the optimal version. Unlike the situation in industry,
these targets were perfectly feasible, provided prices were right. But
planning did not envisage the use of the market but the abolition of
the market in agricultural goods. The market was to be phased out
in agriculture, but how was this to be done? The XVth Congress in
December 1927, adopted a resolution stating that the current task of
the party in the countryside was to unite and transform the small
individual peasant farms into large collectives. This would be a ten- to
fifteen-year process — a leap into collectivisation was not envisaged. The
immensity of this task will be evident from the fact that in 1928 only
1.2 per cent of the sown area was inside collective farms and a further
1.5 per cent in state farms. By the end of the plan the goal was
to have 26 million hectares in state and collective farms, accounting
for 15 per cent of total agricultural output. On the face of it it was
a perfectly reasonable target. Just why collectives should suddenly
appeal to peasants was not explained. Entry to collectives was to be on
a voluntary basis — even Stalin said that — so presumably the incentives
were to be considerable in order to achieve the goals of the plan.
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In the meanwhile, however, the grain crisis would not go away.
The resolution adopted by the CC plenum in July 1928 appeared to
vindicate the thinking of the right. The peasant farms were to remain
the backbone of NEP, the emergency measures were to cease and
prices were to rise. It was all a chimera, notwithstanding. The right
found themselves in a minority in the Politburo and in the CC and
the resolution was passed to paper over the cracks in the fagade of
party unity. The suffocating political climate, the war scare and the
grain difficulties meant that discord had to be concealed.

The struggle moved to the VIth Congress of the Comintern which
opened in Moscow on 17 July 1928. Here Bukharin’s authority and
record in the Comintern were put to the test. The Stalinists asserted
that capitalism was near to breakdown and it was up to communist
parties to go over to the offensive, hitting also at social democrats,
labelled social fascists, whereas Bukharin believed that capitalism was
stabilising and entering a higher phase. The Congress programme
warned that the deepening imperialist antagonisms would also lead
to a fresh round of imperialist wars. Hence Bukharin had to concede
ground to Stalin. Moreover, Stalinist factions had been formed in
foreign communist parties and Bukharin unwisely conceded Stalin’s
point that ‘the right deviation represents the main danger’.

The support base of the right was gradually chipped away. The
Moscow organisation fell to Stalin; Bukharin, although still editor
of Pravda, no longer decided pohcy as his supporters among the
editors were removed; a witchhunt was conducted in the executive
committee of the Comintern and in foreign communist parties against
Bukharinites; and Tomsky was outgunned at the VIIIth Trades Union
Congress in December 1928. In December 1928 Bukharin resigned as
editor of Pravda and political secretary of Comintern and Tomsky as
head of the trade unions. The right was prostrate and the advocates of
rapid industrialisation at the expense of the peasant took over. All that
remained to be done was some institutional tidying up. Bukharin was
expelled from the CC in November 1929; Tomsky was not re-elected
to the Politburo after the XVIth Congress in July 1930; and Rykov
was expelled from the CC in December 1930. With the political death
of the right went the demise of NEP. In December 1929 Stalin opted
for collectivisation ‘without limitations’, the ‘liquidation of the kulaks
as a class’ and the concomitant view that anyone who refused to join a
collective had to be an enemy of the Soviet regime.

CULTURE

If the goal of War Communism was the hegemony of the proletariat
then the goal of NEP was to effect a reconciliation with the peasantry
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and the remnants of the bourgeoisie. The compromise had already
commenced under War Communism when military specialists and
technical experts were needed to bolster Bolshevik power. In the
1920s it extended to all branches of endeavour, to science, medicine
and technology and then to education, literature and the arts.3* The
only exceptions were philosophy and hlstory where party tolerance did
not extend to the propagation of non-materialist philosophies or the
glorification of pre-1917 Russia. This led in all fields to the formation
of groups of ‘fellow travellers’ of revolution. They were not for or
against the proletariat, indeed they did not address themselves to such
a problem. Their concern was their own discipline, be they painters or
geologists, and they wished to promote their own speciality, free of
the fetters of censorship. However there were some Bolsheviks with
expertise, notably among the writers, whose goal coincided with that
of the party — the building of socialism. They wanted state and party
intervention in culture and science but their voices were muted in the
early years of NEP and it was not until the end of the 1920s that their
influence was felt.

The party first kept aloof from direct involvement in culture and
Trotsky summed up the mood when he wrote that in the realm of
culture the ‘party is not called upon to command’.3> Even Stalin
accepted that literature was non-party and covered a wider area than
politics. This however did not please the radicals and the artists,
musicians and writers among them formed their own associations in the
course of 1922-23.36 They were very critical of Anatoly Lunacharsky,
Commissar of Enlightenment, but as long as he maintained his influence
he was quite determined to prevent his commissariat discriminating in
favour of any one group.

The situation changed after the defeat of Trotsky and the left
at the XVth Party Congress. The proponents of the hegemony of
the proletariat in culture could now assert themselves. This they
did at party conferences and by the summer of 1928 the Institute
of Red Professors and other centres were in their hands. Stalin’s
conflict with Bukharin, long known as the protector of the non-party
intelligentsia,3” spilled over into the cultural arena. The defeat of
Bukharin was the death-knell of an apolitical cultural and scientific
policy. Stalin’s ‘revolution from above’ in the short term meant the
resurrection of the concept of the hegemony of the proletariat in all

walks of life.

SUMMARY

From the peasant point of view NEP was the golden era of Soviet
history. The land was theirs, the landlord was gone and real income
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was probably higher than in 1913. True, the government had acted
against the better off elements, the kulaks, and non-farm goods were
in short supply and more expensive than in the towns. The flow from
the countryside to the towns slowed to a trickle and the presence of
one and a half million unemployed in urban areas by 1928 did not
go unnoticed in the village. The peasant was eating better; whereas
12 million tonnes of grain were exported in 1913, less than 3 million
tonnes were sent abroad during the best years of NEP. There were
strong regional disparities however. Surplus grain areas were much
better off than grain deficit areas. NEP agriculture represented a fat
hen ready to be plucked. The very success of the agrarian sector made
it a tempting source for the capital investment necessary to build
the foundations of a socialist industrial economy. The peasants were
unable to resist the onslaught since, although they had some economic
power, they had no political power.

Political power had been restricted to fewer and fewer hands during
the 1920s and the trend of the early years of the revolution continued.
In 1917 the need to defend the revolution had led to the strengthening
of the state with its concomitant centripetal tendencies. The soviets and
the mass organisations had suffered as the arena of policy formation
diminished more and more. The party followed the same evolution.
Democratic centralism, meaning that there is free discussion at all levels
until a decision has been reached and this decision is then binding on
all members, is arguably democratic. However, the desperate Civil
War years, the low level of political culture not to say literacy
of most party members, and the near extinction of members who
could claim impeccable working-class origins, led to decision-making
becoming more and more the prerogative of the CC and then of the
Politburo. Sovnarkom and the CEC suffered. With Lenin gone it was
uncertain which institution would dominate. Constitutionally the CEC
and its presidium were superior to Sovnarkom and it managed to claw
back some of its lost influence. The presidium of the CEC held
joint meetings with the government and discussed matters formerly
the prerogative of Sovnarkom. This affected the position of Rykov,
chairman of Sovnarkom. Furthermore the election in 1926, to the
Politburo of Mikhail Kalinin, chairman of the CEC, multiplied the
pressure on Rykov.

It was the party which expanded its apparatus and influence most
rapidly during NEP and this benefited the Secretariat most. A tactic
employed by Stalin to challenge opposition in the Politburo was to call
joint sessions of the CC and the Central Control Commission and use
them as a forum to apply pressure, thus restoring to the CC some of its
lost authority.38 In the meanwhile party membership increased rapidly;
there were of 472,000 members in January 1924 but 1,535,362 members
in January 1929.32 The rawness of these recruits and their desire for
guidance from above can be gauged from the fact that 91.3 per cent of
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members in January 1927 had only enjoyed a primary school education
or even less.4°

One of the institutions which grew in importance during NEP was
the political police. Renamed the GPU (Main Political Administration)
in February 1922, it had carte blanche to investigate the political
orthodoxy of all communists and non-communists, including members
of the Politburo. Lenin could not have foreseen this nefarious con-
sequence of his ban on factionalism at the Xth Congress. The skeleton
of the coercive system of the 1930s came into being during this period,
including the corrective labour camps.

If the arena of political decision-making contracted during NEP so
did that of science, culture and the media. Here more and more
conformity was the order of the day but it should be stressed that
the pressure was often from below, from those who wished to establish
a monopoly for the proletarian point of view, as they understood it.

The death-knell of NEP was probably the XVth Congress which
paved the way for the first FYP. Planning will sooner or later collide
with the market and one or the other must cede primacy. However,
at the time, the desire for planning and the gradual collectivisation
of agriculture were not seen as a revolutionary change in economic
policy.

How does one explain the fact that members of the Politburo were
so blind that they did not perceive that the political infighting was
benefiting only one of them, Stalin? Bukharin epitomises this, in
1928, when he still felt that the defeat of the left benefited him
most.

Politburo opponents of Stalin had had little practical experience of
politics before 1917. They had not mounted the party ladder step by
step and had not had to claw their way up; 1917 had made them, at
a stroke, key political figures. They were singularly ill-equipped to
recognise a party climber when they saw one. They were all superior
to Stalin, or so they thought, despite what Lenin had written in his
Testament. Their fierce intellectual independence ill prepared them
for caucus politics. Stalin was moderate and methodical, not to say
pedestrian, but he was the only one skilled at building tactical alliances
and this put him head and shoulders above the rest. This did not
automatically guarantee success: he had to reflect the aspirations of
the party and that party wanted socialism. On the face of it the
left should have won between 1925 and 1927 and in any case the
distance between the right and the left was narrow in 1927 when
Bukharin moved against the kulak. Convergence might have resulted
if domestic and foreign peace had been guaranteed. However, Stalin
used the imaginary threat of war in 1927 to stifle debate and exaggerate
the differences with the left.

Some of the responsibility for the rise of Stalin must attach to
Bukharin. He, like many other men of ideas, was so fired by the
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challenge to forge and bend theory to his will that he failed to
observe the shadow which was approaching, the shadow of a man
who was imbued by the challenge to forge and bend men’s minds to
his will.

Politburo members also suffered from the old blight of the Russian
intelligentsia, personal animosity. The extraordinary virulence of the
exchanges and the depth of antipathy are all the more startling in that
the actors involved were Marxists, men to whom the role of personality
in history was minimal and social forces almost all. Zinoviev hated
Trotsky, Trotsky hated Zinoviev, Bukharin hated Trotsky, Trotsky
hated Stalin, Stalin hated Trotsky, and Bukharin came to hate Stalin.
As Lenin remarked in his Testament: ‘In politics spite generally plays
the basest of roles.’#! In this, as in many other things, the ‘old man’
was right but in no position to rectify the situation. The end of NEP
was the end of an era.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Thirties

‘LIFE HAS BECOME BETTER, COMRADES, LIFE HAS BECOME MORE JOYOUS’

INDUSTRIALISATION AND COLLECTIVISATION

The panorama of life in the Soviet Union during the years which link
the first FYP (1 October 1928) and the German attack on 22 June 1941
almost defies description and comprehension. Heroic self-sacrifice,
unflinching devotion, patriotism, the neglect of the material well-being
of today because a better tomorrow was being constructed, incredible
industrial achievements, sadistic, corrupt party and police officials
maltreating and murdering thousands if not millions, starving children
left to die only because they had a kulak as a father, man-made
famines claiming countless lives, ecstatic joy and bottomless misery
and sadness, all co-existed and ran parallel — it was heaven and hell
cheek by jowl. Extremes no longer appear to be extremes: they become
commonplace.

Stalin, the cult of whose personality can be dated from his fiftieth
birthday in December 1929, stands astride the period. He never appears
to rest, he urges, he cajoles, he is brutal, he is affectionate, he is a hero,
he 1s a devil. His vaulting ambition to make the Soviet Union a world
power overnight knew no bounds. In December 1929 it was decided
to fulfil the plan in four years and indeed 31 December 1932 saw the
termination of the first FYP. It became fashionable to increase goals
repeatedly as if mathematics had ceased to function. This was great
fun for those who set the goals but no fun at all for those who were
required to meet the targets. The impossible goals, the daily fight to
secure vital raw materials and parts (and here success for one enterprise
spelled failure for another), the harassment by party and police officials
began to take their toll and timid voices began to ask if the tempo could
not be slackened a little. “No, comrades, it is not possible. The tempo
must not be reduced. On the contrary we must increase it as much
as is within our powers and capabilities.” Thus Stalin in a speech to
the first conference of workers in Moscow on 4 February 1931. He
continued: “To slow the tempo would mean falling behind. And those
who fall behind get beaten. But we do not want to be seen to be beaten.
No, we refuse to be beaten.” Then he listed the foreign armies which
had beaten Russia in the past, curiously omitting all mention of the
Germans. ‘Do you want our socialist fatherland to be beaten and to
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lose its independence? If you do not want this then you must end
its backwardness in the shortest possible time . ... We are fifty or a
hundred years behind the advanced countries. We must make good this
distance 1n ten years. Either we do this or they will crush us.’! Such
nationalist fervour begets miracles — and 1941 was ten years away!

This kind of pressure produced breakdowns of machinery and
conflict between ambitious technically unsophisticated communists
and those who knew that a quart could not be squeezed out of a pint
pot, ‘bourgeois’ specialists. Although the threat of an interventionist
war had receded another threat was on the horizon - that of economic
intervention, in the form of wrecking, crises in various industries,
and so on. So said Stalin in April 1928.2 Such was the mood after
the public prosecutor had announced the uncovering of a large-scale
conspiracy of engineers in the Shakhty area of the Donbass. Fifty-
three engineers, including three Germans, were accused of wrecking
or sabotage. The defendants were subjected to physical and mental
coercion, first and foremost deprivation of sleep, to encourage them
to incriminate themselves and their co-defendants. However, only ten
made full confessions and implicated the others. The system became
more efficient in the 1930s! The trial was staged as drama and was given
star billing in the press. Stalin’s political aim in promoting such a trial
was to undermine confidence in ‘bourgeois’ specialists. In so doing he
was chipping away at his opponents on the right who favoured using
such specialists. The techniques elaborated by the team of interrogators
were to be developed later in the 1930s. Many of the team were to be
promoted by Stalin. Furthermore, Stalin told Komsomol members
the following month: ‘No, comrades, our class enemies do exist. And
they not only exist but are growing and trying to act against Soviet
power.”> The ‘industrial party’ trial in November-December 1930,
when industrial experts confessed to wrecking, gave the date for
ostensible foreign military intervention (1930), the name of the leading
power involved (France) and the membership of a future government,
heightened tension as did the trial of Menshevik Internationalists in
March 1931. However the mass arrests of ‘bourgeois’ engineers after
the Shakhty trial was counter-productive, occurring at a time when
their skills were desperately needed to boost production. The distrust
of native and foreign specialists was exacerbated by industrial countries
campaigning against Soviet ‘dumping’ and refusing to handle timber
alleging that it had been prepared by forced labour. Given that the
terms of trade after 1929 swung against the Soviet Union, as an exporter
of raw materials and grain, and since it now had to export more to buy
the same amount of machinery, it was a short step to seeing capitalist
conspirators abroad and capitalist wreckers at home in league with one
another.

One determined opponent of the campaign against ‘bourgeois’
engineers was Sergo Ordzhonikidze, who became head of the
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Supreme Council of the National Economy at the end of 1930 and
was therefore the de facto chief of the industrialisation drive. The
house newspaper, Za Industrializatsiyn, argued for the restoration
of order in administration, an end to OGPU interference in industry
and the rehabilitation of ‘bourgeois’ specialists. Stalin sided with
Ordzhonikidze on 23 June 1931 when he acquitted ‘bourgeois’
specialists of the collective charge of treason. This brought the
class against class war which had characterised the early years of
the first FYP to an end. However Metro-Vickers engineers were still
put on trial in 1933 — a desperate year for the Soviet economy. The
Soviets congratulated themselves on ‘having overcome the threat of
economic intervention’ by the early 1930s. They believed this to be
the result of Soviet power, the outcome of rapid industrialisation.

The goals of the first FYP can be likened to utopia, unattainable
but nonetheless worth aiming at. More was achieved in the end than
if ‘sound’ advice had been taken.* Planning was not very realistic. The
determination to force industrialisation and collectivisation was very
great. There was a belief that product exchange would take over from
money after NEP was phased out; indeed in 1930 it was thought that
this stage was approaching fast. Socialism then was conceived of as a
moneyless economy. It was also thought in 1930 that society could be
transformed very rapidly. Workers would be motivated by enthusiasm
so that piece rates could be phased out. It was only in 1931-32 that
the outlines of the socialist economy became visible: a stable currency,
wage rates based on incentives, the kolkhoznik’s private plot, the free
market for his private produce and socialist trade for the rest of the
economy.

The industrial expansion of the first FYP was due mainly to using
the existing plant at higher capacity and the extra plant which became
available as a result of investment from 1925 onwards. New plants
begun during the first FYP did not really come on stream until
1934-36.

Very few of the targets expressed in physical terms in the first FYP
were met but those expressed in 1926-27 rubles were often reached.
Gross industrial production was just overfulfilled, producers’ goods
overfulfilling by 27.6 per cent and consumers’ goods failing by about
19.5 per cent (see Table 3.2). Here the Stalinist pattern of industrialisation
is evident. Where resources were available they were channelled into
heavy industry and away from light industry. But these ruble figures
are suspect: there was considerable inflation over the period and many
of the machines produced during the plan did not exist in 1926-27,
so what 1926-27 price was allocated to them? Generally it erred on
the high side. Nevertheless heroics were performed. Magnitogorsk and
Komsomolsk-on-the-Amur, to name only two cities, rose from the
virgin soil. Great new industrial centres in the Urals, Kuzbass and
the Volga took shape and the traditional areas such as Leningrad,
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Moscow and the Donbass also expanded. Technology and engineering
were taken to remote areas such as Kazakhstan and the Caucasus. The
great Dnieper dam was completed and provided vital electrical power
for bourgeoning industries. Electricity output by 1932 had almost
trebled since 1928, hard coal and oil had almost doubled and iron
ore had more than doubled its output. So energy was a great success
although no branch actually fulfilled its plan. Steel output however
was disappointing. Production only climbed from 4 million tonnes in
1927-28 to 5.9 million tonnes in 1932; pig iron, on the other hand,
jumped from 3.3 million tonnes in 1927-28 to 6.2 million tonnes in
1932. Yet it was claimed that machinery output quadrupled over the
same period. This was just not possible.

The number of peasants in collective farms of all types doubled
between June and October 1929 and between October and December
1929 another 2.4 million households were added. This meant that by
the end of 1929 over 25 million peasants or about 20 per cent of the
peasant population had been collectivised. The main reason for this
remarkable phenomenon was the decision of the Stalin leadership to
speed up the process. Five years was too long. Why not see what
could be achieved in five months? Stalin, in an article in Pravda on
7 November 1929, characterised 1929 as a great turning-point. One
reason for this was that peasants were now entering collectives not
in families or groups, but whole villages and regions were turning
to the collectives. He signally failed to mention the coercion being
applied by local party and soviet officials. Poor peasants and farm
labourers were much more easily persuaded but middle peasants were
hanging on hoping they could weather the storm. The great majority of
those in collectives came from the poor peasantry but they only made
up about 30 per cent of the peasantry. The middle peasants accounted
for about two-thirds of the peasantry. How was Stalin to convince the
middle peasant that he had no option but to enter the collective? There
was no economic argument so the Soviet leader had to use coercion or
the threat of coercion. He targeted the kulaks and in so doing made
it abundantly clear to all middle peasants that there was no future
for private farming. The only possible avenue for expansion was the
collective. If they resisted they would be next on the hit list. Molotov,
the faithful mouthpiece of Stalin, put it very succinctly in early 1928
when addressing party officials in the Urals. The kulaks had to be
dealt such a blow that the middle peasants would immediately jump
to attention! Stalin used this metaphor again in December 1929 in a
speech to agrarian Marxists:

Taking the offensive against the kulaks means preparing for action to deal
the kulak class such a blow that it will no longer rise to its feet. That’s
what we Bolsheviks call an offensive . ... When the head is off, one does
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not grieve for the hair. There is another question no less ridiculous: whether
kulaks should be allowed to join collectuve farms? Of course not, for they
are the sworn enemies of the collective farm movement.>

What was to become of these kulaks and their families if they could
not continue farming privately or join collectives? There may have
been about 1.1 million households, comprising 7 million persons
expropriated. Half of these may have been deported to labour camps
in the frozen north and Siberia. Another estimate puts the number
of peasant households liquidated between 1929 and 1933 at about
3 million, involving 15 million persons. Whatever the numbers involved
the story is horrendous, and the cruelty and suffering numbing. The
kulaks were almost completely liquidated in the course of 1930.
Middle and poor peasants were pushed headlong into collectives
in early 1930. By 1 March 55 per cent of these peasants had been
collectivised. Some areas reported almost total collectivisation while
in others, such as Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the Caucasus the
percentage was much lower. No attempt was made to persuade the
peasants by rational argument that collective life would be better
than private existence. There was no point, it had failed in the past.
Party officials were under enormous pressure. They were instructed to
collectivise by voluntary means! If they failed they could be accused of
being pro-kulak and enemies of Soviet power. They were forwarded
contradictory instructions, their guidelines were vague, deliberately
vague. That way more local initiative could be displayed. The peasant
resisted, blood flowed and the survivors destroyed everything they
could. It was relatively easy to form a collective, just declare a village or
two a kolkhoz, as the artel or most common form of collective became
known. The trouble started when the officials began to collectivise
livestock and implements. More blood flowed and the peasants often
chose to slaughter their animals and break their implements rather than
allow them to be put in a common pool. When some animals and
implements were collectivised there was nowhere to store them since
collectivisation preceded the building of the necessary infrastructure.
So many of the animals died and the implements rotted or rusted.
Stalin called a temporary halt to the mayhem in an article in Pravda
on 2 March 1930. With sublime condescension he put the blame on
the local officials who had become ‘dizzy with success’. This from
someone who had encouraged coercion, arbitrariness and violence
by the man on the spot! Then a small concession was made: the
house, a small vegetable garden and orchard and some livestock were
not to be socialised. Such was the stampede out of the collectives
(since practically no one had joined voluntarily) that some local party
men became demoralised. Regions such as Moscow and areas to the
west almost decollectivised. The proportion of peasants in collectives
dropped to 23 per cent on 1 June 1930. But Stalin had not changed

82



i ERESTRIIRIES

his mind, he merely wanted to ensure that the spring sowing took
place. Afterwards the offensive was again resumed and the peasants
reacted as before, destroying and slaughtering everything they thought
would be of use to a kolkhoz. ‘Slaughter, you won’t get meat in the
kolkhoz, crept the insidious rumours. And they slaughtered. They ate
until they could eat no more. Young and old suffered from indigestion.
At dinner time tables groaned under boiled and roasted meat. Everyone
had a greasy mouth, everyone hiccoughed as if at a wake. Everyone
blinked like an owl, as if inebriated from eating.’6 The peasants had
a feast. Between 1928 and 1933 they slaughtered 26.6 million cattle or
46.6 per cent of the total Soviet herd, 15.3 million horses or 47 per
cent of the total and 63.4 million sheep or 65.1 per cent of the total.
Such desperation, such irrational destruction: these same peasants
were inviting famine in the near future. Such was the breakdown of
communication between the urban mind which wanted cornucopia and
the peasant mind which also wanted cornucopia. Both shared common
goals but were quite unable to find a common language to define the
route to be taken. The urban—rural divide in the Soviet Union was deep
before collectivisation but afterwards it became a chasm with mutual
suspicion elevated to the natural order of things.

The second FYP (1933-37) got off to a very inauspicious start.
The country seemed to be exhausted in 1933 from the gargantuan
efforts of the previous years. There was a terrible famine as well as
a crisis in transport and severe shortages in many industries. Gross
industrial production only rose by 15 per cent compared with the
20 per cent annually claimed for the years 1929-32. Consequently the
whole plan was redrafted and adopted by the XVIIth Party Congress
in January—February 1934.

The goals of the plan were now consolidation, meaning the bringing
into effective operation of industrial plant, mastering techniques and
raising living standards.” Soviet planning had become more realistic.
Consumer goods’ industries, badly neglected during the first FYP, were
to be accorded higher priority, though certainly not given preference
over heavy industry. These high hopes, however, were not fulfilled,
and the plans for consumer goods, housing and real wages were not
achieved. The Stalinist economic order took firm shape instead with its
emphasis on heavy industry, energy and defence and detailed command
planning from the centre. The defence sector devoured more and more
resources: 3.4 per cent of total budget expenditure in 1933 but 16.5 per
cent in 1937 and 32.6 per cent in 1940. Over the period 1933-38 the
output of the defence sector almost trebled and between 1934 and
1939 the armed forces doubled in size.8 This was a development a
young industrialising nation could ill afford since it depressed living
standards and reduced the efficiency of consumer goods’ industries and
agriculture by creaming off the best scientists, engineers and workers
for the defence sector. The threat from national socialist Germany was
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felt to be very real and it put off raising living standards for a whole
generation.

The industrial performance during the years 1934-36 was as impres-
sive as 1937 was disappointing, due in part to the purges. However it
made the Soviet Union much less dependent on imported capital goods
and, also, the debts contracted during the first FYP could be paid off.

The third FYP was elaborated during 1937-38 and formally adopted
at the XVIIIth Party Congress, in 1939, but it was cut short after
three and a half years by the German invasion. It continued the
trend of the previous plans, giving priority to producers’ goods over
consumer goods. Hence by the outbreak of war the foundations of
heavy industry, including defence, had been well and truly laid.

The mayhem of collectivisation and the poor yields of 1932 resulted in
famine in many areas in 1933. Those worst atfected were the Ukraine,
the North Caucasus, the Lower and Middle Volga and Kazakhstan.
The situation was exacerbated by the need to seize grain from the
peasants to build stocks to feed the Red Army in the eventuality
of a conflict with Japan in the Far East. There was also the need to
service the USSR’s hard currency debt which had risen sharply after
1928. Grain exports rose to 4.8 million tonnes in 1930 but fell back
to 1.8 million tonnes in 1932 and 1.7 million tonnes in 1933. They even
reached 800,000 tonnes in 1934. This was harsh realpolitik by Stalin.
He exported grain knowing that condemned some to hunger and death.
Importing foreign technology took precedence with 1.5 billion rubles
worth of equipment for heavy industry being acquired between 1928
and 1933. The Great Depression ensured that grain prices were low,
compounding the Soviet Union’s difficulties.

The famine of 1933 was man-made. If collective-farm peasants
evaded bringing in part of the crop, as they did in 1932, they had
to pay the penalty. A new way of measuring the harvest was imposed
— biological yield. The State estimated the harvest according to the
standing grain, and deliveries were based on this. (Khrushchev was
to admit later that it overestimated barn yield by about 40 per cent.)
Stalin’s logic was ruthless. Those who don’t gather in the harvest
don’t eat. He prevented food being taken to the stricken areas and,
unlike the previous Soviet famine of 1920-21, there was no forelgn
help. The myth was maintained that there was no need for help since
there was no famine. Foreign admirers of Stalin colluded, most of them
unknowingly, in this charade. One of these was George Bernard Shaw.
Over 3 million died of starvation, and this may be an underestimate.

Published statistics had to maintain the myth that there were no
famine deaths. The purges also took a heavy toll of human life.
The 1937 census results were never fully published, but a hitherto
secret document provides some guidance as to the number who died
unnatural deaths. It is dated 21 March 1939 and is signed by Stalin, an
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official of Gosplan reporting to Molotov. The actual Soviet urban and
rural population in 1939 is given as 161.1 million but 2.7 million should
be added. They are presumably in the gulag. This gives a total of
163.8 million. However, the published figure for 1939 is 170.1 million.
According to this estimate the undeclared victims of Stalin’s famine and
purges during the 1930s come to 6.3 million.

Agriculture hit rock bottom in 1933, but thereafter it was upwards
all the way. Although there were still about nine million peasants
outside collectives in 1934 the great majority had been dragooned
into the socialist sector by 1937 by imposing taxes and compulsory
deliveries to the State which the individual peasants could not possibly
meet. When they inevitably failed their property was sold to meet
the deficit. By 1937 almost all cultivated land was in collective farms
(kolkhozes) or state farms (sovkhozes). The latter were run as state
enterprises, factories without a roof, and employees were classified as
workers and not as collective farm peasants. State farm workers were
paid a guaranteed wage but collective farm peasants only attained this
in 1966. State farms could and did run up substantal losses which had
to be borne by the State, whereas the kolkhoz peasants had to bear the
losses of the kolkhozes themselves. Sovkhozes were set up in regions
where there had previously been little or no settled agriculture and
were often enormous. State farms, or grain factories, became very

popular during the second FYP, especially in the east, but many of
them failed.

Table 3.1 Soviet grain production and procurement 1929-38

Year Grain production Grain procurement Percentage
(million tonnes) (million tonnes)
1929 66.8 10.8 16Y2
1930 /1Y) 16.0 P25
1931 65.0 22.1 34.0
1932 65.0 23.7 36.5
1933 e A10) 23.3 32.8
1934 7745) 28.4 36.6
1935 63.0 25.7 40.8
1936 63.0 25.7% 40.8
1937 97.5 31.8 32.6
1938 73.0 31.5 43.1

Source: Paul R. Gregory and Robert C. Stuart (eds) Soviet Economic Structure and
Performance 4th edn, p. 117

Livestock numbers recovered reasonably quickly from the depreda-
tions of the 1930-33 era. This was due to a large extent to the
willingness of the State to permit the private ownership of animals
by kolkhozniks and workers, within certain limits. The socialist sector
grew as well but the majority of meat and milk products, eggs,
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Table 3.2 Fulfilment of principal goals of Stalinist Five-Year Plans 1928-50 (per cent)

First Five- Second Five- Fourth Five-
Year Plan Year Plan Year Plan
(1928-1932)  (1933-1937)  (1946-1950)

National income

Official Soviet estimate (1926/27 prices) D5 96.1 118.9
Jasny estimate (1926/27 ‘real’ prices) 70.2 66.5
Bergson estimate 89.9
Nutter estimate 84.1
Industrial production
Official Soviet estimate (1926/27 prices) 100.7 103.0 116.9
Jasny estimate 69.9 81.2
Nutter estimate 59.7 9331 83.8
Kaplan and Moorsteen estimate 65.3 75.7 94.9
Official Soviet estimate, producer goods

(1926/27 prices) 127.6 121.3 127.5
Official Soviet estimate, consumer goods

(1926/27 prices) 80.5 85.4 95
Agricultural production
Official Soviet estimates (1926/27 prices) 57.8 62.6-76.9 89.9
Jasny estimate 49.6 76.7
Nutter estimate 50.7 69.0 76.4
Johnson and Kahan estimates 52.4 66.1-69.0 79.4
Transport
Railway freight traffic (tonne-km) 104.0 113.2
Employment
National economy, workers and employees 144.9 93.4 116.1
Industry, workers and employees 173.9 118.9
Wages (workers and employees, nat. economy)
Average money wage 114359 173.6 127.8
Average real wage, official Soviet estimate 31.9 102.6 89.1
Average real wage, Zaleski estimate 26.0 65.8
Labour productivity, industry
Official Soviet estimate 65.1 100.7
Jasny estimate 41.8
Nutter estimate 36.3
Kaplan and Moorsteen estimate 80.0
Cost of production
Industry (current prices) 146.1 121.1 134.2
Investment
In constant prices 54. 122

Source: E. Zaleski Stalinist Planning for Economic Growth 19331952 p. 503. Jasny,
Bergson, Nutter, Kaplan, Moorsteen, Johnson and Kahan are Western economists.

vegetables and fruit was stll produced by the private owner. The
latter fed the countryside and gradually provided more and more for
the towns. Whereas the kolkhozes and sovkhozes dominated grain,
cotton, sugar beet and flax production, the private sector accounted
for most of the rest.
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One of the goals of collectivisation was to ensure a guaranteed flow
of food to the cities and the Red Army. On this score collectivisation
was a signal success. During 1926-28 State procurements of grain
at modest prices had been about 14 per cent of the harvest.
However, this rose to 22.5 per cent in 1930, to 34 per cent in
1931 and 40.8 per cent by 1936 (see Table 3.1). Procurements of
meat, milk and eggs rose while output declined. Peasants retaliated
by helping themselves to stalks of corn, potatoes and other crops
before and after harvesting. Stalin’s response was savage. A law
dated 7 August 1932, in his own handwriting, prescribed the death
penalty or ten years’ jail for stealing kolkhoz or sovkhoz property.
No amount was specified so it was possible to be shot for stealing a
few ears of corn.

Table 3.3 Structural change of the Soviet economy in the 1930s

1928 1937
Sector shares of NNP! (%)
Agriculture 49 31
Industry 28 45
Services 23 24
End use shares of NNP (%)
Consumption 82 55
Government 8 Y
Net domestic investment 10 23
Foreign Trade
Exports + imports/NNP 6.2 i
Economic growth (average annual, %)
Total product: 1928—40 Sl
Per capita product: 1928—40 3.9

1 Net National Product
Source: Gregory and Stuart op. cit. p. 121

Since the kolkhoz had taken firm shape by 1935 a congress was
convened to adopt a model statute to regulate the economy of the
collective farm until the early 1970s. The kolkhoz was defined as
a voluntary co-operative on land which was allotted by the State
rent free in perpetuity. The chairman was elected by the members
but the farm had to obey the instructions of the local party and
government organs which meant that it had very little operational
autonomy. The mechanical work on the farm was carried out by the
local Machine Tractor Station (MTS) to whom payment was made
in kind. This was another way by which the State could increase
procurements and control the kolkhozes. Labour was rewarded at
the end of the year, according to a complicated labour-day system
(trudodni). 1f the farm was not very prosperous, and given the fact
that procurement prices remained more or less the same until the
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1950s, there was often very little to pay out at the end of the year.
The peasant was sustained by his private plot which varied between
0.25 and 0.5 hectare. He could also own a cow and followers, one
sow and litter, four sheep and unlimited numbers of rabblts and
poultry. Livestock usually found their way on to kolkhoz grazing
land and the ripening crops also made a contribution, all strictly
illegal of course. It was overwhelmingly the women of the household
who looked after the private plot.

SOCIAL POLICY

The forging of the industrial worker out of the wayward peasant
was a painful process. The latter, used to working flat out twice a
year, at sowing time and at harvest as long as the light lasted, was
to be turned into a disciplined, punctual, regular worker giving of
his best six days a week throughout the year. Such was the surge
out of the countryside during the first FYP that the labour plan
was grossly overfulfilled. Whereas the plan looked for an increase
of labour in all state enterprises and concerns from 11.4 million
in 1927-28 to 15.8 million in 1932-33, the actual number in 1932
reached 22.8 million. In industry there were 6.4 million workers
instead of the planned 3.9 million in 1932. This exacerbated the
already tight housing situation in the cities. The housing plan
was based, of course, on the economists’ own projections, which
turned out to be underestimates. Moreover, even the modest housing
plan was not met, living space increased only by 16 per cent, so
overcrowding, shared kitchens, frayed nerves, limited sanitation
and poorly maintained buildings became a way of life for a whole
generation of Soviet people.

Another consequence of the overfulfilment of the labour supply plan
was that more wages were paid out and hence there was more money
in circulation chasing the few goods that were available. Also, average
wages throughout the economy, excluding agriculture, exceeded the
plan for 1932 by 43.9 per cent.

Bread rationing was introduced in early 1929 and then spread to
other foodstuffs and scarce consumer goods. By 1940, forty million
persons were receiving their bread ration from ‘centralised sources’
and a further ten million from local sources.® This helped to keep
the prices down for those fortunate enough to have ration cards but
the latter did not guarantee that the goods would be available when
needed. This gave rise to a host of other sources of supply, some
state run but many not. The black market flourished, as 1t will do
when there is an acute shortage of anything, and there was also the
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kolkhoz market where the peasants sold the goods they produced on
their private plots. Private or free market prices rocketed between
1928 and 1932; for instance the price of flour in 1932 was twenty-
three times that of 1928. Even the prices of rationed goods increased
sharply in January 1932 as the government attempted to mop up
surplus purchasing power and increase its financial resources for
the industrialisation of the country. Then in an effort to reduce
the difference in price between rationed goods and the free market
price, with a view to abolishing rationing, prices of rationed and
other scarce goods were substanually increased in 1933 and again
in 1934 when, for instance, the price of rye bread, the staple diet
in the north, was doubled.1© The rural sector bore the full brunt of
the price increases as the government did not provide the collective
farm peasants with ration cards. Procurement prices, the prices paid
by the State for farm produce, stagnated. The procurement price of
wheat in the Ukraine was only increased in 1934 and beef prices in
1931-32 were actually below those of 1928-29 but pork levels were
a little higher.!! The only bright spot for the kolkhozes was the
substantial increase in 1934 in the prices paid for industrial crops,
flax, cotton, sunflower, sugar beet and others.

Kolkhozniks were second-class citizens in all but name. They were
denied the social security which workers and employees received from
the state; they could be called up to build roads, move timber, etc.
(something from which the urban dweller was exempt), and they
could not obtain an internal passport as long as they lived in the
countryside. By permitting kolkhozniks to own some livestock and
work a private plot the State acknowledged that it could not pay
them a living wage for their work on the kolkhoz. Selling their
private produce on the kolkhoz market meant that they continued
to trade, thus underlining the fact that under collectivisation the
State accepted that the kolkhoznik should remain part peasant. The
organisational problems in agriculture were so formidable that the State
simply could not cope. So a retreat was ordered in the campaign to
employ the peasant in full-time socialist labour. Real living standards
dropped in industry and agriculture during the first FYP. They hit
their lowest level during the famine year of 1933 but climbed steadily
afterwards. Since such emphasis was placed on physical plan goals,
quantity took preference over quality. Shop assistants, faced with long
queues, could tell customers to take what was offered to go somewhere
else. Complaints were inadvisable since they could be construed as
a criticism of Soviet life. If anyone doubted that life was getting
better he had to remember Stalin’s words uttered at a CC plenum
on 7-12 January 1933 and devoted to the results of the first B
‘But we have without doubt achieved a situation in which the material
conditions of workers and peasants are improving year by year. The
only people who doubt this are the sworn enemies of Soviet power.’1?
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The rapid rise in employment meant that unemployment in the cities
had disappeared by 1932. This was a signal success but the planners
were disappointed by the slow rise in labour productivity. With
millions of peasants coming in from the countryside the traditional
industrial labour force was swamped. The country lads practised on
the available machinery and had to learn to be punctual and to accept
discipline the hard way. The miserable housing conditions and the
shortage of food led to a huge turnover of labour. In a bid to curb
this fluidity labour laws became more and more strict after 1930.

The first legislation imposing prison sentences on those who violated
labour discipline was passed in January 1931. Labour books or records
were introduced for all industrial and transport workers in February
1931 and the theft of state or collective farm property became a capital
offence as of 7 August 1932. Absenteeism, 1if only for a day, led to
instant dismissal from November 1932 and the internal passport was
introduced on 27 December 1932 to restrict movement and facilitate
control. The passport was a feature of Imperial Russia but in the
Soviet case it was not issued to the rural population. Trade unions
became merely state institutions geared to raising labour productivity
and discipline.

In order to keep vitally needed workers enterprises had to concern
themselves with accommodation and food supplies and special shops
were set up where only those with the requisite pass could buy goods
unobtainable outside. Stalin attacked the concept of egalitarianism in
wages in 1931 and did away with the maxim that party members were
not to earn more than skilled workers. Differentials now established a
yawning gap between the incomes of the skilled and the unskilled and
more and more competition was introduced. Shock workers were used
to show what could be achieved and their exploits were then translated
into higher norms for everyone else. No wonder some of them were
stuffed down shafts!

Total employment (those employed by state institutions and enter-
prises) during the second FYP rose to 27 million in 1937 and the
industrial labour force grew to 10.1 million but in both cases the
planned goals for 1937 were not achieved. This was a graufying
development as it indicated that the plan had been achieved, if
one accepts the official figures, with a smaller labour force, thus
demonstrating a healthy rise in labour productivity. Workers were
becoming more skilled and also better educated although the technical
colleges were unable to turn out the numbers of skilled craftsmen
required. Another reason for the improved performance was the
impact of the Stakhanovite movement. It was named after Aleksei
Stakhanov who on 30-31 August 1935 mined 102 tonnes of coal in
five hours and 45 minutes or the equivalent of fourteen norms in the
Zentralnaya-Irmino mine in the Donbass. Of course he had optimal
conditions, he had assistants and all the machinery worked. An even
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more extraordinary claim was made for Nikita Isotov who was stated
to have mined 240 tonnes of coal or the equivalent of thirty-three norms
in just one shift. In other words he had done the work of thirty-three
miners all by himself.

In January 1936 Sergo Ordzhonikidze, Commissar for Heavy In-
dustry, placed Aleksei Gastev in charge of preparing cadres for the
Stakhanovite movement. Gastev was an enthusiastic supporter of the
ideas of F. W. Taylor, the American time and motion innovator. Hence
the latter’s concept of ‘scientific management’, which has been used to
determine wages ever since 1931, became firmly embedded in Soviet
industry. The settling of wage rates passed mainly into the hands of
technical experts and industrial managers, thus eliminating collective
bargaining and the right to strike.

Money wages of workers and employees almost doubled between
1933 and 1937, which again was ahead of the plan so that inflationary
pressures continued. The government did its best to control increases
and to favour workers in those sectors of the economy which were
accorded high priority. Rationing was phased out in 1935 and gradually
state and free market prices approached one another. State prices rose
by 110.2 per cent between 1932 and 1937 and free market prices
dropped considerably, producing an increase of 80 per cent in the
retail price index.!3 Average real wages rose over the same period,
exceeding the plan by 2.6 per cent (see table 3.2). However real wages
(the sum of money left after deducting the rate of inflation) were lower
in 1937 than in 1928 and in that year were little better than in 1913.

Life down on the farm improved during the second FYP. The
number of livestock owned by kolkhozniks increased and the kolkhoz
market was a valuable source of additional income. Migration to the
towns slowed and the technically minded could be placed on the
machinery in the MTS. The low wages of the unskilled industrial
workers and the chronic overcrowding in the cities, only 6 per cent
of families in Moscow in 1935 had more than one room, helped to
lessen the attraction of urban life. Nevertheless there were still many
who wanted to migrate from the comparatively infertile regions. As
late as 1939, 15,700 kolkhozes out of a total of over 240,000 did not
make any cash payments to their members and a further 46,000 paid
the miserable sum of 20 kopeks per workday unit (trudoden).*

Living standards of workers and employees stagnated during the
third FYP, 1938 to June 1941, and may even have dropped slightly
by 1941. Government policy appears to have been based on the
assumption that living standards were of secondary importance, that
labour discipline was too lax and had therefore to be greatly improved,
and that everyone should consciously place state goals ahead of private
preferences. During 1940 labour law became even more restrictive.
Officially there was to be no labour market and no worker could
change jobs without permission, indeed skilled workers and specialists
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could be directed anywhere by the authorities. Absenteeism, which
could be interpreted as being more than twenty minutes late for work,
became a criminal offence. The working day was stretched from seven
to eight hours and the seven-day week, six days of labour out of seven,
again become standard.

This legislation stayed on the statute book until 1956 but lost most
of its sting with the death of Stalin in 1953. It is without precedent in
a peacetime economy and its only advantage was that it needed little
amendment when war actually came. It was vigorously enforced; if
judges were soft on the offenders they were put in the dock! Absences
which were quite legitimate were reported by factory managers. In
one case a woman was sentenced while she was in a maternity home;
another with a sick breast-fed baby and five months pregnant got four
months, and this sentence was confirmed by the republican supreme
court.!> Other measures, not designed to win public approval, cut
social benefits for most workers and fees were charged for students
in tertiary education and for pupils in senior forms in secondary
schools. This latter move actually contravened the provisions of the
1936 constitution. There must have been general bewilderment at these
measures since the impact of them was not cushioned by claiming that
they were necessary given the probability of war. Indeed the danger
of war, it was claimed, had receded as a result of the German—Soviet
non-aggression pact.

Peasants were treated in the same manner. In 1939, 2.5 million
hectares of land in private plots was taken away and private livestock
numbers were also cut. Compulsory deliveries of meat and milk
products were levied on the kolkhoznik — this at a time when his
income from kolkhoz work was declining.

This new, hard policy towards all segments of the population, very
noticeable in 1939 and 1940, seems to have been decided upon by
Stalin at a time when he believed that the risk of open rebellion was
past. It cannot have been born of the need to gird the Soviet Union
for war since no attempt was made to win hearts and minds and to
ask for voluntary sacrifices. It was as if administrative fiat, alloyed to
force and coercion, were regarded as capable of producing the desired
product, the vir sovieticus and the femina sovietica. Perhaps Stalin
thought that the savage measures just adopted would be regarded as
abnormal only in the short run and that they would be seen as normal
and commonplace in the near future. Such policies were a dreadful
waste of human initiative and talent and could only be applied to
an unsophisticated labour force. Coercion, on the same scale, in an
advanced economy would have been economically disastrous.

Lenin had proclaimed, during his last years, the need for a cultural

revolution in the Soviet Union. A revolution did occur during the
1930s but it was a technical revolution. Science and technology
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acquired a dominant position in the tertiary sector, a position they
still occupy. Applied knowledge was at a premium in a state undergoing
industrialisation and collectivisation. There were certain barriers to be
overcome, however. Very few of the technical experts who possessed
the coveted knowledge were open advocates of Stalin’s policy — that
the sky was the limit as far as growth rates were concerned. Aware
of the difficulties involved, they were the natural allies of Stalin’s
critics in the Politburo after 1928. Stalin and his supporters, and here
Molotov played a key role, wanted to tap the abilities of workers and
peasants and thereby swamp the ‘old’ technical intelligentsia with the
new. The Stalinists accepted that technical standards might fall in the
short run but in the long run a dedicated cohort of specialists would
be created who would form the backbone of Soviet industrial society.
Consequently specialist baiting became a sport, almost a blood sport,
in 1928. The old exclusive technical societies, restricted to graduates,
were dissolved in 1930 and new organisations appeared which offered
membership to all interested in technology. This was a move in the
direction of undermining the authority of the traditional specialists,
thus making it less likely that the new intelligentsia would be under
their sway. There was the added bonus that the new organisations
would make political control much easier.

A pronounced class policy was adopted towards science and tech-
nology between 1928 and 1931. Specialist baiting and trials of engineers
for alleged wrecking, sabotage and espionage were commonplace. The
Shakhty trial in 1928, for instance, and the ‘industrial-party’ trial in late
1930, involving 2,000 engineers, were part of a deliberate campaign to
break down resistance to central directives. By 1931 half of all the
engineers and technical workers in the Donbass, a key industrial
zone, had been arrested.!® If a machine broke down, which given
the unskilled nature of the labour force happened quite often, it could
be construed as wrecking. If imported machinery was not effectively
used, this again could be called wrecking.

This aggressive attitude towards the engineer went hand in hand
with a determined bid to pick the right students for higher technical
education. Selection by social origin, and not by ability, was decreed
in July 1928 and in 1929 class quotas were introduced together with
shorter courses, narrow specialisation and an increase 1n practical
work. Lunacharsky and his Commissariat of Enlightenment opposed
these measures since it meant that quality was being sacrificed to
quantity. Unfortunately for Lunacharsky his commissariat was stronger
on non-technical subjects and this led to technical education being
transferred to the Supreme Council of the National Economy and
economic agencies. This was the end of Lunacharsky and he was
succeeded by Aleksandr Bubnov, a member of the party secretariat,
who was unlikely to disagree with Stalin. After July 1928 technical
education in the commissariat was entrusted to Andrei Vyshinsky who
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was to transfer his schoolmasterly qualities to a different milieu in the
course of the 1930s.

Cultural radicalism, however, did not last. A marked change appeared
in 1932 and 1933 which reversed many of the previous policies. Class
quotas went, there was a retreat from narrow specialisation and renewed
emphasis on scientific theory and polytechnical education.’” Quality
took over from quantity and ability reasserted itself, replacing a
proletarian class background as the guarantee of success. The long
battle, begun in 1918, waged between those who believed that access
to higher education should be based on ability and those who thought
that class should determine entry was almost over. By 1935 the contest
had been decided in favour of the former. This was another indication
of the de-emphasis of class after the first FYP.

Just why did this turnabout take place? It would appear that a
moderate group in the Politburo crystallised around Ordzhonikidze,
head of the Supreme Council of the National Economy in late 1930
and then Commissar for Heavy Industry in 1932 when the Supreme
Council was broken up, and Sergei Kirov, party secretary in Leningrad,
an important industrial area. Ordzhonikidze was effectively head of
the industrialisation drive. They were conscious of the damage that
impossibly high growth targets were having, especially on quality. The
second FYP was to concentrate on bringing into operation existing
plants and the mastering of techniques, so growth rates were scaled
down. At the XVIIth Party Congress in January—February 1934
Molotov proposed an annual growth rate of 19 per cent whereupon
Ordzhonikidze suggested 16.5 per cent and this lower figure was
eventually incorporated into the plan. This revealed a lack of consensus
in the Politburo and flew in the face of Stalin’s dictum at the XVIth
Party Congress in June—]uly 1930 that those who proposed lower
growth rates were ‘enemies of socialism, agents of our class enemies’.
Stalin was deprived of his title of Secretary General at the XVIIth
Congress and simply became a secretary. However the murder of
Kirov on 1 December 1934 and the suicide of Ordzhonikidze in
February 1937 removed the opposition to faster growth rates. One of
the chief targets of the purges was the group of moderates advocating
slower economic expansion.

There was a rush of students into higher education during the first
FYP and numbers peaked in 1932 when 295,600 were registered. Of
these 62,200 were aiming at becoming agricultural specialists.’8 Due
to the renewed emphasis on quality after 1932 numbers dropped but
began to climb again in 1938-41 without reaching the high 1932
figure.

It was one thing to start a course and another to finish it and the
emphasis on class rather than formal qualifications between 1928-32
led to a heavy drop-out rate. Probably 70 per cent failed to complete
their courses. The re-emphasis on ability cut this to 45 per cent during
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the second FYP.1° Students had their greatest impact on curricula
and teaching methods during the first FYP but the disappointing
results led to a rethink by the authorities. During this period higher
technical education was mainly in the hands of enterprises which
were to train specialists in the various sectors of industry. However
the pressures on managers were so great that few resources were
channelled into education. Moreover an enterprise was only concerned
about training someone in its own particular field and this led to narrow
specialisation with technicians being produced instead of engineers.
During the second FYP education was recentralised and the teachers
were restored to their former position of authority, relegating the
students to organising socialist competition and depriving them of any
real influence on the curriculum.

Between 1928 and 1940 a new generation of Soviet specialists was
trained; 291,100 graduated with engineering and industrial and 103,400
with agrlcultural qualifications.2° How did technical students affect the
composition of the Soviet student body during these years?

Table 3.4 Breakdown of graduates in higher education (per cent)?!

First FYP Second FYP 1938—40

Engineering/Industrial 39.8 36.3 27.4
Agriculture 18.0 11.2 9.5
Social Sciences 10.5 19.9 7l
Educational/Cultural 20.4 22.8 42.6
Health/Medicine 113} 9.8 13.4

It can be seen that technical graduates accounted for over half of the
total in the first FYP but their proportion dropped thereafter. Great
stress was placed on turning out teachers in the immediate pre-war
years which pulled down the share of engineers and agricultural
specialists.

The July 1928 CC plenum decreed that 65 per cent of new entrants
to higher technical education were to be of working-class origin and
this was raised to 70 per cent in November 1929. This was just about
double the proportion of such students in 1928. However the very high
figure of 70 per cent was only attained once, in 1929-30, and thereafter
never rose above 62 per cent before the quota system based on social
origin was abolished in 1935.22 The consequence of this was that the
proportion of students of working-class origin declined to 44 per cent
in 1939. Students of peasant background were at a disadvantage as long
as the quota system was in operation. They found it more difficult than
before to enrol for engineering courses but prospects in agriculture,
medicine and education improved.

The group which gained most from the abolition of the quota
system was, not surprisingly, the intelligentsia. In 1938 students from
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non-working-class or peasant backgrounds accounted for 53 per cent
of engineering students even though the intelligentsia made up less than
10 per cent of the population. The marked advantage of this social
group has continued to the present day.

The proportion of women in higher education jumped as a result
of the expansion of the economy. The CC decree in February 1929
stipulated that 20 per cent of places in higher technical education be
reserved for women. This was a modest improvement on the 14 per
cent of places occupied by women in 1928. In the 1930s women made
up about a quarter of engineering students and just under a third of
agricultural students. However in 1940 women occupied 40.3 per cent
of the engineering places, 46.1 per cent of agricultural places and 58 per
cent of all places in higher education.23 This breakthrough owed more
to the call-up of one million young male school leavers in 1940, than
to any fundamental change in policy. Significantly in 1941 only 15 per
cent of graduate engineers were female.

The ethnic composition of the student body is of considerable
interest. Whereas the percentage of Russians in higher education
and in the population tallies that of Jews is dramatically different.
They made up 1.8 per cent of the Soviet population in 1939 but
13.3 per cent of students in 1935. The only other major nationalities
to be overrepresented were Georgians and Armenians. Nevertheless
Russians, Ukrainians and Jews made up 80 per cent of those in higher
education in the 1930s.

Those with party connections naturally had a better chance of
getting a coveted place in higher education. The party was particularly
aware of its underrepresentation among technical specialists; it only
counted 138 graduate engineers among its members in 1928. By 1937
this number had jumped to 47,000. More significantly, about 70 per
cent of all new members recruited between 1939 and 1941 came from
the administrative or technical intelligentsia.2* Such were the pressures
on engineers engaged in direct production that many chose to leave the
factory and make for other fields. There was a great influx of engineers
into the party apparat and into the ranks of the political police after
1938. The effect of this was to improve immeasurably the technical
efficiency of these two institutions but it meant that only 31.8 per cent
of engineers in 1941 were involved directly in production, a sharp drop
compared with previous years. The largest proportion, 37.2 per cent,
were engaged purely in administration.25

CULTURE

Towards the end of his life Lenin was much exercised by the low level
of culture in Soviet Russia. He came to see that a cultural revolution
was absolutely essential. What he meant were the three Rs, reading,
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writing and arithmetic. Untl this happened it would not be possible
to speak of proletarian culture and of narrowing the gap between art
and the masses. The divide between the artist and the worker had to
be bridged, thus ending the concept of a cultured and artistic elite. The
artist had to play his part and put his shoulder to the wheel. There
could be no art for art’s sake. Art had to serve the construction of
socialism.

The party did not attempt to control all aspects of culture during the
1920s and its 1925 decree made clear that no particular group would be
afforded primacy. However the defeat of the right had repercussions
on the cultural scene and the proponents of proletarian culture, of
the hegemony of working-class views, the Association of Proletarian
Writers (RAPP), appeared to have won the day. There was only one
main obstacle to RAPP dominance in 1929, the All-Russian Union of
Writers (AUW). The latter was a loose group of fellow-travellers and as
non-political as it was possible to be in the 1920s but it contained many
of the big names in Russian literature. Fired with the enthusiasm of
religious believers RAPP set out to demolish the AUW by forcing the
fellow-travellers to decide on which side of the fence they belonged.
Those who did not submit to the proletarian point of view, and by
extension to the avant-garde of the working class, the party, would
be drummed out of literary life. The technique chosen was to accuse
Boris Pilnyak, the AUW chairman, and Evgeny Zamyatin, head of the
Leningrad branch, of publishing works abroad which had not been
passed by the Soviet censor. When this charge was refuted without
much difficulty the attackers changed their tack and claimed that the
works in question were anti-Soviet. Pilnyak and Zamyatin were found
guilty and they lost their posts, as did the whole of the leadership of
the AUW. The organisation was renamed the All-Russian Union of
Soviet Writers and something like one half of AUW members were
refused admission. Pilnyak succumbed and recanted but Zamyatin,
made of sterner stuff, requested and was given an exit visa.

RAPP now appeared to have achieved its goal. It thought that the
CC approved of its stand and from time to time invited Stalin to
intervene in the cultural scene, on its side of course. However, what
it had done in destroying the fellow-travellers was to restrict creative
freedom even further. RAPP was genuinely concerned about literature
and literary values and believed that the writer had a responsibility
to tell the whole truth, warts and all. Not only workers but class
enemies had to be portrayed objectively and humanely. It is clear
that RAPP failed to understand the claims made by the party to be
the dominant force in the transformation of the Soviet Union. By
inviting the intervention of the party leadership in literary affairs they
were tacitly accepting that the party knew best. Nevertheless RAPP
was shocked in 1932 when a CC decree disbanded it and set up one
organisation, the Union of Soviet Writers, for all those who wished to
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publish in the USSR. This was in line with what was happening to
organisations in other fields of endeavour. The goal was to have just
one organisation catering for all involved in a particular pursuit with
the party cell giving direction to its activities.

The end of RAPP was also the end of an era in Russian literature.
The years 1928-31 had seen the glorification of the man in the street.
The first FYP had underlined the need to pull together as a family so
as to build a brave new world. The heroes were small men with few
skills and little education. Managers and technical experts faded into
the background although technology was worshipped. Shock workers
and shock brigades achieved wonders and there was an absence of
hierarchy. Indeed these years were rich in worker initiative and the
labour force exercised an influence on production never again to be
equalled. Stalin’s attack on egalitarianism in July 1931, the introduction
of large differentials and the return of the technical expert to a position
of authority, changed all that.

The economic switch from quantity to quality was mirrored in the
cultural field. In literature there was a move away from the sheer
quantity produced by just any worker who had something to share to
the belief that writers should be skilled since they were the ‘engineers
of the human soul’, as Stalin graphically put it. The hero also had to
change. The manager, the specialist, the party official, in short the
decision-makers, took over. They were portrayed as men and women
worthy of emulation, set above the ordinary person.

Party thinking about the role of literature under socialism was
spelled out for the first ume at the Ist Congress of the Union of
Soviet Writers in April 1934. Andrei Zhdanov, speaking for Stalin,
called for Bolshevik tendentiousness in literature and art. Writing was
to be optimistic, heroic and to serve the goals of socialist construction.
Revolutionary romanticism was welcome provided it had both feet
firmly planted on the factory floor or farm. The name given to the
new framework inside which all writers and arusts had to work
was socialist realism. This i1s not the same as social realism, the
criticism of existing shortcomings in society. The intellectual, that
paid sceptic or Cassandra, was declared redundant in the Soviet Union
of the 1930s. Socialist realism was socialist in so far as it was in
accordance with the goals of the Communist Party. Realism means
the comprehensive depiction and interpretation of life by art from the
point of view of social relations.26 Hence the format became openly
didactic; compulsory optimism was the order of the day. Excessive
introspection, psychoanalysis, self-doubt and flights into the world of
fantasy or the sub-conscious had no place in the new cultural milieu.

Socialist realism did not spring, hydra like, out of Zhdanov’s head. It
was held to be a continuation and development of classical traditions,
the distilled experience of progressive mankind. Since there were
no mechanical rules to be followed to produce a work of socialist
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realist art, considerable latitude was still afforded the artist. However,
everyone who wished to publish had to belong to the Union of
Soviet Writers and that meant accepting the statutes of the Union,
statutes which were mainly political. Party members had the duty of
dominating the Union and they in turn were subject to the guidance
of the section for culture and propaganda of the Secretariat of the CC.
Hence creative expression could be put on a loose rein or restricted
according to the mood of the party leadership. Literature, theatre and
the cinema were accorded great significance in the 1930s since a new
society was coming into existence and the right attitudes had to be
propagated.

However the rise of fascism and the policy of the popular front
was accompanied by a change in attitude towards foreign writers.
In the mid 1930s there was a great deal of contact between Soviet
writers and their counterparts in the outside world, which meant
that the real impact of socialist realism was not felt until the late
1930s.

The switch after 1932 to the cult of the big hero was given added
impetus by the rising tide of Russian nationalism. In 1934 one of
the victims of this wave was the Pokrovsky school of history which
had almost submerged the national in the international. Suddenly the
Russian past was rediscovered and the nation builders and soldiers
were accorded star treatment. Two historians in disgrace, E. V. Tarle
and B. R. Vipper, were brought back to add to the output. The
most impressive achievement was the biography of Peter the Great
by Aleksei Tolstoy. There was also a flood of novels on the early
years of the Soviet State, especially on the Civil War. The classic s,
of course, And Quiet Flows the Don by Mikhail Sholokhov, which
is concerned with the life of peasants and Cossacks. A striking fact
about the novel is that its hero, Gregor Melekhov, is a tragic person
who eventually turns against the Soviet regime. He is far removed from
the leather jacketed, motorcycle riding communist functionary whose
iron will and dedication solves every problem — the hero with whom
the party identified.

The most positive hero, from the party point of view, is probably
Pavel Korchagin in How the Steel was Tempered by Nikolai Ostrovsky.
Korchagin, a Ukrainian boy of humble background, battles against
impossible odds during the formative years of Soviet power. His
unswerving loyalty to the party keeps him going. Knowing that he
has only a short time to live he decides to put down on paper his
experiences so that they can inspire future generations.

Many Stakhanovites published their life stories in the same vein.
They dared to do the unthinkable and thus pushed back the limits
of the possible. These autobiographies consistently fail to mention the
considerable aid extended to the record-breaker by his manager and
workmates.
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The struggle with the elements was also a popular theme. The fight
to fly higher and faster can be followed through the exploits of the
most successful pilot, V. Chkalov. Expeditions to the Arctic were
widely covered, possibly to underline Stalin’s feat of surviving exile
there before 1917. The military significance of such events requires
no emphasis but it is striking how technology and technical exploits
were used to legitimise the role played by Stalin and the party in
the 1930s. Stalin becomes the extraordinary hero, the superman who
inspires, guides and cares for all the record breakers. They claim that a
meeting with Stalin gives them more resolve and makes it more likely
that they will succeed. Stalin, as leader of the Soviet Union, is seen as
superior to any capitalist head of state in the outside world. This again
is a reflection of the rise of Russian nationalism with the Soviet Union
being seen as the centre of the universe.

Folk art and culture were not forgotten. Folk singers and raconteurs
were invited to Moscow to sing and declaim the glories of the FYDPs.
One who fitted contemporary political realities into her art was
M. S. Kryukova. In the Tale of Lenin she introduced Vladimir Ilich
(the red sun), Klimenty Voroshilov (the magic knight), Stalin-svet
(light), Dora Kaplan (the furious viper) and Trotsky (wait for it —
the villain).2” The climax of the tale is Lenin on his deathbed sending
Stalin out into the world to carry on his work.

THE PURGES

Careful preparation was necessary to make the Show Trials of the
1930s a success. The accusations made by the State had to appear
credible to the internal audience of the Soviet population and to the
external audience of world opinion. Whereas the trial of Socialist
Revolutionaries in 1921 and 1922, since the accused made no secret
of their opposition to the Soviet regime, were unexceptional, the first
major Show Trial, that of the Shakhty engineers in 1928, involved
some of the standard elements which were to become so familiar in
the thirties: the written confessions, the non-appearance of some of the
accused (one had become insane, another had committed suicide, or so
it was said), the bullying, sarcastic behaviour of Andrei Vyshinsky, a

clever, cynical lawyer and ex-Menshevik who had arrested Bolsheviks
in Moscow in the summer of 1917, the complete absence of any rules
of evidence and the inevitable judgment. In this case eleven death
sentences were handed down but only five engineers were actually
shot. A favourite sport during the years 1928-31, as has been observed,
was specialist baiting. Politically specialists were linked to Bukharin
and economically they could be blamed for shortages and breakdowns.
During 1930 and 1931 there were many secret trials and executions
which hit bacteriologists, food scientists and even historians. There
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were two Show Trials during this period as well, the ‘industrial-party’
trial in November-December 1930 in which the chief accused was
Professor Ramzin and the Menshevik trial in March 1931. The former
trial was characterised by the usual confessions. Much was made of
the contacts with a former industrialist, one Ryabushinsky, including
a long list of his sabotage instructions. This piece of evidence was
startling given the fact that the accused had been communicating
with the other world since Ryabushinsky was dead. Nor was this
the only example of spiritualist power: the party’s future Minister of
Finance, Vyshnegradsky, a former Tsarist minister, was also no longer
in the land of the living. Despite the ineptitude of the prosecutor’s
frame-up, five death sentences were announced but all were commuted
and Professor Ramzin returned to his post a few years later.

The Menshevik trial aimed at discrediting not only Mensheviks but
all those who had had contact with them and their ideas. A special
target were the Menshevik planners who had helped to draw up the
initial lower variant of the first FYP.

The disastrous state of agriculture in 1933 led to two secret trials in
March 1933 in which seventy State farm and People’s Commissariat of
Agriculture officials were executed.

The last of the Show Trials before the Great Purge really got under
way was directed against Metro-Vickers engineers in April 1933. Six of
the eighteen accused were British and they were said to have organised
a sabotage network. The sentences were light, reflecting the lack of
convincing evidence and the Soviet Union’s sensitivity to British public
opinion.

A common denominator in all the above trials was the connection
of the accused with the economy. The only major trial with political
overtones which took place before 1934 was the one involving the group
around M. N. Ryutin. He had put together a 200-page indictment of
Stalin and the regime, called the ‘Ryutin Platform’, from a Bukharinist
point of view in late summer 1932.28 He characterised Stalin as ‘the
evil genius of the Russian revolution who, motivated by a personal
desire for power and revenge, had brought the revolution to the brink
of destruction’. Needless to say he wanted Stalin removed before the
revolution perished. Stalin in turn took this to mean that Ryutin and
his associates were planning his assassination. Other members of the
Politburo, notably Kirov, did not read it this way and a majority of
the Politburo, it would appear, opposed the use of the death penalty
against Ryutin or any other party member. The Ryutin group was
expelled from the party, and since many party members had seen the
offending document without reporting it, the opportunity was taken
to sweep the party clean. Zinoviev and Kamenev, for example, were
expelled again from the party and sent packing to the Urals. One
estimate puts the number of members purged at 800,000 in 1933 and
340,000 in 1934.29
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The Ryutin affair appears to have played a key role in convincing
Stalin that oppositionists were out to get him and that he had to strike
first. Time and time again during the Great Purge trials of 1936-38 the
accused were linked to the Ryutin affair. It is seen as the first attempt
to shed blood as a way of settling intra-party disputes. However, in
1932 Stalin could not convince his colleagues of this and so the party
did not devour any of its own. It would take the assassination of one of
the moderates to convince the waverers that Stalin was right when he
claimed that the opposition within the party wanted blood. After that
it was a short step to the fateful decision to shed the royal red blood
of the Bolsheviks, if necessary.

The suicide of Nadezhda Alliluyeva, Stalin’s second wife, on
9 November 1932, affected him deeply. She was deeply unhappy with
the course the revolution was taking, especially the horrors of forced
collectivisation. After the celebrations marking the October Revolution
Stalin, and others, had gone to Kliment Voroshilov’s flat to dine and
drink. Stalin then moved on to a dacha with an officer’s beautiful wife.
Nadezhda, very concerned about his lateness, phoned around and was
told the full story. When Stalin arrived home in the morning Nadezhda
was dead. She had shot herself. Stalin’s unfaithfulness was the final
straw. She left behind a bitter denunciation of his personal and political
failings. He was outraged by her suicide and never visited her grave in
Novodevichy cemetery. However, his feelings were mixed with guilt.
She and he had moved easily in society but those days were now over.
He preferred male company afterwards. Although he never remarried
he did not give up women. Lavrenty Beria procured luscious lovelies
for him in private. Khrushchev remembers catching a glimpse once of a
black-eyed Caucasian beauty who on encountering him scurried away
‘like a mouse’.

The murder of Sergei Kirov, party chief in Leningrad, in the corridor
outside his office in Smolny on the afternoon of 1 December 1934 was
a rapier thrust which penetrated to the heart of the party and the nation.
This one blow was to lead to the death of millions. The circumstances
surrounding the assassination are still mysterious. All that can be
determined with certainty is the name of the executioner, Leonid
Nikolaev. It was Nikolaev’s third attempt. Nevertheless he found
Kirov without a bodyguard and no guards were patrolling the fateful
corridor, which was highly irregular. Nikolaev and thirteen accomplices
were tried in camera and all were executed on 29 December 1934.
Significantly they were also accused of plotting to assassinate Stalin
as well as Molotov and Kaganovich.

The killing could not have occurred at a more propitious moment
for Stalin. Kirov, one of the stars of the XVIIth Party Congress in
January—February 1934, the ‘congress of victors’, at which he had been
elected a secretary, was a credible alternative to Stalin. The latter lost
his title of Secretary General and reverted to that of secretary. During
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the voting for membership of the Politburo Kirov received almost 300
votes more than Stalin. A group of delegates approached Kirov and
asked if he would stand for the post of General Secretary. He refused
and immediately informed Stalin of the démarche. It is tempting to
see this move as signing Kirov’s death warrant. A moderate majority
appears to have coalesced in the Politburo and this influenced the goals
of the second FYP. The moderates were also against blood letting.
Nevertheless there was much blood letting; 1,108 of the 1,966 delegates
were executed and 98 of the 139 members of the CC elected at the
congress were shot in the years following. Hence the XVIIth Party
Congress was not the ‘congress of victors’ but rather the ‘congress of
the condemned’. It was the XVIIIth Party Congress which was the real
‘congress of [Stalinist] victors’.

Was the death of Kirov just another example of the good fortune
which attended the career of Stalin? The death of Sverdlov, the natural
secretary general of the party had he lived, the death of Lenin and
the death of Dzerzhinsky had all occurred at propitious moments
for Stalin. Although it cannot be proved, it would appear that in
Kirov’s case Stalin made his own luck. One pointer was the fusion
of the OGPU and the All-Union NKVD with Genrikh Yagoda in
charge. Another was the haste with which Stalin had a decree enacted
which speeded up and simplified procedures in political cases. It was
published on 2 December 1934 and approved by the Politburo a
day later. Since Stalin only heard of Kirov’s murder about 5 p.m.
on 1 December and then took the overnight train to Leningrad, it
would appear that he had drawn up the decree before the death of
Kirov. He then phoned from Leningrad on the morning of 2 December
giving orders for its publication. The legislation had an immediate
effect, resulting in the arrests of former oppositionists. Among those
sentenced were Zinoviev to ten years’ and Kamenev to five years’
imprisonment. Then, paradoxically, there followed a lull unul the
onset of the Great Purge proper, in August 1936. With the wisdom
of hindsight it is clear that Stalin and the NKVD were sharpening
their knives for the final showdown but not all the legislation passed
then pointed in this direction. On the same point, it is true that what
was later to become the notorious article 58 of the Criminal Code
of the RSFSR was passed. This defined counter-revolution and was
to be used extensively in the Purge trials. It also provided for the
execution of civilian and military personnel who fled abroad and for
the imprisonment or exile of the families of military absconders even
if they were unaware of the intention to defect. Also in 1935 a law was
passed which lowered the age of criminal responsibility. This meant
that the death penalty could be applied to twelve-year-old children.
This severe legislation accorded well with Stalin’s understanding of
the class struggle. Classes would fade away ‘not as a result of the
slackening of class conflict but as a result of its intensification’. The
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State would wither away ‘not through the weakening of its power but
through its becoming as strong as possible so as to defeat the remnants
of the dying classes and to defend it against capitalist encirclement’.

On the other hand the ‘most democratic constitution in the world’,
the Stalin constitution of 1936, largely penned by Bukharin, came into
effect. A bicameral legislature, the Soviet of the Union and the Soviet
of Nationalities, was set up. The constitution guaranteed freedom of
speech, of assembly and of the press (article 125), freedom of religious
worship (article 124), inviolability of the person (article 127), the home
and the privacy of correspondence (article 128). Even a Union republic
was guaranteed the right to secede from the USSR (article 17). The
foundations of socialism had been laid and exploiting classes had ceased
to exist. Only two fraternal classes, the working class and the collective
farm peasantry, now existed together with the intelligentsia which was
defined as a stratum since it owned no property. The party was defined
as the ‘vanguard of the working people in their struggle to build a
communist society and the leading core of all organisations of the
working people, both government and non-government’ (article 126).

The constitution was a new departure in many ways. Previously
it had been argued that soviets were peculiar to the stage of the
dictatorship of the proletariat. They were simultaneously legislative
and executive organs and even local soviets were not considered to
be merely local authorities but organs of state power. All together
they constituted a unified system of equal links of varying sizes.
As such they represented true progress and were far in advance of
the bourgeois parliamentary system. The 1936 constitution shattered
this unity. Local organs — soviets and their executive committees —
became local authorities; the ‘supreme organs of state power’ — the
Supreme Soviets — became legislative organs and the ‘supreme organs
of state administration’ — Sovnarkom (or the Council of Ministers as
of 1946) became executive organs. The Supreme Soviets even began to
describe themselves as ‘Soviet parliaments’ despite Lenin’s strictures on
‘parliamentary cretinism’.

Though it was obvious to anyone reading the constitution that the
interests of the party were to supersede those of any individual or
group, the USSR nevertheless appeared to be moving in the right
direction with the prospect of an end to the arbitrariness of the
previous years. In line with this, law as a discipline staged a comeback
at this time.

But all this flattered to deceive; it was purely cosmetic and accen-
tuated the ugliness of the body politic. The face of the Soviet Union
during the dreadful Purge years of 1936-38 revealed the suffering
and travail of a whole nation. Anguish, despair, pain and death
were constant companions. No one could feel secure, not even Stalin
himself.

There were three great Show Trials during these years. The first, in
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August 1936, starred Zinoviev and Kamenev with a supporting cast
of minor officials. Confessions played a key role in proving that the
accused had all been behind the murder of Kirov and would have
killed Stalin as well had they had the opportunity. The bogey man
of the 1930s, Trotsky, was introduced and shown to have ordered
assassinations and wrecking. The tone of the proceedings can be
neatly illustrated by quoting from Vyshinsky’s closing speech for
the prosecution: ‘I demand that these mad dogs be shot, every last
one of them!” He had his way, they were all shot. But it was not
Vyshinsky who decided their fate, the decision had been taken outside
the courtroom, in the Kremlin. This was quite constitutional as the
party took precedence over the court though it obviously violated
other aspects of the same constitution.

The second great Show Trial should have involved Bukharin, Rykov
and Tomsky but Pravda announced on 10 September 1936 that charges
against the first two had been dropped due to lack of evidence.
Tomsky did not need to be acquitted since he had already cheated
the executioner by executing himself on 22 August. The acquittals
point to opposition within the Politburo and the CC and to the fact
that Bukharin and Rykov were not willing to make the confessions
demanded of them, at least not yet. Yagoda, possibly as a result, lost
his position as head of the NKVD on 26 September and was replaced
by Nikolai Ezhov. He was to give his name to the terrible events of the
next two years. The Ezhovshchina, or ‘Ezhov times’, were red years
when rivers of blood were shed.

The second great Show Trial, in January 1937, turned out to involve
mainly Pyatakov, mentioned in Lenin’s ‘Testament’, Sokolnikov, a
signatory of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, Radek, an important early
figure in the Comintern and Serebryakov, a former secretary of the
CC. They were all welded together to form an ‘Anti-Soviet Trotskyite
Centre’, with predictable goals. They were spying for Germany and
Japan and Trotsky was stated to have met Rudolf Hess to agree plans
to sabotage Soviet industry and military preparations in case of war.
Pyatakov debased himself and made the most abject confession but it
availed him nothing. He and Serebryakov were shot and the other two
lost their lives in labour camps in 1939.

The most incredible of all the charges hurled about during the
Ezhovshchina was that Marshal Tukhachevsky, a leading strategic
thinker and deputy commissar of defence, and a host of other military
were guilty of treason. In Tukhachevsky’s case there was evidence that
he was in league with the national socialists but it had been fabricated
in Berlin and arguably Stalin was aware of this. He never allowed the
incriminating evidence to be published.

The slaughter of the armed forces began on 12 June 1937 when
Tukhachevsky and some top army men were executed, then spread
to lower ranks, then to the political commissars whose head Yan

105



THE SOVIET UNION 1917-1991

Gamarnik had committed suicide on 1 June. A posting to Spain
turned out to be invariably fatal, not when the officer was fighting for
the Spanish republic, but when he returned. The navy was completely
decapitated, all eight admirals perishing. A roll call of the top dead
makes sombre reading:

3 out of 5 Marshals
14 out of 16 Army Commanders Class I and II
8 out of 8 Admirals
60 out of 67 Corps Commanders
136 out of 199 Divisional Commanders
221 out of 397 Brigade Commanders

All 11 deputy commissars of defence and 75 out of 80 members of
the Supreme Military Council were executed. In all 35,000, half of the
officer corps, were either shot or imprisoned.3° And it was all a ghastly
mistake. As Khrushchev admitted later the charges were unfounded.

The last great Show Trial opened to a packed house on 2 March
1938. The key accused were the pair who had slipped through the
net before, Bukharin and Rykov. Krestinsky, a Politburo member
under Lenin was also thrown in as was Yagoda, getting a taste of
his own medicine. Two Uzbek communists were also indicted on
charges of ‘bourgeois nationalism’, reflecting the clamp-down on the
nationalities. The national elites were simply wiped out. Krestinsky
actually retracted his confession but the next day he thought better
of it. They were all lumped together in a ‘bloc of right wingers and
Trotskyites’, something which only existed in Vyshinsky’s head. The
inevitable death sentences followed.

When Ezhov had served his purpose he departed the stage. On
8 December 1938 Lavrenty Beria stepped up to become People’s
Commissar for Internal Affairs and held the post until 1946. However,
until Stalin’s death he had Politburo responsibility for the police. A
fellow Georgian, he was just as hard as Stalin.

Foreign communists exiled in the Soviet Union were in a particularly
unenviable position. The NKVD decimated their number, being espe-
cially hard on the Germans and Poles. However, the greatest prize of
all, Trotsky, eluded Beria’s men until 21 August 1940.

Those who were not executed were dragged off to labour camps in
outlandish places such as northern Siberia and northern Kazakhstan,
venues, in other words, where no one would normally head for. In
the labour camps the daily food ration depended on fulfilling labour
norms. In this way much useful work was rendered the Soviet State
in regions where voluntary labour was almost non-existent. Prisoners
worked also on major projects in the rest of the country, for instance
on the Volga-White Sea canal. Here the mortality rate was very high
but Stalin is reported to have said that man is after all mortal but that
the canal would last for ever.
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Stalin once confided to Churchill that the kulaks had been his
greatest problem. Many of these were in labour camps in 1933-35,
probably about 3.5 million or 70 per cent of the then total.3! By 1937
the camp population had risen to perhaps 6 million.

Stalin signed many of the death sentences. In total, Stalin, with
Molotov counter-signing, had placed before him 383 lists of names for
execution. They were divided into four categories: general, military,
NKVD and wives of enemies of the people. During 1937-38 these lists
contained about 40,000 names. During the whole Stalin period 230,000
appeared on these death lists. On one day alone, 12 December 1937,
Stalin and Molotov sentenced 3,167 to death and then went off to the
cinema. Even after the beginning of the war Stalin was stll settling
scores. On 5 September 1941 he confirmed 170 death sentences. These
included survivors of the Show Trials such as Rakovsky. Also executed
was the famous left SR Maria Spiridonova. The following month four
generals were shot without trial. And so it went on.

After such a catalogue of methodical madness the question must arise
why Stalin deemed it all necessary. It is instructive that two opponents
of incestuous murder, V. V. Kuibyshev, a Politburo member and head
of Gosplan, and Maksim Gorky, the writer, both died before the first
Show Trial of the Great Purge. It is difficult to believe that Stalin took
the confessions at face value knowing that they had been exacted under
physical and psychological torture. One case will suffice. Mironov had
reported to Stalin that he had been unable to break Kamenev. Stalin’s
reply was very direct: ‘Now then don’t tell me any more about
Kamenev .... Don’t come to report to me until you have in this
briefcase the confession of Kamenev!’32 Often the accused admitted
to the most preposterous deeds in an attempt to save their families.
Some accused, Zinoviev and Kamenev for instance, believed that their
lives would be spared if they co-operated fully and some communists
thought they were doing it for the good of the party.

The tales of wrecking, sabotage, assassination attempts, efforts to
restore capitalism and weaken the defences of the USSR had a great
impact on the population, repeated as they were ad nauseam. The
confessions implicated hordes of others and the family of each accused
was automatically in disgrace. The economic hardships, the shortage
of food, indeed every mishap could be blamed on these ‘enemies
of the people’. The tense atmosphere was such that people took to
denouncing others in the hope of deflecting suspicion away from
themselves. Many sought to overfulfil their plan of denunciations.

Stalinist policy between 1928 and 1941 can be interpreted as a
series of offensives. The first FYP was the initial offensive, which
was accompanied by intense politicisation and mobilisation of the
population. Specialists became scapegoats for economic failure. Stalin
had to take cognisance of his fellow oligarchs. From 1932 onwards a
period of consolidation set in and plan targets were pitched a little
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lower and living standards improved. However, politicisation became
even more intense with every nook and cranny of life subject to
Bolshevik examination. Efforts were made to develop a new science
of Soviet success. All this was a preparation for the purges of
1936-38 which launched the second offensive. By 1936 Stalin was
unquestionably dictator and so could set about devouring his other
oligarchs. Stalin’s inner group appears to have believed that there was
considerable opposition within the country to the modernisation drive
under way. This offensive sees the Politburo and Central Committee
losing effective power to Stalin, the enormous extension of the NKVD’s
coercive power and the deliberate use of terror and the promotion to
leading positions of the Stalinist nomenklatura. This elite was essentially
of peasant origin. During this offensive economic goals were sharply
raised; political opponents were hounded, often to their deaths; there
was a renewed campaign against bourgeois specialists; concomitantly,
there was a concerted effort made to educate a generation of ‘new’
specialists; discipline, especially of labour, became harsh. A motivation
for the purges may have been the belief that the ‘old’ governmental and
party apparatus would hold back growth. If this is so the leadership
took the tremendous risk of annihilating it and ensconcing a new elite
in record time. The elimination of the military leadership was part of
this process. This underlines Stalin’s lack of understanding of expertise.
He evidently believed that it could be garnered very quickly.

PARTY AND GOVERNMENT

Lenin was fascinated by the apparatus of government and invested
great energy in the running of Sovnarkom. Stalin had to choose
another route to power. He made the party machine his base, and
when he proved victorious in the post-Lenin power struggie it was
inevitable that he would set out to transform Sovnarkom. The XVIth
Party Conference in April 1929 ordered a purge of the governmental
bureaucracy. In 1930 Rykov was replaced by Molotov as Prime
Minister and this sealed the defeat of the right. Stalin, unlike Lenin, did
not favour strong, independently minded commissars. Lenin respected
comrades who stood up to him and argued their cases cogently
but left the final policy-making prerogative to him. Gone were the
days when ministers could make policy and argue their case for
implementation. One of the exceptions was Maksim Litvinov, who
remained Commissar for Foreign Affairs. His knowledge and authority
abroad were valuable assets but another reason for his remaining en
poste was that foreign affairs were of secondary importance to Stalin
during the 1930s.

The party Politburo was the senior policy-making body, but Stalin
did not control it until after the murder of Kirov in December 1934.
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Sovnarkom was responsible for implementing the Five Year Plans
but, given the declared aim of eliminating the market economy, an
agency to supervise the implementation of policy was needed. The
party became this agency. In 1930 Stalin completely reorganised the
party apparatus to perform its new task.3> The Central Committee now
consisted of a Secret Department servicing the Politburo, the Orgburo,
and the Secretariat; an Organisational Instructor Department to select
officials and supervise party organisations throughout the country; an
Assignments Department to select and place administrative, economic,
and trade-union officials; a department of Culture and Propaganda to
supervise the press, education, party propaganda and general culture;
a Department of Agitation and Mass Campaigns; and the Institute of
Lenin. Gradually, however, the party apparatus began to influence
more and more policy-making. This is evident in the greatly expanded
functions of the Orgburo by 1932. It moved from supervising party
organisations to overall responsibility for securing the fulfilment of
all party and governmental decrees. The party-state was becoming
a reality. Lenin had shied away from the party playing the leading
role in the State and, had he lived, would have cut back the party’s
role. Stalin deliberately set out to establish a ‘government within a
government’. The ‘outer’ government was Sovnarkom, but the more
important became the ‘inner’ government, fashioned within the party
apparatus.

During the 1920s Stalin had been building up his own party
‘government’. The Secret Department was headed by Ivan Tovstukha,
his chief assistant. One of the Politburo secretaries was Georgy
Malenkov. The very important Secretariat bureau of the Central
Committee had more than 100 members by 1925. Stalin’s own
exclusive bureau was the Special Sector, which was part of the Secret
Department. This was headed by Aleksandr Poskrebyshev until 1953.
Stalin’s assistants could also be insinuated into party and governmental
posts through the mechanism of the nomenklatura. This was both a list
of State posts which could not be filled without party approval and a list
of suitable candidates. The Secret Department-Secret Sector was thus in
a prime position to influence who filled leading, sensitive posts. It also
supervised the security police and foreign affairs as well as domestic
life. Each republic had its own Secret Department-Special Sector
subordinate to Moscow. This applied also to the Young Communist
League, the Komsomol.

Stalin cultivated relations with OGPU, the security police, after the
death of Dzerzhinsky but did not gain control over them until the
mid 1930s. Stalin had the party Control Commission, responsible for
party discipline, comb the tsarist Okhrana archives for evidence which
could be used against his colleagues and opponents. Telephone lines
were tapped as a matter of course.

The Five Year Plans required a rapid expansion of the governmental
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system.>* Under the Soviet constitution of 1924 there were five All-
Union Commissariats (Foreign Affairs, Military and Naval Affairs,
Foreign Trade, Transport, and Posts and Telegraph) which ran every-
thing from one institution in Moscow; and five Union-Republican
Commissariats (Food Supply, Labour, Finance, Worker-Peasant In-
spectorate, and the Supreme Economic Council) with commissariats in
each republic but all co-ordinated at the centre. In late 1929, thirty-five
associations were set up in the Supreme Economic Council to plan
and run various branches of the economy. In 1930 Ordzhonikidze
succeeded Kuibyshev as head of the Supreme Economic Council
— he became head of Gosplan — and formed groups consisting
of various associations. Running the economy proved beyond the
capabilities of the Council. In early 1932 the Council was subdivided
into an All-Union Commissariat for Heavy Industry — headed by
Ordzhonikidze, an All-Union Commissariat for the Timber Industry,
and a Union-Republican Commissariat for Light Industry, which was
swiftly transformed into an All-Union Commissariat. Insignificant
sectors of the economy were left under the jurisdiction of republican
commissariats. The associations developed into chief administrations
(glavki), each responsible for hundreds and eventually thousands of
enterprises in their sector of the economy. The glavki evolved into
separate central commissariats; for example, for coal, chemicals, textiles
and so on. They in turn spawned their own glavk: within their own
commissariats.

The All-Union Commissariat for Transport split in 1931 into a
Commissariat for Railways, a Commissariat for Water Transport and
a Central Administration of Road and Automobile Transport. The
Commissariat for the Food Industry emerged from the Commissariat
for Supply, and it became responsible for the food industry when
the Supreme Economic Council was wound up in 1932. Government
trusts were established for grain, cattle, sheep, and other products
and presented with the massive task of co-ordinating the activities
of thousands of kolkhozes and sovkhozes. A USSR Commissariat for
Agriculture came into being in 1929. It gave birth to a Commissariat for
Grain and Livestock Sovkhozes in 1932. The State procured its products
through a Commissariat for Procurement. The All-Union Academy of
Agricultural Sciences, headed by the eminent plant biologist Nikolai
Vavilov, was established in Moscow in 1929 and became responsible
for initiating and co-ordinating all agricultural research throughout the
country.

Part of the inspiration behind the rapid industrialisation and collect-
ivisation drive was to enhance the security of the Soviet Union. Heavy
industry produced the war matériel but the country had to evolve a
military doctrine which made maximum use of its limited resources.
This was crafted during the 1920s by, among others, Marshal Mikhail
Tukhachevsky, Chief of Staff of the Red Army between 1925 and 1928.
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The strength of the armed forces rose from 586,000 in 1927 to over
1.4 million a decade later. The Council of Labour and Defence (STO)
was transformed into the Council for Defence. The Revolutionary
Military Council (revvoensovet) was dissolved and replaced by an
advisory Military Council under the Commissariat for Military and
Naval Affairs. This became the Commissariat of Defence in 1934.
The various commissariats concerned with producing war matériel
were brought together in the Commissariat of the Defence Industry
in 1936. This became the Soviet military-industrial complex. In 1937
a Commissariat of the Navy was detached from the Commissariat of
Defence as a consequence of the greatly enhanced navy which had been
built over the previous decade.

Where was the locus of decision-making? When asked by an
American journalist in 1931 if he were a dictator, Stalin, of course,
denied it. He maintained that decisions were taken by the party and
implemented by the Central Committee and the Politburo. A German
journalist returned to the question the following year, but this time
Stalin stated that policy was made in the seventy-member Central
Committee. It represented the best minds in the country, and members
had the opportunity of commenting on and improving proposals laid
before them. It would thus appear that the Central Committee played
a consultative role with final decision-making the prerogative of a small
Politburo group, headed by Stalin.

NATIONALITIES

Lenin’s nationality policy accepted that nations had the right to secede
from Soviet Russia but took it for granted that a large centralised
State would emerge from the revolution. Stalin put it succinctly in
1920 when he stated that it was not in the interests of the people
to leave since in so doing they would signal the victory of counter-
revolution. Military force was deployed to keep the new State together
but the Bolsheviks (Stalin was Commissar for Nationalities until the
Commissariat was dissolved in 1924) also revealed great tactical skill in
making concessions to national and religious sentiment. They pursued
two goals. One was the development of the non-Russian peoples
within their own national framework. The goal was to have all organs
of government and the party staffed by locals. This policy can be
called korenizatsiya. This term is related to the word for ‘root’.

Hence locals were to form the roots of the Soviet tree. This would
permit the party in Moscow to guide developments indirectly since
direct intervention was bound to occasion protest and resentment.
This was the short-term goal. It was expected that gradually, due to
the integrating influence of the party and industrialisation, all nations
would converge into one Soviet nation, headed by the Russians.
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Bolsheviks concentrated their attention on creating and developing
a working class in non-Russian areas.3> This was a formidable under-
taking since, among non-Russians, only a Ukrainian, Azerbaidzhani,
Jewish and Tatar proletariat existed. The beginning of the Five Year
Plans led to a rapid increase in the proletariat but 1t fell far behind
the natural increase of the indigenous population. However, the
industrial working class, outside Russia and the Ukraine, remained
relatively small. The number of industrial workers in Georgia, Armenia,
Azerbaidzhan, Belorussia, Uzbekistan. Tadzhikistan and Turkmenistan
rose from 115,000 in 1928 to 350,000 at the end of the first FYP in
1932. Numbers in the sixteen autonomous territories in the RSFSR
more than doubled to 140,000 in 1932. Since there were about 6 million
industrial workers in the USSR in 1932, this means that only about
8 per cent of workers were outside Russia and the Ukraine. Another
difficulty was that it was proving quite difficult to attract the indigenous
population into industry. Apart from Belorussia, Kazakhstan and the
Tatar and Volga German autonomous republics, the titular nationality
was very poorly represented among industrial workers. In the Middle
Volga region in 1932 only 13.4 per cent of the 800,000 workers were
non-Russians, who made up 28.1 per cent of the populatlon However,
by the mid 1930s the proportion of indigenous workers in the Ukraine,
Belorussia, Georgia and Kazakhstan was almost the same as their
percentage of the republican population. In Armenia the proportion of
workers was higher than that of Armenians in Armenia. Non-Russians
were almost all unskilled, with Russians dominant in skilled positions.
Russians numerically dominated the industrial labour force and this
situation had only slightly changed by 1959. Whereas the proletariat
expanded quite rapidly in non-Russian republics, the proportion of
industrial workers remained low. In Kazakhstan in 1959 workers made
up 58 per cent of the labour force but only 6 per cent of workers were
in industry. In Central Asia the proportion was only 4 per cent. In the
RSFSR 1t was 23 per cent.

Most Bolsheviks were Russian, and in 1922 they accounted for
about 72 per cent of party members. Others who had a higher
percentage in the party than in the population were Jews, Georgians,
Armenians, Poles and Latvians. Jews, Georgians and Armenians were
overrepresented in the party leadership, and this remained the case until
1953. In the early 1920s there were very few Ukrainians, Belorussians
and Muslims in the party. There were about 15,000 Muslims in the
party in 1922 and of these about 11,500 were Tatars or Kazakhs. This
meant that the Muslims of Central Asia were to all intents and purposes
outside the party. A concerted campaign to recruit party members
changed the situation. The proportion of indigenous communists in
territorial organisations rose from 46.6 per cent in 1927 to 53.8 per cent
in 1932 (582,000 members). However, by 1937 this had dropped back to
45 per cent. The percentage of Russians declined from about 72 per cent
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in 1922 to 65 per cent in 1927 and dropped further during the 1930s. In
1946 it was stated that 67.8 per cent of communists were Russian.

A goal of party policy was to achieve the same representation of
non-Russians within the party as in the territory they inhabited. This
was not achieved overall, but in 1932 90 per cent of communists in
Armenia were Armenian, although they only made up about 83 per
cent of the population of Armenia. The lowest score was by Crimean
Tatars, who only made up 14 per cent of party membership in 1932.
Party recruitment changed in 1933, with much less emphasis on
attracting non-Russians. The party purge of 1933-34 resulted in about
one-third, or 1.2 million members and candidates being excluded. The
purge was especially severe in rural areas. This was a consequence
of opposition to collectivisation, and resulted in expulsions in non-
Russian republics being 12-14 per cent higher than in industrial
regions. When recruitment got under way again in 1937 the party
switched to attracting those with technical qualifications. Very few
non-Russian people had a technical intelligentsia.

Georgia and Armenia are an exception to the general rule. Even
before 1930 the percentage of Georgians and Armenians in the party
exceeded their representation in the population. Kazakhs were the
only Muslim people overrepresented in the party. This was partly
due to the rapid industrialisation of northern Kazakhstan although
most workers were Slavs. The most overrepresented in the party were
the Jews. They had played an important role before and during the
revolution, were highly urbanised and well qualified. In 1922 5.2 per
cent of party members were Jews, while they made up 1.82 per
cent of the Soviet population (1926). This dropped to 4.3 per cent
in 1927 and was still at this level in 1940, when they accounted
for 1.78 per cent of the population (1939). Even after war losses
and the anti-Semitic campaigns over the years 1948-53 they still
accounted for 2.8 per cent of members in 1961, while their proportion
in the Soviet population had dropped to 1.09 per cent by 1959.

Russians dominated the party leadership. Of the thirty-four members
of the Politburo and Secretariat between 1919 and 1935 65 per cent
were Russian, 18 per cent Jewish, 6 per cent Georgian and 3 per cent
Armenian. The proportion of Russians in these two bodies rose to
81 per cent between 1939 and 1952. Of the sixty-three members of the
party’s top body, the Politburo (before 1919 the Central Committee),
before 1930, thirty-eight were Russians and ten Jews. Between 1930 and
1939, of the thirty members, twenty-one were Russians.

Non-Russians made more progress in local government. By 1930
Georgians and Armenians dominated the local and republican soviet
apparatus. At the raion soviet level the Azerbaidzhanis were over-
represented, with Ukrainians and Belorussians almost up to their
proportion in the republic’s population. The situation was least satis-
factory in Turkmenistan, where only 24.1 per cent of officials at the
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raion level were Uzbek. At the republican level the percentage of
Turkmens among governmental and soviet officials was only 8.4 per
cent. The other extreme was Armenia, where 93.5 per cent of State
officials were Armenian. In Georgia 74.1 per cent of State officials were
Georgian, but in all other republics locals were underrepresented. In
Uzbekistan and Tadzhikistan the situation was only marginally better
than in Turkmenistan. The picture which emerges is that in Belorussia,
the Ukraine and the three Transcaucasian republics locals occupied over
three-quarters of administrative posts at the raion level but in Central
Asia Russians provided the leadership even at the raion level.

Since the party and Soviet goal for the whole country was re-
presentation of all nationalities in accordance at least with their
representation in the local population, the situation was quite unsatis-
factory. The Uzbeks decided that direct action was called for. The
Central Executive Committee of Uzbekistan decreed the Uzbekisation
of all top governmental and soviet posts by 1 September 1930. The
Central Asian Bureau of the party Central Committee in Moscow
confirmed the decree. However, it was only 22.6 per cent fulfilled.
All non-Uzbeks were to learn Uzbek. This has still not been achieved.
The Uzbek Commissariat of Education went over to Uzbek as its
official language in 1931, but, contrary to the orders of the Uzbek
government, all other commissariats, including the Railways, and
Posts and Telegraph retained Russian. This reveals quite clearly that
these commissariats were Russian-dominated. This was the pattern
throughout Central Asia. A survey in 1931 revealed that in 118 central
soviet organs there only 10.5 per cent of officials were indigenous. Only
6.4 per cent of the non-locals could speak a local language.

The situation in the Ukraine was much more satisfactory. In 1933,
at the height of the campaign to promote local cadres, 87.6 per cent of
village soviet deputies, 70 per cent of raion executive committees and
58.4 per cent of city soviets were Ukrainian. The Ukrainian language
was used as the official language in practically all local soviets and in
many commissariats. The situation in Belorussia was broadly similar.

In the Russian Federation non-Russian participation was greatest at
the village soviet level. Here representation in 1931 was greater than
the percentage in the local community in all autonomous republics and
regions except in North Ossetia. However, in 1933, only in Bashkiria
was this pattern repeated at central governmental and soviet level.
Even in the Volga German autonomous republic only 39.2 per cent of
officials at the centre were German, whereas Germans made up 66.4 per
cent of the population (1926). The rule seemed to be that the longer the
region had been part of Russia the greater the representation. Muslim
areas were grossly underrepresented. The higher the post, the less likely
a local was to fill it. However, a policy of positive discrimination was
practised and this led to some locals being in high positions. Those
positions requiring technical expertise were almost entirely occupied
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by Russians or other Europeans. In the North Caucasus and in
Central Asia the number of local technical specialists was extremely
low. There were very few locals in the economic and planning bodies
of the RSFSR autonomous republics. During the 1930s the number of
qualified Muslim agronomists, engineers, doctors and accountants in
the Soviet Union was very small.

Another important tenet of nationality policy was the use of the local
language as the official language of communication. The All-Russian
Soviet Central Executive Committee decreed on 10 May 1931 that all
national territories should go over to using the indigenous language.
This goal was never achieved, but already in 1931 all Crimean Tatar and
90 per cent of Yakut village soviets conducted their affairs in the native
language. In 1931 about a third of village soviets in national territories
corresponded in the local language. At the autonomous republican level
Russian still prevailed, but locals could hand in requests and receive
information in their mother tongue.

One of the areas where most progress was made was the law. At the
beginning of the 1930s almost 70 per cent of law officials in RSFSR
autonomous republics were locals. All raions in the Tatar autonomous
republic corresponded in Tatar.

The campaign to promote local cadres and local languages continued
until 1936. A decree of the Presidium of the USSR Central Executive
Committee of 7 January 1936 sharply criticised the slow progress
achieved in promoting locals in the North Caucasus. Of 1,310 officials
employed by central State organisations, only seventeen were locals
although they made up about 65 per cent of the population. Russian
was used as the language of communication almost everywhere even
when the local population did not understand it. The regional soviet
executive committee was instructed to employ not less than one-
third locals within two years, and all Russians were obliged to learn
the indigenous language. All village and raion soviets were to go
over to the local language within the following two years. Moscow
also demanded that by 1937 one-half of industrial workers should
be indigenous. At that time, the oil industry in Grozny employed
practically no locals.

The 1920s and 1930s were a golden era for the development of
the non-Russian languages and national consciousness. Forty-eight
languages appeared in written form for the first time. These included
Turkmen, Kirgiz, and Karakalpak in Central Asia. In the Ukraine,
Ukrainian was promoted vigorously, especially in cities dominated
by Russians. Ukrainians often could not read and write their mother
tongue. In 1926 only 6.3 million out of 23.2 million were literate.
In Belorussia, Belorussian was promoted although the educated elite
favoured Russian or Polish. The preference given to Ukrainian and
Belorussian was also of significance for foreign policy. Many Ukrainians
and Belorussians found themselves in Poland after the Treaty of Riga
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in 1921 and were subject to Polonisation. In Bashkiria, a Bashkirian
language was fashioned out of Tatar and declared the official ‘state’
language. After the revolution Central Asia was generally referred to
as Turkestan, but Moscow set out to create separate nations with their
own distinct languages. One of the reasons for this was to block the
development of pan-Islamic and pan-Turkic movements.

The modernisation of indigenous languages led to the promotion
of the Latin alphabet. This affected first and foremost the sixteen
Muslim peoples who used the Arabic script. These included the
Azerbaidzhanis, Uzbeks, Kazakhs and Tatars. Buryat and Kalmyk,
which used the Mongolian script, were also Latinised. Enthusiasts
promoted the Latin script as the only genuine revolutionary one and
the alphabet of world communist society. There were even plans for
Russian to go over to the Latin alphabet. Udmurt, Komi, Ossetian
and Yakut, written until 1930 in Cyrillic, also went over to the Latin
script. In all, seventy languages, including Chinese, went over to the
Laun alphabet. This affected over 36 million people. The adoption of
the Latin script led to bitter conflict, especially in Azerbaidzhan and
Tatarstan, where religious leaders wished to preserve Arabic since it is
the language of Islam. The policy of Latinisation was abruptly reversed
in 1937, when Moscow ordered that all languages in the Soviet Union
should go over to the Cyrillic script within three years.

The number of books, journals and newspapers published in non-
Russian languages expanded very rapidly during the 1920s. Whereas
only 7.5 per cent of all books in 1913 were published in languages
other than Russian, this grew to 14.5 per cent in 1927 and 26.6 per
cent in 1933. However, this had dropped to 21.2 per cent by 1938 and
to 17.2 per cent in 1956. In 1933, 37.5 per cent of all Soviet newspapers
were in non-Russian languages. Thereafter, the same decline as with
books set in. In 1938 1t was 23 per cent and in 1956 only 21.6 per
cent. The advance was particularly significant in the Ukraine. In 1933,
70 per cent of books and 84.5 per cent of newspapers were published
in Ukrainian, but this fell to 52 per cent and 58.7 per cent respectively
in 1938.

Even though publications in non-Russian languages were cut back
from the mid 1930s onwards, language policy must be judged a great
success. During this period two peoples who now have their own
Union republics (the Kirgiz and Uzbeks) adopted a written language
for the first time. (Chagatay had been used by Uzbeks since the
fifteenth century but was very different from modern Uzbek.) The
same is true of a whole range of peoples in autonomous republics (for
example, the Bashkirs, Mordovians, Chechens and Ingushi). This led to
the rapid development of national consciousness and communication
between peoples in writing for the first time. They became more
and more self-confident in expressing their national point of view.
This became apparent during the collectivisation campaign, when
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most non-Russian raion newspapers ignored the subject. Far from
promoting class struggle in the village, they overwhelmingly refused
to acknowledge that there was a class struggle going on. They preferred
to underline the national unity of the non-Russian village. Only about
15 per cent of the non-Russian local press supported the party line.
The locals had a habit of interpreting Moscow directives in their own
way. Tatar anti-religious literature consisted of declaring that Islam
was superior to Christianity.

Compulsory school attendance was decreed in 1930 and considerable
progress in eliminating illiteracy was achieved. In 1935, 50 per cent of
Kazakhs were literate, but among Uigurs, for example, only 10 per cent
could read and write. Illiteracy was only officially declared to have
been eliminated in 1959. Which language should act as the vehicle
of literacy? Attempts to use Russian in the 1920s were dismissed as
‘great power chauvinism’. Instead, the mother tongue was used as the
language of instruction in primary schools. There were no schools
before 1917 which taught in Ukrainian or Belorussian, but by 1927 over
90 per cent of Ukrainian and Belorussian children were being instructed
in their mother tongue. The picture was the same in many other
republics. The RSFSR Commissariat of Education decreed in 1930
that all secondary and tertiary education should use the native language
by 1934. There were far fewer schools for national minorities who lived
outside their republics — 20 million in 1926. Nevertheless, primary
education was conducted in eighty languages in the RSFSR 1n 1935.
This should be compared with the fact that in 1980 primary education
was provided only in forty-five languages throughout the Soviet Union.
Such a rapid expansion of local schools inevitably resulted in very low
standards. Most teachers were unqualified and there were few books
and buildings available. Even in 1939 in Kirgizia 81 per cent of teachers
in secondary schools had not completed a secondary school course
themselves. However, by the mid 1930s the number of children in
non-Russian schools corresponded well with the proportion of non-
Russian children in the population. All this changed in the second half
of the 1930s when quite different priorities took over. For instance, the
expansion of tertiary education in the mother tongue ceased, and much
vocational training reverted to instruction in Russian. The number of
non-Russians attending secondary schools varied greatly. In Tatarstan
in 1936 it was about the same as the proportion in the population, but
in Kirgizia it was only 2 per cent. In further education, quotas for
non-Russians (with more modest entry qualifications) were observed
until 1934. Afterwards their numbers dropped.

Concern for those who did not belong to the dominant nationality in
a given republic led by the mid 1930s to the establishment of 250 raions
or about 10 per cent of the total and 5,300 village soviets to cater
for the diaspora. About a half of these were in the RSFSR. For
instance, in the Ukraine in 1930 there were 28 non-Ukrainian raions:

117



THE SOVIET UNION 1917-1991

9 Russian; 8 German; 4 Bulgarian, 3 Greek, 3 Jewish and one Polish.
In Belorussia in 1934 there were 93 non-Belorussian village soviets:
40 Polish; 24 Jewish; 15 Russian; 6 Ukrainian; 5 Latvian; 2 German
and one Lithuanian.

Policy towards the diaspora changed dramatically in 1937. Between
then and 1939 most national raions, schools, legal institutions and
village soviets were dissolved. For example, all seven German raions
which still existed in the Ukraine disappeared in 1939. A few dozen
national raions survived in the Far North until the 1950s. Gradually
during the 1930s the institutions which catered for national minorities
ceased to function. That phase of Soviet policy which had aimed to
protect and develop them was now over. Assimilation was now the
goal. Specially affected were Ukrainians in the RSFSR, Germans in the
Ukraine, Jews and Finns. Most Jewish schools, newspapers and theatres
had closed down by 1940.

Leninist nationality policy deliberately promoted the formation of
nations and the development of national languages and cultures. It
was believed that these new nations would be socialist-orientated and
would therefore support the building of socialism in the Soviet Union
as defined by the party in Moscow. Little thought was given to how
much autonomy these nations should be afforded. Not surprisingly,
they demanded more and more, and this led to more and more friction
with the central authorities. Until the 1930s Stalin argued that all the
problems which had arisen were due to great Russian chauvinism.
When this had been overcome there would be no reason for nationality
problems. There were difficulties with Russian officials. Many of them
resolutely opposed the formation of non-Russian nations and the use of
the local language. Remarkably few appear to have been willing to learn
it. Officials simply offered passive resistance. They failed to carry out
decrees they did not agree with and also omitted to collect the staustical
data required by Moscow. This was particularly disappointing for the
planning authorities. Russian economists argued that the promotion
of nations and national cadres hindered industrialisation. Those best-
qualified should get the job. This, of course, favoured Russians and
Ukrainians. National sensibilities should take second place. This view
grew stronger during the first and second FYPs and was eventually to
triumph. Industrial enterprises and sovkhozes simply omitted to collect
data on nationality and in this way circumvented their responsibilities to
develop a local proletariat. Nationality policy fell victim to the demands
of production. Everything was trampled upon in the rush to produce
more. Industrialisation led to the migration of many non-Russians.
They were unskilled, were paid less than a Russian for the same work,
were excluded from factory meetings since they did not understand
Russian and were at the bottom of the pile for housing and social
services. Tensions between Russians and non-Russians were described
in considerable detail in the press until the mid 1930s.
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The battle against Great Russian nationalism was fought until
the mid 1930s without much lasting success. That against local
nationalism was more successful.3¢6 In 1923, Sultan Galiev, a Tatar
and close associate of Stalin, became the first leading functionary
to be excluded from the party for nationalism and was arrested.
He and other non-Russian communists hoped that they could unite
the struggle for social revolution in their own nations with that
against Russian imperialism. These national communists favoured
a weak central authority and wide-ranging autonomy in political,
economic, social and cultural affairs for each nation. They also
wanted to stop Russian immigration into their territories. Sultan
Galiev was accused of pan-Turkism and pan-Islamism and of placing
the interests of Muslims above those of the party. However, he was
released in 1924 and devoted his energy to establishing a socialist and
nationalist-Turkic Turan which was to include Turkestan and other
Muslim regions. Moscow acted. It dissolved Turkestan and set up the
republics of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, the autonomous republic
of Tadzhikistan and the Karakirgiz autonomous region. Tadzhikistan
became a Union republic in 1929, Kirgizia and Kazakhstan in 1936. This
flew in the face of what Muslim communists wanted. They opposed
the division of the Turkic peoples into separate small nations and
proposed the establishment of a Turkic Soviet republic. Sultan Galiev
was arrested in 1928 and sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment. At the
same time a wide-ranging purge of party and government officials in
the Tatar autonomous republic began. The chairman of the soviet
central executive committee was removed, also in 1928, tried and
executed for nationalism. This was the first time that a communist
had been executed for nationalism. There was a wholesale purge in
the Crimea which affected at least 3,500 people. Some were shot,
others arrested and yet others deported. The Crimean Tatars, who
had a well-developed sense of national identity, had proved too
ethnically self-aware for Moscow. The centre was clearly alarmed
at the pretensions to autonomy which some nations were revealing
and was quite determined to demonstrate that local nationalism would
not be tolerated. In Uzbekistan officials, teachers and writers were
accused of basing cultural policy on Western and Turkish models,
propagating pan-Turkism and pan-Islamism in schools, and favouring
the establishment of a bourgeois state in Central Asia. Many other
secret Muslim organisations were ‘uncovered’ by Soviet police in
Tatarstan and elsewhere and members arraigned before the courts. In
the Ukraine, in 1930, forty-five leading members of the intelligentsia
were accused of belongmg to an organisation whose goal was an
independent Ukraine and sentenced to imprisonment. In Belorussia
many Academy officials lost their positions. Some were accused of
belonging to a ‘counter-revolutionary, bourgeois’ organisation, but no
trial took place.
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Great Russian chauvinism was represented as the greatest danger to
the party’s nationality policy until 1933. Afterwards local nationalism,
referred to as ‘bourgeois’ nationalism, takes over as the main threat.
Since its goal is perceived to be the re-establishment of a bourgeois,
capitalist state, it is always coupled with alleged support for intervention
by ‘imperialist powers’. After 1936 the Soviet press dropped all
discussion of locals being discriminated against and of falling victim
to Russian nationalism.

The turning-point in the Ukraine came in 1932-33 as a direct result
of opposition to collectivisation. Famine followed, and there was
considerable anti-Russian feeling. Stalin appears to have mistrusted the
Ukrainians from the late 1920s onwards, and this was to remain with
him to his death. He much preferred Russians. In January 1933 the
party in Moscow severely criticised the economic performance and the
work of the Ukrainian party. Heads rolled, and the most far-reaching
purge ever to hit a republic until then was set in train. Prime targets
were culture, education and agriculture. Ukrainian functionaries were
replaced by Russians. Almost 6,000 Russians had arrived by 1934.
The accusation that some Ukrainians were planning the intervention
of ‘international fascism’ makes its appearance. The struggle against
‘bourgeois nationalism’ was extended to many republics and went
hand 1n hand with the extensive party purge of 1933-34. Culture and
education were of considerable concern to Moscow. The formation
of the USSR Writers’ Union in 1934 and the adoption of socialist
realism provided the centre with instruments with which to promote
Russian views and to combat local views. Non-Russian writers were
directed to Soviet themes and away from their own national themes
and traditions. In the same year the teaching of history changed and
placed the evolution of Russia in the foreground. The history of the
Soviet Union was the history of Russia. Hence Soviet history began
with the beginnings of Rus, over a thousand years ago. The history
of the non-Russians was seen in the context of their becoming part of
the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union. Stalin spoke of the friendship
of the peoples of the Soviet Union, and Soviet patriotism made its
appearance. Its critics saw it as a thin veil for Russian nationalism.
The Russians became the elder brother and non-Russians the younger
brothers.

Resistance to collectivisation was generally stronger than in the
Russian republic. It was most marked in the Ukraine, the Middle Volga,
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. Losses were greatest where
collectivisation was carried through most rapidly. In Dagestan and in
Transcaucasia collectivisation was not as all-embracing as elsewhere.
There was no famine in these regions. Most Azerbaidzhani, Armenian
and Georgian peasants joined kolkhozes only in 1936 and 1937,
and private farming in Georgia remained significant, contributing
40 per cent of global agricultural output in 1970. As a concession
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to non-Russians most kolkhozes were nationally homogenous. For
example, in 1931, in Belorussia over 90 per cent of kolkhozes were
Belorussian. In some autonomous republics mixed kolkhozes were
established from the beginning. This, however, led to much conflict
and the dissolution of the kolkhozes. Single nationality collectives
became the rule in 1932. This policy was abruptly changed at the end
of the 1930s. The very strong family and clan loyalties in Muslim areas
forced the Soviet authorities to concede the establishment of collectives
along family lines. After 1932, the heads of families in the collectives
were expelled as ‘kulaks’. In many Muslim areas and in the Far North
it was impossible to found kolkhozes, so artels or associations for the
communal working of land were established. In the second half of the
1930s these were transformed into kolkhozes.

Opposition to collectivisation had been broken by the summer of
1932 but it was followed by a terrible hunger. Stalin conducted a
war against the peasants to force collective farming on them. Losses
of lives ran into millions. Especially badly hit were the Ukraine and
Kazakhstan. The number of Ukrainians declined by 9.9 per cent, but
Kazakhs dropped by 21.9 per cent between 1926 and 1939. The latter
were particularly badly affected by the forcible settlement of about
4 million nomads. Many nomads died of hunger because of the mass
slaughter of their animals by the State.

Industrialisation during the first FYP concentrated on regions in-
habited by Russians.3” Iron ore in the Urals, the raw materials of
West Siberia and northern Kazakhstan led to the emergence of new
industrial centres there. However, they were mainly inhabited by
Russians. Large oil reserves were discovered in Bashkiria in the early
1930s but again were mainly worked by Russians. The autonomous
regions of the RSFSR only received about 2 per cent of the republic’s
investment during the years 1928-32. More progress was made during
the second FYP but from a low starting-base. The same is true of the
non-Slav republics. Per capita investment over the years 1933—40 in
the non-Russian republics was only 63 per cent of that in the RSEFSR.
Over the years 192840, as regards investment, Kazakhstan and the
Transcaucasian republics were favoured. Belorussia and the Ukraine
were at a considerable disadvantage. Ukrainian economists and planners
argued for heavy industry to be expanded rapidly in their republic and
not in the Urals, where the coal had to be brought from West Siberia.
The Urals won.

Industrialisation led to rapid urbanisation and population movement.
This was most marked in the Russian republic. It also led to Russians
and Ukrainians moving outside their republics. Between 1926 and 1939
the number of Russians outside the RSFSR rose from 5.1 million to
9.3 million. They made up 14.9 per cent of the population outside
the Russian republic in 1939. Over the years 1926-39 1.7 million
persons, overwhelmingly Russian, migrated to Kazakhstan and Central
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Asia. In the RSFSR the Russian population east of the Urals grew
rapidly. This led to a steep rise in the proportion of Russians in
many autonomous regions. This was particularly marked in the North
Caucasus and the Kalmyk autonomous republic..In the latter the
percentage of Russians in the republic rose from 10.7 per cent in
1926 to 48.6 per cent in 1939. Russian migration to Kazakhstan
and Central Asia changed the demographic pattern significantly. In
Kazakhstan the proportion of Russians rose from 19.7 per cent in
1926 to 40.3 per cent in 1939, but that of the Kazakhs fell from
57.1 per cent to 38.2 per cent. The latter percentage was also heavily
influenced by the large nomadic losses. In Kirgizia locals had dropped
to 51.7 per cent of the population by 1939, and in Tadzhikistan and
Turkmenistan their percentage fell to 59.6 per cent and 59.2 per cent
respectively. This process continued in some republics. In Kazakhstan
locals only made up 30 per cent of the population in 1959 and in
Kirgizia it was 40.5 per cent. Russians were mainly to be found
in cites.

The difficulties encountered by Moscow in its nationality policy
underlined the flaws inherent in Leninist theory. From the Bolshevik
point of view socialism was a higher stage of development than
nationalism. The October Revolution had drawn the fangs of nation-
alism and rendered it harmless. This was because nationalism was
perceived as the product of class conflict within bourgeois society.
Because antagonistic class conflict ceased under socialism, nationalism
had nothing to feed on. Hence nationalism was of minor significance
in a socialist state. The victory of socialism worldwide would see the
merging of nations into one world society. If nations were doomed
to extinction, why did Lenin seek to create new nations within the
Soviet Union? He characterised the Russian Empire as the prison of
nationalities, and believed that if non-Russians were encouraged to
found their own nations and develop their potential it could only
work for the benefit of the USSR. The right to secede, granted
republics in every Soviet constitution, was to convince them that a
Soviet State could never be imperialist. Non-Russian nations would
flourish for a season. Then industrialisation and modernisation would
lead to the expansion of the working class. This, in turn, would
strengthen class solidarity on an All-Union basis. The belief was that
the working class could never be nationalist. Those sentiments could
only emanate from the bourgeoisie and the goal of nationalism could
only be counter-revolution.

The problems posed by rising nationalism caused Stalin, in 1929, to
examine and develop Leninist theory. He came up with the concept
of the socialist nation and the bourgeois nation. He argued that
a bourgeois nation oppressed its minorities but a socialist nation
promoted their flowering. This belonged to the first stage of the
world dictatorship of the proletariat. The second stage would see

122



THE THIRTIES

the merging of nations. A socialist nation would always seek closer
union with other socialist nations. Attempts at separatism revealed
that the nation was not socialist. Reality turned out to be different.
The flowering of the nations led to the creation of intelligentsias whose
goals were to achieve as much autonomy as possible. This led Stalin
to change tack completely in the mid 1930s. His new policy can be
described as the promotion of assimilation and Russification.

The onset of the planned economy in 1928 saw economic power
and influence pass to the centre. This was given concrete form in
1932 with the dissolution of USSR Sovnarkhoz and all the republican
and local sovnarkhozes and the creation of Commissariats for Heavy
Industry, the Timber Industry and Light Industry. Their glavki, or
sections, acquired responsibility for the whole Soviet Union. Republics
and autonomous republics were left to run such things as brewing —
in other words, everything that Moscow afforded low priority. Hence
key economic decisions affecting the development of the non-Russian
republics and regions passed from them to Moscow. In agriculture
collectivisation led to the establishment of the USSR Commissariat of
Agriculture, orgamsed on a Union-republican basis. This meant that
the republican commissariats were all subordinate to Moscow and the
relative autonomy which these commissariats had enjoyed during the
1920s vanished. A unified school system was introduced in May 1934.
It laid down only three types of school: the primary, with four classes;
the incomplete secondary, with seven classes; and the middle school,
with ten classes. In September 1935 a school plan, outlining the use
of every minute of the school day, was made obligatory. Technical
education was made uniform throughout the country in 1928, and a
Union Committee for Higher Technical Education was established in
1933. It became a Union Committee for Further Education in 1936
and decided personnel policy, the content of courses and textbooks,
and thereby ensured a unified system throughout the USSR.

Soviet federalism flowered at a time when more and more decision-
making was being transferred from the periphery to the centre. The
1924 constitution listed four Union republics, sixteen autonomous
republics and seventeen autonomous regions, but the 1936 constitution
included eleven Union republics, twenty-two autonomous republics,
nine autonomous regions and nine national areas. Hence many terri-
tories were upgraded in 1936. The dissolution of the Transcaucasian
Soviet Federal Socialist Republic led to Azerbaidzhan, Armenia and
Georgia becoming Union republics. Kazakhstan and Kirgizia, auto-
nomous republics, became Union republics. The Kabardino- Balkar,
Komi, Mari, North Ossetia, Chechen-Ingush autonomous regions
were elevated to autonomous republics. Some autonomous regions
had been raised to autonomous republics before the 1936 constitution.
This affected Karakalpak region in 1932; the Mordovian and Udmurt
regions in 1934 and the Kalmyk region in 1935. This process ended
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with the 1936 constitution. Afterwards new republics appeared only
through annexation.

Soviet federalism was an artificial bloom. On paper it appeared that
non-Russians were acquiring greater control over their development,
but in reality Moscow rule prevailed. Another move by Stalin was
the establishment of the bicameral USSR Supreme Soviet by the 1936
constitution. The two houses were the Soviet of the Union, directly
elected according to population — hence Russians were in the majority
—and the Soviet of Nationalities. Each Union republic provided twenty-
five deputies, each autonomous republic eleven, each autonomous
region five, and each national area one. The non-Russians dominated
this house and the two houses had equal authority. However, real
power rested elsewhere. The constitution, however, reflected the
realities of governmental power. Four of the six republican commis-
sariats (Interior, Justice, Health and Agriculture) became Union-
republican commissariats. Only education and social security remained
exclusively in the hands of the republics, but commissariats for local
industry, and the economy, were added.

The 1936 constitution strengthened the Soviet State. This followed
the rediscovery of the concepts of the homeland and the fatherland.
Soviet patriotism took the place of revolutionary idealism. This came
to mean the leading role of the Russian nation in the Soviet Union. In
1937 the ‘Great Russian people’ becomes the ‘great, Russian people’,
first among equals among Soviet nations. A theme during the building
of socialism was the help which the ‘great Russian people’ extended
the ‘backward’ peoples of the USSR. It was even maintained that the
freedom and independence of the Ukrainian people had been ‘bought
with the streams of blood of the best sons of the Russian people’.
The expressions ‘Russian toilers’ and ‘Russian working class’ began
to cede primacy to the ‘great, Russian people’ extending ‘unselfish’
and ‘constant’ help to every other nation. It was stated that Russians
felt limitless love for the Uzbek people. Stalin used the expression
‘friendship of the peoples’ for the first time in public in 1935. It
was stated that this friendship was not only strong but eternal — a
clear warning to those who dreamed of separation. Needless to say,
the Soviet Union was held up as a model for emulation for mankind
since it represented the apogee of achievement in nationality affairs.

Although Stalin never officially stated during the second half of
the 1930s that the Soviet Union had reached the phase when Soviet
nations would begin to merge, clear evidence of Russification is
evident. In 1938 Russian became a compulsory subject in all non-
Russian schools in Union and autonomous republics. A knowledge
of Russian was necessary to promote contacts between and among
nationalities, to create cadres in science and technology and for
national service. The implications of this were profound. Science
and technology would quickly become the preserve of those with
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first-class Russian and the military had been, until then, proud of its
national units and multi-lingualism. National units were also abolished
in 1938. Non-Russian military schools and other establishments were
closed as well. The chances of non-Russians becoming officers and
non-commissioned officers declined. The promotion of local languages
in further education, except in Transcaucasia, was abandoned. This
forced greater attention for Russian in secondary schools. Another
consequence was that Russian students enjoyed an advantage when it
came to applying for further education. The numbers of non-Russians
in tertiary education dropped. The overall impact of Stalin’s change
in policy was to favour Russians and discriminate against all others.
Between 1937 and 1940 all languages which had adopted the Latin
script were obliged to go over again to the Cyrillic. More than 40
million persons were affected, and progress in education was halted.
Only Georgian, Armenian and Yiddish, untouched by Latinisation in
the 1920s, retained their own alphabets. Going over to the Cyrillic
alphabet made learning Russian easier but it also cut non-Russians off
from the outside world.

The rationale behind the savage purges of the years 1936-38 is still
unclear. Stalin demolished the old revolutionary leadership and scythed
down millions of communists, non-communists, military personnel
and so on. One by-product of the bloodletting was that it prepared
the way for the rapid advance of a new generation of specialists and
politicians. Of those who graduated during the first FYP about 90 per
cent were in leading positions by 1941, and of those who obtained
their diplomas during the second FYP about 70 per cent were In top
positions. This can be referred to as the Brezhnev generation. In 1979
about half of the full members of the Politburo came from this group.

The purges began in the autumn of 1936 and were carried out
systematically and with precision in non-Russian areas. Initially top
party functionaries were not affected. It was they who carried out
purges in the middle and lower levels of their administrations. They did
this with gusto believing that this would prove their limitless loyalty
to Stalin and deflect suspicion away from them. Alas, Stalin had other
ideas. He, in turn, encouraged the little people to attack and denounce
the bosses under whom they had suffered. Before 1937 there had to be
a grain of truth in the accusation. Afterwards anything would do.

The object of the purges was quite clear: decapitate the non-
Russian national elites. In the Chechen-Ingush autonomous republic
14,000 were arrested. This represented 2 per cent of the population
and must have amounted to practically the whole educated elite. In
Georgia, of the 644 delegates who attended the Xth Georgian Party
Congress in May 1937, 425 were shortly afterwards arrested, deported
or shot. In 1937-38, 4,238 persons were promoted to leadlng party,
state and economic positions. Many party leaderships were decimated
in September 1937. Stalin’s cynicism was boundless. The Armenian
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leadership was accused of murdering one of their number and arrested.
In reality, Lavrenty Beria had shot the comrade himself, clearly at
Stalin’s behest. The two most prominent Muslim leaders in the Soviet
Union were deemed so important that they were included in the last
great Moscow Show Trial in March 1938. Faizulla Khodzhaev, chairman
of the Uzbek Sovnarkom or Prime Minister, and Akmal Ikramov,
first Uzbek party secretary. Both had been in office since 1925. As
a result many in the Uzbek leadership were implicated. The curtain
also came down on Sultan Galiev. He did not serve his full term of
imprisonment after 1928 but was rearrested in early 1938, interrogated
and imprisoned. In December 1939 he was sentenced to death and was
executed on 28 January 1940.

In the Ukraine the purges began in the spring of 1937 with 20 per
cent of party members being expelled and two-thirds at the oblast level
and one-third at the primary level losing their posts. In August 1937
Stalin sent Molotov, Ezhov and Khrushchev to Kiev to demand
the sacking of the Ukrainian party and government leadership. The
Ukrainian party refused, whereupon the Politburo was invited to
Moscow. Some were arrested, others returned to Kiev but disappeared
and the Prime Minister committed suicide. By the summer of 1938
the whole Politburo, Orgburo and CC Secretariat and all seventeen
People’s Commissars had been arrested. One third of the 102 members
of the Ukrainian CC survived. All oblast first secretaries lost their posts
and most their lives. The only leading Ukrainian politician to survive
was Petrovsky, who had been a Bolshevik member of the pre-1917
Duma. Indeed, no Bolshevik member of the Duma was arrested.
Was it an oversight on Stalin’s part, or did he regard these men as
a protected species? Stalin’s executioner was Nikita Khrushchev who,
together with a dozen officials from the CC apparatus in Moscow,
devastated the Ukrainian party and government. In May and June 1938
the whole Ukrainian government was replaced. The party apparatus
was transformed: 1,600 raion and city secretaries were replaced in
1938. Among the new appointees were Leonid Brezhnev and Andrei
Kirilenko. The purge embraced education and culture since they were
important bearers of the national culture. Stalin presumably picked
Khrushchev, a Russian, to carry out his ruthless policies in the Ukraine
since there was no Ukrainian around who was fit to do the job.

Who replaced the purged officials? The great majority of leading
positions in the republics were filled by Russian appointees sent from
the Moscow CC apparatus or other institutions. The goal was that
the party and governmental leadership in the republics should not
represent the republics but the policy of the centre in the republics.
The proportion of Russians in the CC rose to 66.2 per cent in 1939.
This was to rise to 71.5 per cent at the XIXth Party Congress in 1952.
In 1939 there were no Kazakhs, Kirgiz, Turkmen and Tadzhiks in the
CC even though they had Union republics. The number of locals in the
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party declined and that of Russians rose. In 1940 about 40 per cent of
party members were Tadzhiks. Only 34 per cent of party members in
Kirgizia in 1953 were Kirgiz. One consequence of this was that the
role of Russians in national party and governmental leaderships grew.
The only exception to this was in Armenia and Georgia, where locals
continued to dominate the party and government.

WOMEN AND REVOLUTION

Red women played an important role during the Bolshevik Revolution
and the Civil War. Nadezhda Krupskaya, Lenin’s wife, Angelica
Balabanova and Aleksandra Kollontai, to name only some of the
most prominent, held important propaganda posts during the Civil
War. Women had been drafted into the war effort before 1917 but
afterwards expanded their theatre of action. Propaganda, psychological
warfare, espionage and police functions, which had previously involved
extremely few females, now recruited large numbers of women.38 The
party’s own women’s section, the Zhenotdel, co-ordinated efforts and
helped to recruit systematically. By the end of the Civil War in 1920
conscription of young women for non-combatant duties was well under
way. Women occupied leading posts in the Military Revolutionary
Committees and Political Departments of the Red Army. Some women
also saw active service. This had already happened in the tsarist army,
but there were certainly more women soldiers in the Red Army. They
usually formed company-sized detachments of 300 or more. They were
called upon in cases of siege but also saw front-line service. The Red
Army missed an opportunity to recruit women for a specialised area
of warfare for which many proved skilled during the Great Fatherland
War — sniping. The most famous was Lyudmila Pavlichenko, who
disposed of 309 German and other enemy officers and men. (The
highest was 346 by Filipp Yakovlevich.) She relates that when she
joined the army in 1941 women were not yet accepted, especially not as
snipers. However, women were so skilled at dispatching Germans that
the central Women’s School for Sniper Training was set up in Moscow
in May 1943. In all about 2,000 were trained and they claimed 12,000
German lives. The military impact of women during the Civil War
seems to have faded away during the two decades before the next
conflict.

Women were also active in the Cheka and revealed talents for
deception, intelligence-gathering but also brutality. One estimate puts
the number of women participants in the Civil War at 73,858, with
casualties accounting for 1,854. Most high-ranking women had already
achieved prominence in the revolutionary movement.

Politically, a tight group of women played an important role during
the immediate post-revolutionary years. However, during NEP women
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become less visible, and by the mid 1920s they are on the periphery of
political life. Whereas some men emerge who did not play roles during
the 1917 Revolution, no woman joins them in the late 1920s and 1930s.
The revolutionary cohort consisted of Elena Stasova, who was the first
‘general’ secretary of the party before and shortly after the revolution
until she was replaced by Yakov Sverdlov; Inessa Armand, who had
founded and led Zhenotdel until she died of cholera in 1920 and also
played a significant role in rallying support for the Third International;
and Angelica Balabanova, who had been active in the European socialist
movement before 1917 and after the revolution took on, among other
duties, the posts of Ukrainian Foreign Minister and secretary of the
Comintern but was to fall out with the course of the revolution and
abandoned Soviet Russia in 1921. Aleksandra Kollontai was the woman
with the highest revolutionary profile. A member of the party CC
in October 1917, she was made Commissar of Public Welfare. Her
marriage to Pavel Dybenko, a Military and Naval Commissar, and a
comrade of radical and unpredictable views, lost her the confidence of
Lenin. Among other things, she was head of Zhenotdel. Siding with
the Workers’ Opposition at the Xth Party Congress cost her dear. She
was packed off as a diplomat to Norway but later became ambassador
to Sweden. Stalin shared Lenin’s lack of respect for her integrity and
in 1941 dispatched Vladimir Semonov, a German specialist and later to
become ambassador to Bonn, to Stockholm as her minder. He was to
ensure that no one with an offer of a separate peace involving the Soviet
Union got near Kollontai. Semonov did an exemplary job. Nadezhda
Krupskaya had an abiding interest in propaganda and education, where
her ideas were liberal. Her reminiscences of Lenin do not reveal her
as an acute observer of the everyday political scene. Stalin knew how
to intimidate her, and the opposition’s hopes that she could become a
focal point for protest were in vain. She was a faithful foot soldier of
revolution, not a general.

The revolution proclaimed equality for the sexes, and the statute
book was replete with legislation to this effect. The implementation
proved much more difficult. Political power proceeded from the party.
Apart from Stasova, who was head of the Secretariat between 1918 and
1919, no woman had been elected to the key bodies, the Politburo,
the CC, the Orgburo and the Secretariat by Lenin’s death in 1924.
Between 1924 and 1939 only four women made the CC, and three
of them were head of Zhenotdel. Less than 2 per cent of CC members
were female. Stalin’s influence was of some importance. There were
no women in his inner group. Women would have to wait to the
Khrushchev era before one of them, Elena Furtseva, was elected to the
Politburo. At lower party levels women did much better and occupied
about one-sixth of administrative posts by the 1930s. However, the
proportion of women in party posts declined during the 1930s. No
woman played a prominent role as victim during the Show Trials.

128



WHENFEITRTIES

Women only accounted for 8.2 per cent of party members in 1924,
but this had doubled by 1932. It hardly rose afterwards, and even in
1945 after the gargantuan male bloodletting of the purges and the war,
women only made up 17 per cent. Women communists were et
entirely urban and Russian, with a smattering of Poles, Balts and Jews.
In non-Russian regions indigenous women accounted for only 40 per
cent of female communists.

Women fared no better in government. Kollontai became the first
female commissar but only held on for a few months. Elena Furtseva,
when she became USSR Minister of Culture in 1956, was the next
woman minister. No woman has ever been Soviet or republican
President or Prime Minister. Kollontar’s wry comment, in 1922, that
the Soviet State was run by men with women kept in their place, still
rings true today. At local soviet level women made some progress. In
1926 they made up 18 per cent of urban and 9 per cent of rural soviet
deputies. In the 1950s women only accounted for about 20 per cent of
all soviet deputies.

Women communists found a great wall of hostility to them and their
ideals. Most women feared that the Bolsheviks would break up families,
drag children off to homes, destroy the Church and cultural tradition.
Zenotdel worked indefatigably to educate women about the goals of
socialism. It was an uphill task. Lenin did not want it to become a fount
of feminism. Suggestions to improve the image of woman included
banning the word ‘baba’, the meaning of which in Russia ranges from
‘grandma’ to ‘old biddy’. Zhenotdel organisers adopted the leather attire
of their male colleagues. Leather-coated and booted Zhenotdel women
would tramp around the factories and organise women, hold meetings
and set up reading rooms. Agit-trains and agit-boats were also used
to penetrate the countryside. Collectivisation aroused great hostility.
Rumours swept the Ukraine that in the kolkhozes young women
would be handed around by the men and old ones boiled down to
make soap. Men everywhere fought attempts to politicise their wives.
Outrage was greatest in Muslim areas. Women leaving a club in Baku
had wild dogs turned on them and boiling water poured over them.
There were 300 murders in Central Asia in three months in 1929.
Despite these risks, thousands of Muslim women became involved in
Zhenotdel and celebrated May Day by tearing off their veils. Zhenotdel
did have a social impact on traditional societies. However, despite the
considerable political and social work the organisation was doing it
was dissolved in 1930. Opposition came from the party and trade
unions. The party thought that there was a danger that Zhenotdel
could become feminist and that women workers would split from
the men. Interestingly enough, the International Women’s Secretariat
(usually dominated by Zhenotdel) had been abolished and replaced by
a Women’s Department of the Executive Committee of the Comintern.
The onset of industrialisation and collectivisation brought criticism to a
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head. There had always been those male party officials who had viewed
Zhenotdel as superﬂuous In the reorganisation of the CC Secretariat
in 1929, the women’s and village sections were abolished and subsumed
under Agitation and Mass Campaigns. However, in some non-Russian
areas women’s sections were retained in the party until the 1950s.
Although International Women’s Day on 8 March was retained as
a major holiday, it became just another forum for campaigning. In
1930 the slogan was ‘full collectivisation!”. The male view was that
by 1930 the woman question had been solved. Women were to be
mobilised by men in the race for modernisation and industrialisation.
The days when women had their own voice were gone. It was part of
the centripetal flow of power — to the centre — which was so evident
in the 1930s. Perhaps it was linked to the emergence of the new elites,
which were predominantly from the countryside. The rural male is
more conservative in his attitude to women than the urban male.

As the party turned its back on separate organisations for women, so
did it also on all the libertarian theories which had been floated since
the revolution. The main inspiration of the ideas of free love, sex, the
liberation of women from the tyranny of the kitchen and household
chores was Aleksandra Kollontai. Practically all the ideas had been
expressed before the revolution. One goal was the separation of the
kitchen from marriage. Kollontai’s dislike was echoed by Lenin’s total
opposition to individual kitchens. Communal kitchens were to become
the norm, and communal living quarters were designed to share all
duties involved with child rearing. The household chores were to be
done by cleaning ladies.

The revolution was physically very demanding. Did it leave any
energy over for sex? Most revolutionaries maintained that it had
weakened their sex drive. The revolution was just too important
for time and effort to be expended on love and sex. It became
fashionable to denigrate all finer feelings: love does not exist — it
is just a sex urge, ran one widely held view. Ties, combs, a careful
coiffure, neat clothing clearly revealed ‘bourgeois’ leanings. To be a
revolutionary was to be wild. Any woman who resisted was ‘petty
bourgeois’. Mixed dormitories were widespread. This resulted, as one
journalist put it, in liberty, equality and maternity — equality for the
sexes, liberty for the men and maternity for the women. Free love was
a myth. Women paid.

Marriage was simplified. Civil marriage became the norm by a decree
in December 1917, and this was enlarged upon in the Family Code
of 1918. The Church lost its legal status and marriage was to be a
partnership of two equal parties. But some things did not change.
Unhappy marriages were often due to the husband’s penchant for
vodka. Had the Bolsheviks been able to abolish the bottle they would
indeed have been revolutionary! Many husbands took strong exception
to wives devoting time to Zhenotdel or other social activities if it meant
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that their dinner was not ready when they got home or their socks had
not been darned. A cold bed was also nothing to look forward to in the
evenings.

Revolution and civil war put about 7 million orphans on the streets
or, more accurately, into the fields. Adoption was not permitted under
the Family Code of 1918. These besprizorniki roamed the countryside
and the towns. They were unwashed, uncivilised and unloved. Their
numbers grew as marriages broke up and parents could not support
their offspring. Divorce was made simple. The new divorce law of 1927
tried to protect the wife and children after divorce. Alimony was to be
paid. Children could now be adopted. Common-law marriages were
widespread and more fragile. By the end of the 1920s cities were full
of deserted and destitute wives. It had proved extremely difficult to
collect alimony and average incomes were low. Prostitution flourished
under NEP. The number of prostitutes in Leningrad was back to its
pre-revolution heyday in 1922.

Lenin was no revolutionary when it came to sex. He found
concentration on sexual matters objectionable and called the attitude
of youth to sex the modern disease. Promiscuity was bourgeois and
a waste of health and strength. He rejected the glass of water
theory of sex. This held that it was as natural as wanting to slake
one’s thirst. August Bebel, the German social democrat, wrote that
after eating and drinking, man’s greatest natural demand was sex.
Lenin hoped that vigorous sport, physical exercise of every kind
and intellectual stimulation would keep the minds of the young
off sex. If Lenin was a conservative Aron Zalkind was an arch-
conservative. He drew up twelve commandments which owed very
little to the Old Testament. Purely physical sexual desire was quite
impermissible from a revolutionary-proletarian point of view. Sexual
attraction to a class enemy was as depraved as a crocodile and an
orang-utan trying to mate. Sex outside marriage was forbidden. Sex
was for reproduction. Sex should not be indulged in too often
during marriage. The energy saved could be devoted to furthering
revolutionary goals.

Abortion was covered by the law of 1920 which sought to combat
back-street abortions. Abortion on demand ended in 1936 when Stalin
came down very hard against it. He wanted more males to be born.
The 1936 law also made it more difficult to divorce and marked a
return to more traditional views on marriage and the family. However,
this law did not act against common-law marriages and it was still
possible to get a divorce. War losses caused the State to look again
at the family. It was praised as an institution by Pravda. The party
newspaper stressed the ‘spiritual’ side of marriage and parenthood and
the contribution they made to the development of the full-blown
personality. There was a special message for women: ‘A woman who
has not yet known the joy of motherhood has not yet realised the
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greatness of her calling.” In simple language, childless women were not
women at all.

The reform of family law of 8 July 1944 increased the judicial
procedures for divorce, thus making it more difficult and expensive
to obtain one. This was balanced, however, by laying down that a child
born out of wedlock was no longer to be considered the father’s child.
Illegitimacy was therefore reintroduced in 1944. The father of such a
child was no longer to be held responsible for it. Maternity leave was
extended from 63 to 77 calendar days — and to 112 calendar days in
1956. Since the paternity suit had now disappeared from Soviet law the
unmarried mother was to receive a state allowance for her child until it
reached the age of twelve years: if she had three or more children she
was to receive further allowances. Medals were struck; a mother of ten
or more children received a medal and the title of Mother Heroine,
one with five children got a Motherhood medal and so on. Childless
couples, bachelors and spinsters were to be taxed.

The goal of this pro-natal policy was clear: increase the birth-
rate so that the ravages of war could be quickly overcome. The
legislation was loaded in favour of the male. Women had carried a
heavy burden during the war and many of them had acquired positions
of responsibility. What was to happen when the ex-soldier returned?
The women had to step down. Every woman was informed, on the
highest authority, that child-bearing was the apogee of her calling. But
there were not enough males to go round, and many women could
only have their child out of wedlock. The woman of the 1930s, who
devoted herself selflessly to the party and the economy and neglected
her family life, was no longer in vogue. The family was back in favour
with a vengeance. Add to this the 1943 law abolishing inheritance tax;
accumulation by the family and others was being encouraged. All in
all, the male was king after 1945; never had the party and the law been
so openly on his side.

FOREIGN POLICY

The great depression which afflicted the advanced industrial states
after 1929 was watched with quiet satisfaction in Moscow. After
all it appeared to vindicate Soviet predictions about the internal
contradictions of capitalism.

The real threat to Soviet interests, however, emerged in the east. An
expansionist Japan wanted sources of food and raw materials which
were unavailable at home. Manchuria was an obvious target and Japan
invaded in 1931, renamed it Manchukoa, and declared it independent.
It was, nevertheless, about as independent as an apple on a tree. This
was a direct blow at the Soviet Union who had railway interests in
Manchuria and at Chiang Kai-shek’s China. Moscow’s nightmare was
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that the Japanese would reach an agreement with Chiang Kai-shek,
thus directing Japanese military power against Outer Mongolia, a
Soviet zone of influence, and the Soviet Union. If strategic goods,
food and raw materials were uppermost in Japanese minds then she
would strike against China since Soviet Asia was little developed, but if
military goals were paramount then she might find Siberia irresistible.

While the Japanese were pondering their alternatives Moscow man-
aged to restore diplomatic relations with Nanking and resumed deliv-
eries of war matériel to Chiang Kai-shek.

The rise of national socialism in Germany appeared to pose as
little threat to the Soviet Union as fascism in Italy. If the Weimar
republic collapsed then the social democrats, the main supporters of the
republic, would lose as well. Hence the chief target of the KPD were
the ‘social fascists’ and not the national socialists. Indeed, on occasions,
communists linked up with Nazis to oppose the SPD. The Comintern,
and by extension the KPD, regarded national socialism as the most
rapacious expression of finance capital which could not long survive
in power since it had practically no social base. A fascist government
would exacerbate social tensions thus hastening the advent of a socialist
revolution. Nationalism was not regarded as having much appeal to the
German working class.

Just in case events in Germany did not turn out as favourably as the
Comintern hoped, the Soviet Union skilfully negotiated non-aggression
pacts with France, Poland, Finland and Estonia in 1932. They had
already signed an agreement with Lithuania and Romania. The French
army was regarded as the most powerful in Europe and Poland, the
Baltic States, Finland and Romania had frontiers with the Soviet Union
across which German armies might march to attack the USSR. Japan
had refused to sign a non-aggression pact but Italy had signed one
in 1933.

Communists were not alone in misjudging the staying power of the
NSDAP when it took over in January 1933. Some opponents moved
to Paris and awaited the expected telegram informing them that it was
safe again to return to Berlin since Hitler was no longer Chancellor.

The termination of the Reichswehr-Red Army agreement in late
1933 was wholly predictable since Hitler had promised to challenge the
provisions of the Versailles treaty. It was also not in the Soviet Union’s
interests to afford German officers the opportunity of judging Soviet
military potential at first hand given Hitler’s clear anti-communist
views.

The breathtaking ease with which the Nazis swept the German
communists from the political stage, the abject surrender of the other
political parties and the Night of the Long Knives, 30 June 1934, when
Hitler disposed of Ernst R6hm and his SA plus a few politicians as
well,39 as part of a deal with the Reichswehr, revealed the true potential
of the NSDAP. This forced a rethink on the Comintern and it decided
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on a volte-face on fascism. It called for a popular front to stem the
tide of fascist advance in Europe and this became official policy at the
VIIth Comintern Congress in July-August 1935. This was the popular
front from above and it had been preceded, until 1934, by the united
front from below, whose aim had been to appeal to rank and file social
democrats over the heads of their leaders. The popular front was more
ambitious than the united front since it sought to enlist the help of all
anti-fascists, from the left to the right. Just as many social democrats
and anti-fascists could not see why they should trust communists and
help them to political power and influence, so the Soviet Union had
no intention of strengthening Great Britain and France, making them
even more formidable than before. This mutual suspicion did not
augur well for the success of the popular front but the Soviet Union
set about improving its international situation so as to make itself
a potentially more attractive ally. It joined the League of Nations, in
1934, while Germany left it and, into the bargain, renounced the Treaty
of Versailles. Then the League was faced with the invasion by Italy of
Ethiopia, in 1935, and its response was summed up by an Abyssinian
who wryly remarked amid the popping of champagne corks at a
reception: ‘Just listen to the artillery of the League of Nations!

The Soviet Union argued strongly for collective security but did not
only rely on the League. Its search for closer military relations with
the capitalist powers resulted in the Franco-Soviet treaty of mutual
assistance, signed on 2 May 1935. This was a replay of the Franco-
Russian alliance of 1894 but again it was difficult to see what the Soviet
Union could do to help France in the case of German aggression since
Poland stood between the USSR and Germany. Poland had signed a
declaration not to resort to force against Germany, in 1934.

The Franco-Soviet treaty was widened on 16 May 1935 to embrace
Czechoslovakia but here the Soviets only committed themselves to
come to Czechoslovakia’s aid if France did so as well. Again the Soviet
Union had no common frontier with Czechoslovakia and coming to
her aid would have meant crossing Polish and/or Romanian territory
whereas France had a common frontier with Germany, the obvious
aggressor.

The respectability of the Soviet Union was further enhanced by
the 1936 constitution which was partly for external consumption.
The apparent movement of the USSR towards becoming a model
democratic state stood out in stark contrast to what was happening
in the rest of Europe.

Nevertheless 1936 was a bad year for the Soviet Union. The German
remilitarisation of the Rhineland on 7 March, the onset of the Spanish
Civil War, in July, and the signing of the Anti-Comintern pact by
Germany, Italy and Japan in November, revealed the vitality of the
fascists and the pusillanimity of Great Britain and France. The Soviets
found themselves the main supporters of the Spanish republic as France
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and Great Britain stood idly by. However Moscow was in a cleft stick
as it did not want a socialist republic. This might have driven France
and Great Britain to the right and the USSR did not wish to become
embroiled in a conflict with Germany and Italy, the main backers
of Franco. As of 1937 the Soviet Union concentrated on disposing
of Trotskyites and anti-communists, thus effectively reducing the
republic’s chances of victory.

The situation in the Far East took a turn for the better, from
the Soviet point of view, when on 7 July 1937 Japan attacked
the Kuomintang while Chiang Kai-shek was negotiating with his
communist compatriots. A united front was now imperative for
communists and non-communists in China and moreover the Soviet
Union signed a non-aggression treaty with China in August 1937. This
replaced German advisers with Soviet ones and provided for military
supplies. Plainly it was in the interests of the Soviet Union for Japan
to become bogged down in a long war with China and anyway no
power could ever hope to occupy the whole of China. This did not
prevent the Japanese from probing and testing Soviet defences between
1937 and 1939 and Soviet resistance was strong enough to convince the
Japanese that considerable forces would be required if they wished to
penetrate deep into Soviet territory. Soviet victories over the Japanese
at Lake Khasan, in the Maritime krai near the Chinese and Korean
borders, in July—August 1938 and at Khalkhin-Gol, in Mongolia,
in July—August 1939, when the Japanese suffered 61,000 casualties,
including prisoners-of-war, were the turning-points.

Germany’s remilitarisation of the Rhineland and the Anschluss with
Austria, in March 1938, enlarged her territory and expanded her
influence but it only affected German speakers. There were, however,
two large concentrations of German speakers outside the Reich; in the
Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia and in Danzig, now a Free City but
previously in Germany. If Austrians could join Grossdeutschland why
should the Sudeten Germans not do so as well? Hitler had a case and
France and Great Britain accepted it at Munich, in September 1938,
but in so doing abandoned and dismembered Czechoslovakia. France
was pledged to come to the aid of Czechoslovakia as was the Soviet
Union, but the latter was excluded from the Munich negotiations. The
USSR made much capital out of the affair and appeared to many
Czechoslovaks to be the only country willing to defend the republic.

In October 1938 Hitler turned his eyes towards Danzig and proposed
to the Poles that the Free City should become part of the Reich and
that a German-controlled road and rail link between Danzig and West
Prussia be permitted. It would appear that he had no desire to go to
war with Poland at this stage but the Poles had the spectre of the
break-up of Czechoslovakia before their eyes. Hitler did not wait to
resolve the Danzig question before annexing Bohemia and Moravia,
in March 1939. Hungary and Poland acquired what was left of the
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former Czechoslovak state. The annexation was a fatal step since it
revealed for the first time that Germany’s ambitions included ruling
non-Germans. It was precisely at this moment that Poland chose
to reveal the German proposals and this led the British and French
governments to overturn their policy of appeasement and to guarantee
Poland’s frontiers. The two governments hoped that the guarantee
would frighten off Germany since neither was in a position to aid
Poland without defeating Germany first. France and Great Britain
also began discussions with the Soviet Union aimed at establishing a
common front against Germany. This was the move for which Stalin
had been waiting. He was now presented with a choice, an agreement
with France and Great Britain or one with Germany. Stalin had been
toying with a pact with Berlin ever since 1936 but Hitler had shown
no interest. Now after Germany had renounced the German-Polish
pact of 1934 and the Anglo-German naval agreement of 1935 there
was every likelthood of hostilities. Stalin hinted at what he wanted
at the XVIIIth Party Congress, in March 1939; replaced Litvinov, a
Jew, as commissar for foreign affairs with Molotov on 3 May and the
breakthrough eventually came. On 23 August 1939 von Ribbentrop and
Molotov signed the German-Soviet non-aggression pact in Moscow.
A secret protocol, amended and supplemented by another on 27-28
September 1939, divided up the loot. The treaty became not merely
one of non-aggression but also one of friendship. Poland east of the
Narew, Vistula and San rivers, inhabited mainly by Belorussians and
Ukrainians but including a slice of ethnic Poland, Estonia, Latvia and
Finland were to pass into the Soviet sphere and Lithuania into the
German sphere. Germany acknowledged Soviet interest in Bessarabia,
then part of Romania.

This pact made war in Europe inevitable. Why did Stalin not opt
for an agreement with France and Great Britain? Such an arrangement
would arguably have halted Germany in her tracks as she would have
been faced with a war on two fronts. Stalin appears to have decided
that a war was almost inevitable, with Germany the aggressor, so he
set out to make sure that the Soviet Union came out on top. One
option was to join Great Britain and France and if Germany did go
to war then all three would defeat her. But at the back of Stalin’s mind
was the suspicion that when the decisive moment came the western
powers might opt out and leave the USSR alone with the German
wolf. Great Britain especially negotiated with little finesse. She sent a
second-string team by slow boat to Leningrad to explore terms. This
was because British diplomats did not believe that Stalin had any room
for manoeuvre. The idea of a German-Soviet agreement could only
emanate from a madhouse. Also Poland adamantly refused to permit
Soviet troops to penetrate its territory. If the Soviet Union were to
link up with Britain and France to oppose Germany, how was the Red
Army to get to Germany if not through Poland?
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Germany unleashed the dogs of war against Poland on 1 September
1939 and the western powers declared war on 3 September. The rapid
German advance caused the Soviets some anxiety and still the French
armies did not move. Stalin even feared that the Wehrmacht might
not stop but might invade the Soviet Union. He was faced with a
cruel choice: invade Poland and run the risk of the western powers
declaring war on the USSR or stand back and hand the initiative to the
Germans. Stalin eventually decided that the Germans were the greater
risk and invaded Poland on 17 September 1939. The western powers
very obligingly did nothing. A rich harvest fell into the Soviet Union’s
lap and, into the bargain, most of Lithuania was exchanged for the
Soviet slice of ethnic Poland.

Since Finland was within her zone of influence the USSR could
act with impunity there. The Soviets decided they would like to
move the Finnish frontier further away from Leningrad and offered
the Finns some Soviet territory in return. The Finns made some
concessions but would not agree to Soviet naval bases on their soil
so the Soviet Union renounced the non-aggression pact and attacked
Finland on 30 November 1939. The Winter War cost the Red Army
some 175,000-200,000 dead and 200,000-300,000 wounded and the
Finns 23,000 dead.#® The longer the war continued the more likely
France and Great Britain were to intervene so a lenient peace was
concluded on 12 March 1940. The war revealed the incompetence
of the Red Army and Stalin moved quickly to remedy the situation.
Voroshilov handed over to Timoshenko as People’s Commissar for
Defence. The rank of general was restored and some of the purge
victims rejoined the army.

If the Red Army had demonstrated its ineptitude in Finland the
Wehrmacht startled everyone with the pace and panache of its occu-
pation of Denmark and Norway, in April 1940, and its defeat of
France, in June 1940, engulfing the Low Countries as well. Victory
in the west brought Stalin’s strategic thinking into question. He had
expected that the Second World War would be a re-run of the
First with the belligerents exhausting one another. Eventually the
USSR could step in and pick up the pieces. Goring added to Stalin’s
discomfiture by claiming that Soviet deliveries of materials had speeded
up Germany’s advance in the west.

During the war in the west the Soviet Union moved substantial
forces to the Soviet German frontier in the hope of diverting some
German units to the east. The speed of the Blitzkreig, or lightning
war, was such that the Soviet move only irritated Hitler and produced
the opposite effect from the one intended. As it could not be trusted
he determined to attack the USSR in 1941.

It was at this moment that the Soviet Union swallowed up the Baltic
States and Bessarabia, taking northern Bukovina for good measure. Just
under 20 million new citizens were added and they made the ethnic
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composition of the Soviet Union more and more like that of Imperial
Russia.

When Molotov visited Berlin in November 1940 there was still
a possibility that Germany could be deflected from attacking the
Soviet Union. Hitler proposed that the USSR should join Germany in
finishing off Britain and join the Tripartite Pact which allied Germany,
Italy and Japan to Berlin’s east European satellites. The Soviets were
promised gains in the Black Sea area and in central Asia. The Germans
attempted to convince Molotov that Great Britain was almost on its
last legs but it was at precisely that moment that the RAF chose to
visit Berlin. Molotov had a point when he asked what he was doing
hiding in a bunker if Britain was almost finished.

Molotov parried Hitler’s proposals and asked for time to consult
his government. (The Soviet Union later agreed to join the Tripartite
Pact.) Then he produced an astonishing shopping list of demands:
Finland and southern Bukovina were to come within the Soviet orbit;
Bulgaria was to be regarded as being within the Soviet security zone;
Sweden was also placed there; Moscow expressed long-term ambitions
in Hungary, Yugoslavia, Greece and even in a part of Poland currently
under German occupation; the Soviets wanted military bases in the
Dardanelles; and they requested a Soviet-Danish condominium over
the Skagerrak and the Kattegat which would have given them control
over the Baltic.

Just why Stalin decided to make such demands at a time when he
was appeasing Hitler and doing everything in his power to avoid war
is very difficult for a non-Russian to understand. Possibly he believed
that if he did not make counter-demands the USSR would be taken
to be weak. All he did achieve was to irritate Hitler and fuel his
suspicions that the Soviet Union was an unreliable ally. Stalin’s move
was a diplomatic faux pas of the first magnitude.

Without bothering to deal Great Britain the final blow, Hitler, on
18 December 1940, signed Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the
USSR. Everything was to be ready by 15 May 1941. This afforded
the Fihrer the option of picking any date he pleased after that date.
Fortunately for the Soviet Union the Wehrmacht was not ready since
it was detained elsewhere, in Greece and Yugoslavia to be precise. On
25 March a coup d’état had removed the pro-German government in
Belgrade but German reaction was swift. German forces also moved
into Greece because of the ineffectual showing of the Italians there.
The net result was that the Wehrmacht was delayed five and a half
weeks, a delay which arguably saved the Red Army from defeat in
1941. The Wehrmacht could have attacked earlier but Hitler was so
confident of victory, reinforced by the superb showing of his forces
in Yugoslavia, that he took his time over the decision. He did not
consider the other option, that of putting pressure on Stalin to see
what concessions he was willing to make. All the indications point in
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one direction, that Stalin would have made far-reaching concessions to
preserve peace. However to Hitler a struggle was inevitable so since
the Red Army was expected to take another four years to recover its
pre-purge effectiveness the earlier the Wehrmacht struck the easier it
would be.

STALINISM TRIUMPHANT

The onset of the cult of Stalin’s personality dates from his fiftieth
birthday, in December 1929. For the first time his persona was
eulogised and praised to the skies. His command of the media meant
that he had an almost unfettered right to have his thoughts and
exhortations beamed to every corner of the country. But Stalinism
is more than Stalin. Without willing cohorts in all aspects of human
endeavour Stalinism would not have flowered. It was his ability to
inspire, respond to and ensnare a whole generation that makes Stalin
a consummate political actor.

The revolution from above, industrialisation and collectivisation, set
in train events which developed their own momentum. The party was
full of raw recruits and many cadres failed the test in the early harsh
years of collectivisation. Workers enjoyed, between 1929 and 1931,
the golden years of their dominance over management. However by
1933 another revolution had taken place and they had been cowed.
The social revolution which had promised to give the working class
dominance turned sour as the era of the manager, the specialist and
labour discipline came in with a vengeance. This was hard for party
cadres to take, especially ‘old’ (pre-1917) Bolsheviks who accounted
for 69 per cent of local party secretaries in 1930.4! Nevertheless by
the end of the first FYP the party had produced a body of men
and women, battle scarred but reliable, and they became the core
of the Stalinist cadres. Of predominantly peasant origin, dedicated
to the party and to the person of Stalin and willing to act on any
order without demur, they put their stamp on a whole epoch. The
squeamish had passed from the scene and there was no going back.
Ambition, idealism, ruthlessness fired these men and women. They
really were people of a special mould. However, few as yet were in
leading positions. At the XVIIth Party Congress in 1934 80 per cent
of delegates had joined the party before 1920. Hence the Leninist elite
was still in place and it would take the purges to sweep it away so as to
allow the Stalinist elite to take over. When technical specialists joined
the Stalinist elite in the late 1930s it became invincible.

The early years of the first FYP were the golden era of the little
man, which had another function as well. It allowed the Bolshevik or
would-be specialist to challenge the existing specialists. In this way a
new type of specialist could be fashioned, one who was willing to
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accept the goals of the FYPs. Men and women of ambition could climb
to influence on the backs of their former teachers. Folk leaders sprang
up in various fields: Makarenko in education, Vilyams in grassland
management, Lysenko in agrobiology, Marr in linguistics, Michurin
in fruit farming and so on. The aim was to demystify learning: anyone
with the right attitude could become a specialist. Stalin regarded
experts as those with special technical or other qualifications. Expertise
could be garnered quite quickly. Hence he did not afford experience
any great significance. This is probably because he never studied a
technical discipline. He was very cavalier in disposing of experts, even
military experts. They could, after all, be replaced.

Concomitant with this went the exaltation of Russian achievements
and the downgrading of foreign experience. The various independent
technical associations were replaced by party-linked organisations.
Choice was systematically eliminated as government and party ambi-
tions to invade every sector of human endeavour grew.

The way Stalin projected himself is instructive. During the 1920s he
presented himself as the true disciple of Lenin and branded Trotsky,
Zinoviev and Kamenev and others as anti-Leninists. The view of the
October Revolution was that it was inconceivable without the first
Bolshevik leader. In the course of the 1930s, changes appeared. Stalin
gradually became the equal of Lenin, writers spoke of the Lenin—Stalin
partnership and the two came to be seen as the engineers of the
October Revolution. ‘Stalin is the Lenin of today’ marks the next phase
when Stalin superseded Lenin in the world of the 1930s. Stalin becomes
the father of the nation, he is above party, indeed he is above everyone.
In this new guise he is acclaimed as the fount of all wisdom, he is the
coryphaeus of science, he is the most learned of men. Lenin steps
backward as Stalin steps forward in the affections of the people. The
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