ANALYSIS (2):

WHAT SORT OF DICTATOR WAS STALIN BETWEEN 1929 AND 1941?

Interpretations of Stalin are beginning to change. This is for two main

reasons. The first is that historians have already done much to revise earlier views about Hitler and Nazi Germany. It was always likely that Stalin would be next in line for their attention. Second, the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 released a considerable amount of material not previously seen and also altered many earlier conceptions about the type of regime Stalin had established. There are now two main images of Stalin and students have never had a greater opportunity to develop their own interpretations of the period—based on either, both or neither.

Traditional views

The traditional view of Stalin is easily recognisable. Once he had established himself in power by 1929, his regime became utterly ruthless and, because of this, was the most efficient of the totalitarian dictatorships. Politically it was more rigidly controlled than Nazi Germany or Fascist Italy. Neither Hitler nor Mussolini swept away the previous political systems of his country; instead, they simply added another layer and created administrative problems. In Russia, by contrast, the Bolsheviks had destroyed the Tsarist political system, rejected the Western democratic alternative to which the Provisional Government might eventually have led, and radically altered Russia’s institutions. Lenin had set up a system of soviets that were subordinated to the Bolshevik Party. Stalin took this further: he exerted greater personal control over the Party and therefore headed a fully integrated system of political control. His personalised dictatorship was much more successful than Hitler’s or Mussolini’s.

To intensify this control and to ensure its permanence, Stalin unleashed a flood of coercion and terror that was unprecedented and unparalleled. The NKVD and the purges were responsible for the deaths of many millions of Soviet people. This was on a scale unequalled by Mussolini’s OVRA or Hitler’s SS, even if one includes the Nazi policy of genocide against the Jews. The sheer efficiency of this control meant that Stalin was never seriously threatened politically; he could even afford to introduce progressive changes like the 1936 Constitution, knowing that he could easily stamp out any move towards meaningful opposition to him. Stalin was able to use his political power to introduce a series of

economic changes. These were, admittedly, of mixed success. His policy of collectivisation, launched in 1928, was a disaster in terms of agricultural production. It also resulted in widespread peasant opposition. His whole intention, however, was to exploit agriculture as a means of subsidising industrial growth which, in the long term, was a major success. The first three Five-Year Plans succeeded in developing heavy industry to the point where it was ultimately responsible for the survival of the Soviet Union during the Second World War. It managed to do this without having to resort to any sort of dependence on outside investment; success was achieved by exploitation of the Soviet population. Peasants were obliged to subsidise industrial growth through the sacrifice of their profits in agriculture, while peasants and workers alike had to give up any hopes of acquiring consumer goods as heavy industry took priority over light industry. In other words, Stalin’s economic policy was ruthless but arrived at an effective industrial outcome. Stalin was also responsible for some major social and cultural changes, again enhancing his own power. He reversed the radicalism of the Lenin era, which had aimed to achieve greater equality, to weaken the family and to experiment with new approaches to education. Stalin restored differentials, based on economic performance, revived the family as the basic social unit and brought traditional methods back to education. These measures, together with his emphasis on a traditionally Russian culture, were all designed to enhance his own image and to ensure that he was able to exert effective control through well-defined social channels. Stalin dominated even foreign policy. Although there has always been some debate as to what his precise objectives were, he nevertheless determined its overall rationale and dictated what course it should take. He made errors among his successes but was unquestionably one of the most pragmatic of all the statesmen contributing to the international scene between the wars. The Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact, drawn up with Germany in 1939, was the creation of an adept planner or a supreme opportunist; either way, it was the cynical act of a ruthless dictator at the peak of his power.
Revised views

 Such is the traditional view of Stalin, which links his ruthlessness with the overall effectiveness of the Soviet Union as a totalitarian regime. We are now seeing the early stages of an alternative view of Stalin that will inevitably raise some eyebrows and incur some resistance.

It is important to emphasize that one thing has not changed. Stalin is still seen by most historians as perhaps the most ruthless dictator of the

twentieth century, responsible for the deaths of many millions and prepared to make cynical use of terror on a massive scale. It remains extremely difficult to attempt to justify Stalin’s actions, and many historians are still anxious not to be seen to be rehabilitating Stalin as a character. Some, indeed, build this into their otherwise radical reinterpretations almost as an apology. Stalin therefore remains largely condemned for his actions. What is beginning to change is the assumption that ruthlessness of necessity brought efficiency. Instead, Stalinist Russia is now starting to be seen as even more ramshackle than Nazi Germany, with Stalin being pushed by circumstances as much as he controlled them. His effectiveness is therefore being cut down to size so that he has been reduced to the same level as Hitler. The overall argument for this is summarized below. Stalin achieved power partly through his own abilities, but largely through circumstances that were moving in his favor. Lenin’s Bolshevik regime had run into the buffers by 1921 and had had to resort to the New Economic Policy and a general relaxation of the earlier, radical War Communism. By 1927, however, moderation was failing to deliver results, so radicalism was revived with renewed energy. This coincided with Stalin’s consolidation of power, so that he was able to take the initiative in launching a series of new programmes such as collectivization, the Five- Year Plans and political centralization. In this respect Stalin was reactivating the earlier dynamism of the Bolsheviks and was stealing some of the policies for which he had condemned Trotsky to exile. He was determined to push ahead with this radicalism through economic and social change, making full use of his greatly enhanced political power.
So far, there is much continuity with the traditional line on Stalin. But then comes a major departure. Far from being a model totalitarian

dictatorship, the Stalinist political system was remarkably defective. The main problem was that there was less power at the center than is commonly supposed. The core of both the administration and the Party had enormous difficulty in exerting controls over local officials and institutions. Although Stalin took the initiative for most of the policies of the period 1929–41, he frequently lost control over their implementation, as here the initiative passed to the localities. Usually what happened was that local officials and groups pressed on too enthusiastically in carrying out their orders, creating widespread chaos that then had to be dealt with by the center applying the brakes. This, in turn, would transfer to local inertia so that, again, the center had to recreate the initial momentum. There were therefore violent swings of the pendulum: local interests sought to interpret central policies in the most favorable way, in response to which the center had to take corrective action. As a general principle, therefore, Stalin’s political power was used initially in a proactive way, but then became increasingly reactive . At times he came dangerously close to losing control altogether. This pattern can be seen in four main areas.

The first is the purges. The traditional assumption is that Stalin was entirely responsible for the terror that swept the country during the 1930s and again after 1945. Certainly he initiated it. But it is highly questionable whether he was able to control it, and it could well have assumed a momentum far beyond what he had intended. Analysis shows how local forces that interpreted exacerbated the purges

Stalin’s orders in their own way, whether on collective farms or in factories. The incidence of terror ebbed and flowed as Stalin sought constantly to regain the initiative. A similar picture emerges with the economy. Stalin launched a policy of collectivization in 1928, only to find that it was implemented too rapidly and unsystematically. Local party officials and detachments of the NKVD exceeded their quotas, for which Stalin rebuked them in 1930. When the brakes were applied, local interests became more defensive so that a second offensive had to be launched and the whole economy became caught up with the purges. In industry, too, local managers had their own reasons for reinterpreting instructions from the center. The overall result was that economic changes were defective in their planning and execution.

Stalin’s social changes have also been misinterpreted. He did not reverse a radical Bolshevik trend: this is too positive a perception. The situation was that the changes made by the Bolsheviks were already beginning to slow down under the impetus of the NEP after 1921. Stalin attempted to revive the radical policies in relation to the family and education—only to find that these added to the chaos of the early 1930s that was apparent in politics and the economy. For this reason there was a swing back to support for traditional social institutions and a revival of conservative educational policies. This has been seen as part of a deliberate effort to underpin Stalin’s personal authoritarian status. It could, however, be interpreted as a more instinctive reaction to escape the consequences of

a programme that was not working. Even Stalin’s foreign policy had examples of measures to compensate for mistakes and for periodic loss of control over events. Chapter 5 shows how he actively assisted the rise of Hitler up to 1933, only to discover that he had helped create a monster that he could not control. For this reason he sought security in a Franco-Soviet pact in 1935 which, in turn, was wrecked by the Anglo-French policy of appeasement towards Germany.

Faced with this situation, Stalin was pushed increasingly towards agreement with Hitler. The Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact of 1939 was the climax of a series of adjustments and attempts to regain lost initiative. Of these two broad approaches to Stalin, Chapters 2  to 5 will develop the latter. Chapters 6  and 7  will convey a similarly revisionist

interpretation of the period 1941–53.

Questions

1. Why does historical interpretation change?

2. How, in general terms, has the interpretation of Stalin’s dictatorship between 1929 and 1941 changed?
