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Introduction

Thesis and Summary

This work will explore the evolution of the Communist Party through the years of World War II and the end of Stalin’s reign. It will show that, at its core, the party’s policies have stemmed from the necessity of solving a dual problem that afflicted the Russian Imperial state and continued to persist beyond the cataclysm of 1917. Specifically, the state grappled with the enduring dilemma of an acute shortage of qualified personnel and the poor state of communication and infrastructure combined with “enormous expanses of impassable terrain, the sparseness of settlement, the absence of major urban centers, and the attendant links among them.”1

The same limitations and peculiar aspects of the Russian polity continued into the era of the Soviet regimes and provided a framework for a number of far-reaching processes: influx of the ideologically untested members into the party, concurrent purges, the germination of rivalry between state and party institutions, the necessity of relying on the autonomy of local decision makers while maintaining the appearance of complete centralization, and the tendency to ignore institutional integrity in favor of ad hoc solutions and personalized loyalty. These issues would hardly be unfamiliar to the Imperial policy makers.2 Much of this confusion was underwritten by the fundamental problem of a steady intrusion of party into the area of direct administration and a steady move away from a more removed role of ideological oversight.

This situation severely inhibited the command and control capabilities of the central organs over the periphery and, to a lesser extent, had a similar effect on the hierarchy of the party organs in the locales themselves. The problem had been compounded by the Revolution, the Terror, and, later, by World War II, forcing the party into various compromises that mirrored similar attempts by the Imperial state to square the circle. The continuity of the party’s core problem forced repeated attempts of solutions similar to those tried by the tsars and grand princes, even as the peculiarities of the new order demanded new modifications to old approaches. 

The Soviet state presented a paradoxical combination of what some scholars see as “archaized” features of the traditional society (such as patron-client networks and personalized power structures) with the governing apparatus and ideology that legitimized itself through an unambiguous claim to being Russia’s path to modernity. Nor was the claim wholly specious, of course. The Soviet regime relied on a slew of the tools of the modern state, becoming remarkably proficient in mass mobilization techniques, evolving a comprehensive welfare society, utilizing a full spectrum of tools for social engineering and political control.3

In light of such a seemingly contradictory nature of the construct that comprised the Soviet society and the importance of the interaction between the traditional and modern facets of the structure, it would thus be futile to attempt to understand the processes of the Soviet experiment without engaging its historical predecessors. The first chapter of this work traces the evolution of the problem of chronic under administration and the solution adopted by the central administration of the realm. Seen as the only social stratum capable of providing the service class needed to staff the machine of the state and administer the provinces, Moscow essentially outsourced the expenses of education and inculcation of the administrative elite to the gentry.4 The structure of indoctrination improvised by the Russian service elite, however, relied of necessity on the system of its own rules, kin, and connections. This, in turn, increased the influence of the informal patronage networks and strengthened the personalized system of running the state. These patron-client networks developed both horizontally and vertically, connecting the center to periphery in ways that allowed for mobilization of local resources with a minimum of central effort.5

Yet, the downside of such a structure included the enduring tension between the need of the modernizing state to develop a professionalized bureaucracy and the instinct of the service elite for self-preservation. The connected contradiction within the structure was the unstable nature of the compromise with the attendant tendency for the provincial administrators to seek greater autonomy and for the central administration to search for a way to restore and increase its control.

The state remained shackled to a symbiotic relationship with the gentry, heavily dependent on it to supply the administrative class. The dearth of the managerial class and the autocracy’s dependence on the gentry in supplying such a cadre was parlayed by the latter into a variety of privileges—such as toleration of corruption, or increasing power over the peasants. While the aristocracy also needed the monarchy as the ultimate marker of systemic stability, the state had few venues to respond to the persistent search for autonomy by the local administrators apart from the mutually suicidal response of the last resort. The widespread purge of the gentry—such as the Oprichnina episode under Ivan IV—was effective in restoring central control for a while, yet in the long term simply exacerbated the fundamental problem of lacking adequate numbers for the administrative cadre.6

It also provides a context for the impact of the changing political environment on these persistent factors of Russian history. The bedrock of the strategy evolved by the Grand Princes of Moscow and the imperial bureaucracy consisted of reaching a compromise with the gentry and creation of the service state. Yet the substance of the political system, personal role of the ruler, and social circumstances inevitably differentiated the various phases of the relationship between the regime and the elite. In this respect the overarching thesis of this work is at odds with the overtly deterministic structure presented by Richard Hellie in “The Structure of Modern Russian History: Toward a Dynamic Model.” Hellie posited that three service class revolutions of the Muscovite, Imperial, and Soviet period occurred in an environment defined by essential similarities of the hyperdeveloped state, suppressed individualism, the legitimizing ideologies, and the role of violence. Ivan III, Peter I, and V. I. Lenin are thus seen not as representatives of the “eras remarkably different from each another, but rather are readjustments and transition points in a common, continuous historical development.”7 Although the historical evolution of Russian society was framed by the enduring factors that elicited a range of similar responses from the successive governing regimes, there were significant differences as well. 

As one commentator remarked, Hellie’s rubric leaves many questions unanswered. 

Should three “service classes” 	be subsumed under the same category, simply because they received their commands and support from the state? The middle service class of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was a warrior class supported largely by conditional land grants. The dvorianstvo of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was a propertied class with rudimentary personal rights, whose ethos by the middle of the nineteenth century was no longer a simply service ethos. The political and managerial leadership of the Soviet Union serve as technocrats and bureaucrats working to advance an industrial state. . . . A more thorough development of Hellie’s sociological analysis of the three elites would be a valuable contribution to our understanding of Russian social change and institutions.8

The continuity of the historical process is an important factor within the framework of understanding the Soviet Russia, yet it would be perilous indeed to ignore the very real differences prompted by the divergent social, cultural, and intellectual environments that defined each phase of the continuum. The preceding eras, of course, influenced the conditions that would come after, yet the systems were not identical nor was the later regime a predetermined tragedy, as Hellie contends. 

Pre-Petrine Russia was thus, for example, much more dependent on the compromise between the service gentry and the tsars, while the post-reform state—while still dealing with a flawed system and handicapped by its traditional defects—made considerable progress toward resolving them. That progress may have been slow and unsteady, yet on the eve of the Revolution the Romanov state stood ready to professionalize the governmental apparatus and to move beyond the limitations of the traditional service state.

The cyclical nature of this dialogue between the center and the periphery (and between the state and the service class), however, was reinforced by the emergence of the Communist Party-State. The Revolution exacerbated the shortage of qualified personnel by doubling the educational burden of the administrative elite. Technical expertise was no longer sufficient without equal proficiency in the ideological tenets of Marxism-Leninism.

The old problems of the Imperial state would be recast within the conflict between the party factions of the Reds and the Experts. The Soviet apparatus would continually vacillate between gravitating toward the pragmatic route of cultivating technical expertise and devolving local autonomy onto the provincial party bosses and the alternative route of insisting on the primacy of ideology and usually attendant uncompromising central control. This problem would grow with time as the party steadily changed its demographic composition and lost its quest to maintain its proletarian identity. The influx of the white-collar professionals (the new stratum providing the administrative expertise) redefined the identity of the party, as the new members engaged in a dialogue with the center that paralleled that of the gentry and the Imperial state.9

The state would also retain the fundamental range of responses to the dilemma developed by the tsarist state. These ranged from accommodation with the social stratum capable of producing the service elite with privileges/autonomy traded for the provision of educated cadres, the attempts to enlarge it and thus dilute its power, and periodic resorts to outright violence against it in order to maintain control. The cyclicality of essentially the same initiatives being applied, discarded, and applied again—as the party-state grappled with the fundamental flaws in the system—would continue throughout the first decades of the USSR. This tendency would be tremendously exacerbated by the unprecedented stress of World War II. 

The second chapter engages a rather paradoxically overlooked period in the history of the Soviet Communist Party. The first two years of the Great Patriotic War created a dual effect that incentivized the militarization of the party and the renewed focus on pragmatic results. Despite its cataclysmic nature, the war did not produce a fundamentally new situation, yet the scale of the events strengthened a number of trends already extant within the structure. 

Many of these events occurred within the relatively short period from 1941 to 1942.10 The magnitude of losses on the battlefield combined with the ironic efficiency of the party’s system of mobilizing its civilian cadres for frontline service resulted in the practical destruction of the prewar political class. The replacements would be drawn with much less oversight and ideological review. Concurrently the center was forced to indulge the provincial party organizations in increased autonomy in return for the practical economic results.11

Yet, as was the case during the previous cycles, the pendulum had to swing back eventually. The Communist Party leadership remained aware that the fundamental root of their legitimacy (and self-identity) drew its strength from its role as the guarantor and guardian of the theoretical purity—both of itself and of the society as the whole. The third chapter examines the pivotal year of the war. During 1943—as the existential threat that the German onslaught presented to the Soviet system began to recede—the center instituted a shift in policy.12

Throughout the year, as the battlefield successes steadily buttressed the confidence of the regime, the party began to reorient itself toward the prewar goal of an elite body of ideological experts. The wartime relaxations in the admission protocols were quickly revoked and the primacy of Marxism-Leninism as the necessary precondition for practical success was reinforced. The reforms entailed a substantial revision of the party structure of the civilian political apparatus as well as the careful re-establishment of the authority and prestige of the party over the experts of the officer corps within the military. 

The growth of the army, however, necessitated a continuing transfer of the Communist cadres into the army ranks. This process both exacerbated the shortage of the qualified administrative personnel within the unoccupied/liberated territories and created a situation where more than half of the party members were under arms.13 The impact of having the new generation of Communists being inducted and indoctrinated within the wartime condition and under military discipline would transcend the conflict and define the character of the party for a generation to come. 

The fourth chapter examines the closing years of the war and the immediate postwar situation, tracing the continuing efforts of the center to “re-Bolshevize” the party. This effort—combined with a receding threat—provoked an escalation of the factional rivalry between the pragmatists/technocrats of G. M. Malenkov’s wing of the party and A. A. Zhdanov’s ideologues (the essence of that division forming a vital part of this work in and of itself and addressed throughout). The closing of the decade was characterized by yet another turn of the wheel, a seeming repetition of the traditional pattern as the ideologues achieved the paramount position within the party policy setting organs. The pragmatists appeared to have lost the pre-eminent position they enjoyed throughout the war and the party undertook a concerted effort to implement a wide-ranging slate of reforms outlined and signaled in 1943 even as it undertook the gigantic task of transferring the soldier communists into civilian life.14

Yet the changes that took place during the conflict redefined the underlying fundamentals of the system. Thus Zhdanov’s ambitious attempts to overhaul the political education system in synchrony with a purging of the party of the unqualified cadres and the restoration of the central control over the provincial organizations met with increasing problems.15 Despite achieving control of the Kremlin, the ideologues were not able to transform that authority into a tangible rollback of the changes that occurred throughout the previous four years. The implementation of their policy repeatedly foundered on the new realities of the society and the party shaped by the wartime compromises. By the time of Zhdanov’s death, the new cycle was already beginning as the technocrats under Malenkov returned to power.16

The fifth chapter traces the establishment of the new equilibrium achieved in the last four years of Stalin’s rule. By examining the return of Malenkov to power it is possible to deconstruct the new compromise negotiated between the party and the technocrats. On the one hand, the change in leadership was inaugurated by a campaign of terror with the Leningrad and Gosplan Affairs underwriting a thorough purge of the Zhdanovite cohorts from many of the leadership positions.17 On the other hand the pragmatist faction found that although substantially weakened, the ideologues remained an integral part of the party-state’s philosophical and political array.18 The new balance was built on the recognition of common ground between the two wings of the party. Thus the pragmatists were no less interested than their rivals in maintaining the centralized political authority over the periphery.19 Yet, in the wake of the failure of the Zhdanovite reforms and the purges, the ideologues were—under Khrushchev’s leadership—forced to concede ground to the technocrats, the managers, and the white-collar professionals.20

The latter were assured of their place as the partners of the party within the ruling elite rather than barely trusted servants. The new equilibrium was elaborated and codified by the Nineteenth Party Congress, held in 1952.21 The balance remained uneasy and fragile, and the system would continue to be characterized by the traditional cycles of Red-Expert struggle.22 Yet the events of the war strengthened the impetus inherent in the structure moving it off the dead center and beginning the steady process of hollowing out the ideological foundation of the party-state.

Ideologues and Pragmatists

Examination of the party’s attempts to adapt to the changing environment of the conflict and the first postwar decade inevitably make central the so-called Reds vs. Experts dichotomy. With its roots in the turbulent decade of the 1920s, the process originated with the attempts by the party to reach an accommodation with the necessary but distrusted nonparty experts. The Soviet state undertook a number of initiatives as they tried to enlarge the pool of recruits through wide-scale promotion of vydvizhentsy and various ideologically tested experts, be they Red Directors or Red Professors. Yet these policies were soon demonstrated as inadequate, necessitating a series of compromises—the first thaw articulated during New Economic Policy (NEP), then again in the wake of the Great Break. The latter, starting with the Shakhty Trial of 1928, encapsulating one of the earliest moments of triumph of the party fundamentalists, and reacting against the dilution of revolutionary purity by pragmatism and compromise. Yet, as the industrialization continued, the compromise had to be reached yet again, now primarily (although, of course, not completely) based on co-optation of the bourgeois experts into the party, rather than evolution of the “red specialists.”

The attempt to analyze the Soviet political landscape through the lenses of interparty division between the “true believers” committed to the dogma of the Marxist-Leninist theory and the practical results-oriented administrators has a long pedigree. The most comprehensive examination of the issue in the recent years was offered by David Priestland’s Stalinism and the Politics of Mobilization: Ideas, Power, and Terror in Inter-War Russia. His extrapolation traces the divisions within the party to the root cause of the original contradictions inherent in Karl Marx’s conception. The difficulty of reconciling collectivism and modernity ensured an enduring conflict between what Priestland defines as technicists and the populist revivalists.23

Within the specific context of the Russian Communists, the tension was enshrined at the very conception. The schism of the Russian Social Democrat Labor Party, precipitated by V. I. Lenin’s “What Is to Be Done” essay, occurred at the Second Party Congress in 1903. The principal theoretical issue of contention was the disagreement between Lenin and Julius Martov on the issue of party composition and the admonition by Lenin that “the guardians of theoretical purity must defend the theory against the constant pressure of trade unionist practice and also against intellectual anarchy, lack of discipline, and love of pointless discussion characteristic of the intelligentsia.”24 Having been unsuccessful in persuading the majority of the Social Democrats of the necessity of limiting the membership to the professional revolutionaries, fully devoted to the study of Marxism and party organization, Lenin led the split that created VKP(b)—the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks).

Yet this purity of purpose proved unable to survive the success. In the wake of the Revolution and the Civil War, Lenin was forced to deal with the reality that his party increasingly grew more reminiscent of the concept once championed by Martov and his Mensheviks. It became impossible to keep in place the original restrictions, and the multitude of opportunists and the experts necessary for the successful management of the modern state (and its military) flooded the party.25 The result was an establishment of a structural feature within the Soviet system—a recurring conflict over control of the party’s agenda.

The fundamental disagreement between the two viewpoints—which in this work are identified as the ideologues and the pragmatists—consisted of the primary focus of the members’ attention. For the ideologues, it remained paramount to make sure the Communists were engaged in a thorough program of theoretical education and familiarization with the Marxist-Leninist philosophy. For the pragmatists, the achievement of the concrete results (increasingly in the area of economics) was paramount.26

These two divergent approaches to governing found their adherents within various parts of the state and party apparatus that coalesced into rival groupings. While the composition of these factions changed over time, the Soviet of People’s Commissars/Ministers, and especially the bureaucracies of heavy industry (and their leaders like G. M. Malenkov or Sergo Ordzhonikidze), could usually be relied upon to be the bastions of the pragmatists. The strongholds of the ideologues like Zhdanov or Lev Mekhlis, on the other hand, were usually specifically within the party apparatus—primarily the Agit-Prop Department or Party Control Commission. 

The danger of any analysis of this issue is overemphasizing the differences between the two factions or the consistency and durability of their platforms. Despite often overt and bitter animosity between the various adherents of these blocs, the two shared a fundamental common framework of thought and philosophy. Both were committed to the success of the socialist enterprise, they simply identified different avenues of achieving it, with the pragmatists concentrating on the economic gains, while the ideologues prioritized the political consciousness. Yet both agreed that “socialism was the goal, planning the method.”27

The temptation to search for the “human face” of Communism, for the road not taken, has loomed large in the Soviet historiography since at least the time of Leon Trotsky’s accusation that Stalin represented a betrayal of Leninism. The same thesis has since been thoroughly examined by scholars as divergent as Isaac Deutscher in his monumental three-volume biography of Trotsky: The Prophet Armed, The Prophet Unarmed, and The Prophet Outcast; Stephen F. Cohen in Bukharin and the Bolshevik Revolution: A Political Biography, 1888–1938; and Moshe Lewin in Lenin’s Last Struggle. Yet the engagement of the issue in this work rests on the sources that indicate a considerable (and unsurprising) kinship between the rival factional groupings within the Soviet edifice. Priestland’s work—much as Jonathan Harris in The Split in Stalin’s Secretariat, 1939–1948, or Yoram Gorlizki and Oleg Khlevniuk in Cold Peace: Stalin and the Soviet Ruling Circle, 1945–1953—ably demonstrated the competing currents of the Soviet elite. 

Even accounting for the internal contradictions of the original Marxist dogma (which he groups into as many as four distinct trends), Priestland still concluded that these disagreements took place within a rather narrow rubric of an ideological construct. “Bolshevik ideology therefore, had some autonomy, and was not ultimately controlled by those who articulated it. Although Bolsheviks could manipulate its conventions . . . they had to make sure that they remained within limits and observed discursive rules. The ideology structured the political debate and regulated what could and could not be said. The ideology also shaped political action. Because the Bolshevik regime derived its legitimacy from its adherence to Marxism-Leninism, Bolsheviks had to act as if they were obeying the rules.”28

Moreover, the definitions offered above address the fundamental, “normative” value systems as espoused by both groups and may create a mistaken impression of a unified phenomenon of an enduring, unchanging political agenda. Yet, of course, there existed a spectrum of views on the relevance of theory and practice within both groupings and, moreover, even the general consensus of both factions could not help but change to fit the time. Thus the pragmatists of the 1920s reflected a considerably more politicized party and society, while their nominal descendants of the 1950s were a product of a new political equilibrium and a considerably more technocratic elite. The two groups thus differed considerably, yet can be deceptively lumped under the same rubric of the “pragmatist faction.”

The theoretical foundation of the party-state comprised an internally logical, rational whole. Defining the somewhat elusive term, Michael Freeden settled on a rather elegant explanation that presents an ideology as a parameter-setting paradigm. This system, which delimits the freedom of thought and action through an application of approved concepts and language, “pronouncing not on which political values are true or false, but on which conceptual combinations are available to be applied to the understanding and shaping of the political world.”29 As the Great Break and the Terror ran their course, the ideology defining the Bolshevik world matured enough to provide such a framework—with clearly articulated parameters—yet presenting enough inconsistencies to make the internal debates not only possible but also inevitable.

Thus, as Martin Malia’s The Soviet Tragedy: A History of Socialism in Russia and Stephen Kotkin’s Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism and Civilizationdemonstrated, the disagreements over policy had only marginal room for growth since they were firmly bracketed by the unassailable dogmas of building a utopian state based on a non-market model.30 “The Soviet system had its deepest origins in, and drew its justification from, the moral idea of socialism as the fullness of human equality. This moral idea necessarily leads to instrumental program for the suppression of the prime sources of inequality: private property, profit, and the market, an ensemble of institutions called capitalism.”31

Kotkin’s materials on the industrialization also help to buttress the conceptualization of the intra-Soviet ideological divides and their often blurred lines. As he shows in the examination of the Stalin’s revolution, “building socialism had come to mean not only the party’s monopoly on power but the deployment of Soviet blast furnaces and rolling mills.” The view of itself as the harbinger of modernity made it easy even for the ideologues to see the development of the heavy industry as a very political goal, with the factories producing not only material goods but also serving as the foundries of New Soviet Man. Kotkin is also one of the few scholars who illustrated the far-reaching proposition that throughout the first two decades of the party’s rule they were still engaged in the “process of searching for socialism,” engaging in a monumental quest to find the limits of their philosophical system and its application to the practice of governing.32

The process of articulating the Red-Expert dichotomy coincided with, and was an integral part of, this dynamic. It was, after all, throughout the 1920s that the issue of the bourgeois specialists and non-Communist technocrats came to the fore. In an echo of the process that played out within the party-military relationship, the state had to grapple with its distrust of the nonparty technical intelligentsia and the realization that it needed their expertise.33 The deeply flawed resolution of this dilemma first utilized the terrors of the Great Break to attempt to command into existence a replacement generation of the loyal Experts, and finally attempted an absorption of the specialists into the party. 

This solution laid the foundation for the framework of the consequent conflicts over the course of the party-state’s policy formation. While it removed the threat of an extra-party nexus of identity that was seen as challenging its role as the engine of modernity, it also internalized the conflict rather than resolving it, making the recurrence of the clash between the pragmatists and ideologues a feature of the regime.34 As the “heroic age” of the party drew to a close at the end of the 1930s and its ranks were increasingly drawn from the generation that was fully formed within the Soviet system, the opportunity for any faction within the structure to offer a radically different alternative steadily diminished.35

Neil Robinson’s “strategic definition” of ideology, in his groundbreaking Ideology and the Collapse of the Soviet System: A Critical History of Soviet Ideological Discourse, conceptualized it primarily as a discourse, enabling a coexistence of heterogeneous beliefs within a single system. “These different beliefs are bound together into a discourse and an ideology by discursive conventions (convention in the Soviet case) which regulate them and keep all the various strands of belief . . . tied together to form an ideology rather than allowing them to develop into different ideologies.”36

Thus it would be a dangerous misunderstanding to conceptualize the pragmatists as the clique intending in any way to weaken the authority of the party or to de-Bolshevize the society in some way. The managerial caste never seriously threatened the party’s position as the most powerful institution of the state, and the army never articulated a serious attempt to subvert the dictatorship of the proletariat into a military junta. Rather the conflict—after the solidification of the system throughout the 1920s—was fought over the soul of the party itself. This conflict was abetted by the fact that, despite the firmly articulated basis of the system, the party itself also prided itself on being an adaptable and flexible institution, willing and able to adjust to the changing environment—with an appropriate ideological justification, of course.37

Yet, once again, this rivalry still played out within a rather narrow framework of shared beliefs and principles, and the instances of the same figure trending toward a specific outlook based on his position and responsibilities were hardly unknown. The career of Sergo Ordzhonikidze, for example, serves as a telling illustration of such political evolution. As Sheila Fitzpatrick’s “Ordzhonikidze’s Takeover of Vesenkha: A Case Study in Soviet Bureaucratic Politics” showed, upon being installed as the head of the Supreme Council of the National Economy, Ordzhonikidze’s relationship with the bourgeois specialists changed radically. From an ardent supporter of the Stalinist line on the “wreckers” he was transformed into a loyal patron of the specialists whom he now needed in order to fulfill his professional goals.38 In his authoritative biography In Stalin’s Shadow: The Career of “Sergo” Ordzhonikidze, Khlevniuk concurred. 

He showed that after years of engaging in active specialist-baiting fervor instigated by Stalin, “Ordzhonikidze radically altered his earlier position and called for a better thought out economic and political course.” Eventually he became one of the biggest defenders of the specialists, risking even Stalin’s own ire in this quest to succor them.39 The powerful intersection of the bureaucratic pressures and patron-client politics essentially proved a potent enough force to shift Ordzhonikidze from his allegiance to the Reds to the side of the Experts. Thus the factional adherence was a mutable variable, dependent—among other factors—on one’s assignment and short-term career goals. 

It is an important moment in the debate, especially as the term “faction” has become increasingly imbued with a variety meanings and adherent arguments over the essense of the Soviet system. It would be untenable to contend that the Soviet system had an enduring system of permanent sub-parties with functional political organization and platform. Much of the factionalism was driven by the institutional structure and personalized loyalties and could change very quickly for most people involved. And if the person in question was a powerful
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