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Abstract

The Stalinist regime has long been considered an enigmatic political entity in the
annals of history. Scholars have attempted to understand the primary motivations of this
regime. Some have focused entirely on its brutality and nature as a totalitarian system.
This viewpoint has often resulted in the conclusion that the regime served almost entirely
for the purpose of satisfying Stalin’s megalomaniacal desires. This viewpoint often
purports that the regime’s ideology of Marxism-Leninism was a secondary feature of the
regime, which used it simply as a tool to bend at will in order to justify its autocratic
desires. This thesis will contradict elements of that claim. While the Stalinist regime was
certainly brutal and totalitarian in nature, its core Marxist-Leninist principles were by no
means a secondary feature of its rule. Furthermore, these principles, far from acting as a
malleable tool to justify any action, acted as a set of guidelines and restrictions. The
regime could, at times, be flexible with some of these boundaries, but by no means could
it outright neglect or contradict them. From this system emerged the overarching dynamic
of the regime: self-preservation and ideological legitimacy. The core insecurities and
polices of the regime in both the 1930s and the Second World War reflect the Stalinist
government’s efforts to keep this volatile dynamic in balance to the greatest extent

possible.
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Introduction

In the decades following the death of Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin in 1953, scholars have
repeatedly attempted to understand the logic of his enigmatic regime. Stalin’s more than
two decades of rule as the paramount leader of both the Communist Party and the Soviet
government were marked by numerous examples of mass repression and brutality.
Millions of individuals living under Stalinist rule died over the course of the regime’s
lifespan from famine, execution, forced labor, and disease.! Stalin maintained an iron grip
on power and ruthlessly persecuted anyone so much as perceived as threatening or
questioning his authority or his vision for Soviet society. His style of governance, which
was marked by these policies of mass repression and an omnipresence of the state and the
Bolsheviks in almost every aspect of daily life, has rightly been described as totalitarian
in nature. The mass suffering and totalitarian despotism that characterized life in the
Soviet Union during his regime have long been the primary focal point of scholarly
analysis dedicated to his period of rule. Yet, this era of oppression also coincided with
remarkable accomplishments and advancements achieved by state policy. In the 1930s,
the Soviet Union underwent a period of rapid modernization and expansion in the fields
of its industry, military and civil technology, urbanization, and agriculture. Additionally,
there was a dramatic increase in the literacy rate, the availability of public education, and
the growth of the welfare system,? in accordance with the regime’s pursuit of building a
socialist state that could provide for its citizens without relying on internal or foreign

capitalist elements. This rapid modernization was not only essential for the ideological

! Michael Ellman, “Soviet Repression Statistics: Some Comments,” Europe-Asia Studies 54, no. 7 (2002):
1151-72. https://doi.org/10.1080/0966813022000017177, 1163 — 1164.

2 Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization, Pbk. ed., 1997. University of California
Press, 1997, 6.



actualization of a socialist state but further proved its efficacy when the Red Army halted
the seemingly unstoppable German military in the following decade and subsequently
turned the tide of the Second World War on the Eastern Front, ultimately bringing about
the final downfall of the Nazi regime. While the Stalinist period of the Soviet Union was
by no means a utopian paradise — in fact, for many of its denizens, it often more
approximated a type of hell on earth — its accomplishments and seemingly genuine
attempt to build a comprehensive socialist state for the benefit of its populace cannot be
ignored. This thesis seeks to demystify the seemingly incongruous nature of the Stalinist
government’s functioning. This thesis puts forth the notion that the regime functioned
with the primary intent of attempting to harmonize its volatile dynamic of preserving the
party-state power apparatus while maintaining the perception that it was committed to its
core ideological basis of Marxism-Leninism and thus legitimate in the eyes of the
majority of the Soviet people and the international Marxist community.

Much of the earlier analysis on the Stalinist regime perceived it primarily through
its negative aspects and painted a picture of a regime that existed almost exclusively for
the purpose of attempting to satisfy Stalin’s seemingly unquenchable thirst for power.
The highly influential American diplomat George Kennan, who would briefly serve as the
United States Ambassador to the Soviet Union in 1952, shortly before Stalin’s death the
following year, published his analysis of the Stalinist Soviet Union’s logic and policy in a
1947 article. This article, titled “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” did indeed demonstrate
elements of notable nuance in Kenan’s observations. Kenan states regarding the
Bolshevik takeover of the Russian Empire and creation of the Soviet Union, “Let it be

stressed again that subjectively these men probably did not seek absolutism for their own



sake. They doubtless believed — and found it easy to believe — that they alone knew what
was good for society, and they would accomplish that good once their power was secure
and unchallengeable.” He also aptly observed how the regime’s sense of insecurity
proved to be a major influence on its policies,* which is no doubt an essential aspect in
understanding the nature of the Soviet Union and the Stalinist regime in particular. Yet
despite these astute observations, much of the rest of Kennan’s analysis painted an overly
reductive picture that whittles Stalin’s motivations down to the singular drive of
maintaining his despotic rule.’ Kennan put forth a notion that Marxist-Leninist ideology
was simply a flexible tool that could be twisted to serve Stalin’s megalomaniacal desires,
noting that this “flexibility and deception are the valuable qualities; and their value finds
natural appreciation in the Russian or the oriental mind.”® Kenan further claimed that this
maintenance of Stalin’s authority was accomplished through “the neglect or abuse of
other phases of Soviet economic life, particularly agriculture, consumer goods
production, housing, and transportation” and the welfare of the Soviet people as a whole.”
This further advanced a reductive and one-sided analytical consideration of the Stalinist
regime as motivated solely by the despotic acquisition and maintenance of power, which
held little regard for the Soviet populace or any genuine sense of commitment to Marxist-
Leninist ideology.

This reductive focus on Stalin’s megalomania as the primary driving force for his

regime’s policies was built upon and further reinforced in the decades following

3 George F. Kennan, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct - George Kennan | Foreign Affairs,” July 1, 1947,
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/russian-federation/george-kennan-sources-soviet-conduct, 5.

4 Ibid.

S Tbid., 7.

®Ibid., 10.

7 1bid., 13.



Kennan’s publication of “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.” The German-American
historian and philosopher Hannah Arendt, whose contributions to the fields of historical
analysis, political science, and sociology cannot be understated, provides a helpful
framework within which to consider the nature of the Stalinist regime. Arendt herself had
been a victim of Nazi Germany’s oppression, a regime not entirely dissimilar (yet also
notably different in many regards) to that of Stalin. In her monumental 1951 book 7he
Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt accurately identified the nature of the Stalinist Soviet
Union’s government and society as “totalitarian” in terms of its actions, policies, and
rhetoric. However, Arendt’s analysis of the motivations for the use of totalitarian policies
reduced them to highly deliberate and cynical attempts to further Stalin’s grip on power
and satisfy his fantasies of grandeur. Her specific claims will be further addressed in the
following chapter, but it is worth noting here her following statement: “if there is such a
thing as a totalitarian personality or mentality, this extraordinary adaptability and absence
of continuity are no doubt its outstanding characteristics.”® This reinforced the concept
featured in Kennan’s writings that ideology was a flexible tool the Stalinist regime could
cynically mold to advance its singular desire for power acquisition and control, rather
than something that served as a guiding principle and boundary for the regime. American
political scientist William Ebenstein further contributed to this reductive and less nuanced
view of the motivations of the Stalinist regime’s totalitarian policies. His 1962 book
Totalitarianism: New Perspectives is useful in its more simplified and accessible
explanation of totalitarian systems compared to that of Arendt’s more philosophical and

lengthy writing style, but it too falters in its explanation of the justifications for

8 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, A Harvest Book, 1951, Copyright renewed 1994,
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1994. 306.



totalitarian governance and policies, at least in the context of its application to Stalin.
Ebenstein, like Arendt, largely ignored the ideologically and practically rooted
motivations and insecurities that could help explain the creation of a totalitarian state
during Stalin’s rule. Instead, he focused almost entirely on the megalomaniacal aspect
and reduced his analysis of the regime’s policies and nature to fit through this more
cynical and narrower lens. As with Arendt, his specific claims will be addressed further in
Chapter 1 of this thesis.

Spanish sociologist Juan Linz provided a more nuanced view of Stalin’s
totalitarian motivations in his 1975 book Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes. He
astutely noted that for communist regimes, like that of the Soviet Union, “The existence
of a printed and fixed and to some degree unambiguous corpus of writing of Marx,
Engels, and Lenin which can be doctored, partly suppressed, and reinterpreted but not
fully abandoned.”® He also aptly stresses the importance of such ideology as a primary
source of the Stalinist regime’s legitimacy.'? This emphasis on Marxism-Leninism as
something concrete and essential, which provided both legitimacy for the regime while
also creating restrictions on the regime’s actions, stood in contrast to the previous
analysis provided by Kennan, Arendt, and Ebenstein, where this ideology was merely a
tool to be wielded as the regime saw fit. Yet, if Arendt and Ebenstein’s analyses of the
actualization of a totalitarian state by the Stalinist regime are demarcated by their
assuredness in his megalomaniacal motivations, Linz’s analysis further stands in contrast
for its lack of a clear argument in regard to these motivations. His work is still notably

more nuanced by avoiding a direct, narrow-minded affirmation of the regime’s

9 Juan Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes, Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000, 76.
19 bid., 77.



motivations, yet it also leaves a lack of clarity as to why the regime pursued such
policies. This is not a critique of Linz, as the purpose of his work is more directed at
creating an understanding of the distinctions and natures of totalitarian and authoritarian
regimes rather than a declarative argument regarding the motivations of such regimes.
Linz himself acknowledged this lack of clarity, at least in regard to his analysis of the
motivations of totalitarian terror, as shall be noted further in the second half of the first
chapter of this thesis.

Later analysis of the Stalinist regime further moved away from viewing the
actions and logic of the regime through the singular lens of Stalin’s megalomania. Works
such as Stephen Kotkin’s 1995 book Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as Civilization and
Shelia Fitzpatrick’s 2000 book Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times
certainly did not ignore or downplay the profoundly oppressive nature of the regime.
Still, they considered the genuine appeals and accomplishments of the Stalinist regime in
a greater context than the aforementioned pieces of Kennan and the scholars of
totalitarianism. These works sought to show, as Kotkin stated, that “Stalinism could not
be explained by coercion alone and set out to demonstrate that many people had accepted
the values and ideals of the Stalin revolution.”!! Fitzpatrick observed a genuine attempt at
“social, cultural, and economic transformation™ in a Marxist-Leninist manner,'? though
her overall appraisal of the regime’s success in this regard was largely negative.
Nonetheless, she stated that the genuine appeal the regime held for the “beneficiaries of

affirmative action policies,” most notably the Soviet youth who had been granted

! Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain, 3.
12 Shelia Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times, Oxford University Press,
2000, 2.



opportunities of advancement and a newfound sense of purpose unimaginable in the pre-
Soviet era.!3 Fitzpatrick further emphasized the notion that the regime’s progressive
ideals and desire for modernization were deeply alluring to many of its citizens as well as
its genuine, if imperfect, attempt at developing a welfare state that actually provided
necessities for its citizens in accordance with socialist values.'* Though still largely
negative in its assessment of the regime, especially in terms of both its oppressive nature
and the efficacy of its self-proclaimed socialist society, Fitzpatrick’s work provided
analysis of the regime that displays a genuine attempt at constructing a new society along
an ideologically rooted path of Marxism-Leninism, one that could provide both benefits
and an idealistic sense of appeal to many of its citizens. This more nuanced approach
contrasted with the views of most of the previously mentioned scholars, who viewed the
Stalinist Soviet Union solely through the lens of its oppression, destruction of old societal
norms, and the invariable suffering of the Soviet people.

Kotkin’s Magnetic Mountain offered further analysis of this genuine mass appeal
and the achievements of the Stalin regime’s progressive attempts at building a socialist
society. Kotkin noted:

To the vast majority of those who lived it, and even to most of its enemies,

Stalinism, far from being a partial retreat let alone a throwback to the Russian

past, remained forward-looking and progressive throughout... More than that,

Stalinism exerted a powerful influence over the entire world because what

happened in the USSR during the 1930s seemed to be an implausible achievement

in the forward march of European (universal) history.'>

Kotkin also reflected on the genuine attempts of the Stalinist regime at developing a

comprehensive welfare state in the 1930s, stating that although the “amounts of benefits,

'8 Shelia Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism, 224.
Y 1bid., 225.
15 Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain, 6.



particularly pensions, remained small... there was no denying that the Soviet state had
embraced a broad conception of social welfare... and had done so without prodding.”!®
Kotkin’s attempt to highlight the regime’s seemingly genuine commitment to bringing
about a progressive society built in accordance with its core ideological tenets, as well as
the tangible benefits that sometimes emerged from this attempt, should in no way be
misconstrued as Stalinist apologetics. His work was by no means a one-sided nor even
overtly positive appraisal of Stalinist policies in the 1930s. Kotkin regularly referenced
the brutality and repression of the regime throughout his book. Chapter Seven of
Magnetic Mountain stands out as one of the most frank, yet nuanced, analyses of the
regime’s use of murderous mass terror during the period of 1936 — 1938 ever published.
Rather, Kotkin sought to provide pushback on the single-minded approach to looking at
the Stalinist regime solely through the lens of a cynical effort to build one man’s despotic
regime. As S observed, “When we look closely at the USSR in the 1930s, we see that the
results of building socialism were not entirely what the Bolsheviks intended. This does
not mean, however, that the intentions can therefore be ignored or discounted.”!”

This is by no means an exhaustive list of the previous studies of the Stalinist
regime, nor does this represent the totality of the works that will be addressed within this
thesis. Rather, this has been intended to demonstrate the evolution of the approaches
presented towards understanding the nature and motivations of the Stalinist regime from
a scholarly perspective. Such analysis has evolved over the course of decades from a

more single-minded and deeply cynical form of thought that presupposed the regime

operated entirely for the sake of securing and maintaining Stalin’s personal despotism to

16 Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain, 20.
17 1bid., 221.



a more nuanced approach that considered the genuine attempts of the regime at building a
new society which could both validate its core ideology and provided a wide range of
benefits for the majority of its citizens. Furthermore, the critique regarding Kennan,
Arendt, and Ebenstein’s arguments is in no way intended to imply that their arguments
are wholly invalid or should be disregarded. This thesis does not dispute the fact that the
Soviet Union under Stalin represented a totalitarian state. Additionally, the megalomania
and intense focus on self-preservation and perpetuation of the regime noted by these
scholars were absolutely influential factors in the Soviet Union’s development, as well as
the government’s rhetoric and policy during the Stalinist period. What must be
understood is that this megalomania and maintenance of the totalitarian state were far
from the only factors in the regime’s policy approach.

The question of how to best understand the Stalinist regime still remains. Kotkin
and Fitzpatrick both provided a more nuanced overview of the Soviet political, economic,
and social system during the Stalinist period, but their work primarily focused on Soviet
society as a whole, rather than the Stalinist government specifically. This thesis seeks to
clarify the motivations, insecurities, and overall functioning of the Soviet party-state
power apparatus during the period of 1930 until the end of the Second World War in
1945. This thesis further expands on the analyses presented by the scholars mentioned in
this introduction, and both affirms certain aspects of their claims while disputing others.
The Stalinist regime was indeed deeply insecure, as Kennan observed, and its overall
nature was accurately described as totalitarian by scholars like Arendt, Ebenstein, and
Linz. Yet the regime’s motivations for its insecurities and totalitarian actions cannot be

reduced to the oversimplified explanation that the regime’s whole purpose was the



preservation of Stalin’s personal dictatorship, and thus the creation of a totalitarian state
was the regime’s end goal. As scholars such as Fitzpatrick and Kotkin observed, the
Stalinist government genuinely attempted to build a progressive, socialist state that
provided previously unavailable opportunities and provisions for the vast majority of its
populace in the 1930s. This clearly demonstrates that the Stalinist regime made a genuine
effort to make many of the promises of its core Marxist-Leninist ideology a reality, even
if these efforts were not entirely successful and were accompanied by totalitarian policies,
and often came at a tremendous human cost for many elements of the Soviet populace.
Yet, there was a notable shift in the regime’s priorities in the mid-1930s from an overtly
constructive and progressive policy approach, which existed as its primary appeal
according to Kotkin and Fitzpatrick, to one characterized by its defensiveness and
reactiveness. The reasoning for this abrupt policy change is not clear in either Kotkin’s or
Fitzpatrick’s assessments. This thesis seeks to clarify the logic behind this policy shift by
analyzing the overall rationale of the regime’s functioning.

This thesis will argue that the Stalinist regime primarily functioned to preserve a
balance of self-preservation and ideological legitimacy. The overarching goal of the
regime at any given time was to ensure that this dynamic remained in relative
equilibrium. The regime’s legitimacy, which was an essential component of its goal of
self-preservation, was almost entirely predicated on the fact that it was perceived as
ideologically observant and committed to creating and preserving a socialist state
founded on the tenets of Marxism-Leninism. The regime’s goal of self-preservation can
therefore not be considered without the additional component of the perception that it

was ideologically legitimate. As the core support for the regime came from those who
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perceived it as ideologically legitimate, a loss of such a perception posed an existential
threat to the self-preservation of the regime. The Stalinist government, therefore, had an
obligation to enact socialist policies in accordance with its purported Marxist-Leninist
principles. This does not mean that the regime’s ideology was entirely beneficial to the
goal of self-preservation or that this dynamic was entirely symbiotic. The regime was
certainly committed to creating a Marxist-Leninist socialist state, as doing so was viewed
as the only method of successfully addressing a range of insecurities that plagued the
Soviet Union by the start of the 1930s, many of which were legitimate and far more
nuanced than Stalin’s desire for a personalist dictatorship. The regime was, however,
deeply apprehensive about the concept of a truly communist society as such a reality
would entail the dissolution of both the Bolshevik Party and the state itself, thus directly
threatening the regime’s desire for self-preservation. The regime’s genuine belief in the
efficacy of Marxism-Leninism and commitment to enacting a state that reflected the
principles of this ideology, combined with its fear of a truly communist future. This made
the regime’s core ideology its guide and savior, yet also paradoxically presented an
existential threat to the regime’s goal of self-preservation. This paradox explains the
primary reason for the regime’s pivot from progressive constructivism to a defensive,
reactive state in the mid-1930s, after Stalin had announced the success of building a
socialist society and therefore inadvertently set the public expectation that communism,
and therefore the regime’s eventual dissolution, should follow. The regime, therefore, felt
a need to dispel this notion while maintaining the perception that it was still deeply
adherent to its core Marxist-Leninist principles. There were also genuine geopolitical and

internal security concerns that contributed to this shift, which must also be addressed.
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This thesis examines how the regime’s dynamic of self-preservation and
ideological commitment evolved over the 1930s and 1940s through the rhetoric and
actions of the Stalinist regime. Chapter 1 focuses on the 1930s and the aforementioned
shift from the progressive and constructive mindset that characterized the period of
socialist construction in the first half of the decade to the defensive and reactive mindset
that dominated the rest of the decade. This shift in mindset became the primary
contributing factor for the regime’s decision to unleash mass political terror across the
country in 1936, which paralyzed the country for a period of two years. This chapter also
examines the regime in the context of claims by scholars of totalitarianism and argues
that totalitarianism was a byproduct of its desire to balance out the dynamic of self-
preservation and ideological commitment rather than a deliberate process meant to satisfy
Stalin’s autocratic desires. Primary source material for this chapter consists of Stalin’s
speeches and articles produced by Stalin and disseminated to the Soviet populace that
reflected the official, public narrative the Stalinist government attempted to portray.

Chapter 2 examines how this dynamic affected the regime’s response to the
German invasion of the Soviet Union in June of 1941 and the subsequent years of the war
until the Soviet victory in May of 1945. This chapter will explain how the war both
simplified and complicated aspects of this dynamic. In order to craft an effective wartime
narrative that resonated with a majority of the Soviet populace and therefore boosted the
war effort and the regime’s chances at survival, the Stalinist regime’s propaganda
apparatus showed a degree of ideological flexibility when crafting this narrative. The
regime had lingering insecurities about the efficacy of its policies in the 1930s and the

overall loyalty of the Soviet populace, which encouraged the injection of propaganda
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motifs in this wartime narrative that were not explicitly Marxist-Leninist in nature. At the
same time, the regime’s commitment to balancing the self-preservation and ideological
commitment dynamic ensured that the more flexible elements of the wartime narrative
could not contradict these core Marxist-Leninist principles or Stalin’s rhetoric and actions
in the previous decade. The regime’s propaganda narrative thus focused on ensuring that
the wartime narrative was further bolstered by a Marxist-Leninist narrative that coexisted
with the less overtly political narrative to ensure both the maximum efficacy of the Soviet
public’s participation in the war effort while satisfying the necessity that the regime was
perceived as ideologically committed and legitimate. Primary sources in this section
largely consist of Stalin’s wartime speeches and statements, especially his “Orders of the
Day,” which were disseminated to the Soviet public through the propaganda apparatus of
the Soviet government. This section also incorporates other forms of Soviet propaganda,
such as film, posters, and newspaper articles, as they either reinforced or, in the case of
anti-German rhetoric, contradicted that of Stalin’s speeches.

Note Regarding Terminology:

This thesis utilizes certain terminology in a largely interchangeable manner, primarily for
the sake of avoiding redundancy. This most notably relates to the government structure of
the Soviet Union during the period analyzed and its accompanying ideology. In most
circumstances, this thesis uses terms such as “regime,” “(Bolshevik/Communist) Party”,
and “government” interchangeably. Given the totalitarian system in which Stalin
maintained the dominant, autocratic position within the party-state hierarchy that this
thesis affirms as the system that characterized the Soviet Union during the 1930s and

1940s, the term “Stalin” is also used in tandem with the aforementioned phrases of
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“regime” and “government.” This is done in accordance with the understanding that his
rhetoric and policies were usually representative of those of the rest of the Soviet
government. While this was often the case, there were certain circumstances where
Stalin’s rhetoric and policies appeared incongruous with those of other elements of the
Soviet power structure. In such circumstances, the term "regime” risks the possibility of
creating confusion when used as a means to portray both Stalin and the rest of the Soviet
power structure as a monolithic entity in terms of rhetoric and political goals. In relation
to the content of this thesis, this scenario is most applicable to the analysis of anti-
German rhetoric during the Second World War. In this circumstance, Stalin’s rhetoric and
that of other elements of the Soviet power structure, namely the Soviet wartime
propaganda apparatus of the film, poster, and newspaper industries, were notably
different despite both being essential elements of the same “regime.” In such a
circumstance, this thesis attempts to explicitly state these discrepancies.

Terms relating to the ideology of the Stalinist government are similarly often used

99 ¢¢

interchangeably to avoid redundancy. Terms such as “Marxism-Leninism,” “socialism,”
“communism,” and the more general terms such as “the regime’s core ideology” are, at
times, used semi-interchangeably. The strict definitions of these terms are highly
debatable and often notably distinct from one another. The relative interchangeability of
these terms largely reflects the terminology Stalin utilized to refer to the ideological
tenets of his government. When these differences become relevant to the arguments and
observations of the thesis, a clear distinction is made to signify this. For example, the

second part of Chapter 1 notes Stalin’s apparent commitment to achieving a socialist

society while at the same time arguing that he was highly hesitant regarding achieving a
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communist society. In such a circumstance, a clear distinction and definition of the
ideological terms is made as they relate to Stalin’s apparent goals and the overarching

dynamic of the regime that this thesis puts forward.
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Chapter I: The Insecurity State: The Stalinist Regime’s Attempts to Balance
Self-Preservation and Ideological Legitimacy in the 1930s

Although it was directly preceded by the decade that witnessed the Russian Civil War and
directly succeeded by the decade that brought with it the most destructive war in the
history of not only Russia but the whole world, the 1930s nonetheless managed to stand
out as one of the most volatile and dramatic decades in Soviet history. The Revolution
and subsequent Bolshevik victory in the civil war over a multitude of internal factions
and interventionist foreign armies had secured Lenin’s dream of a communist-ruled state
that had managed to establish and defend its position on the world stage, in spite of the
efforts of the major capitalist powers. Although the Bolshevik Party and Soviet
government, now ruled by Joseph Stalin following Lenin’s death and Stalin’s victory in
the resulting power struggle, were indeed prideful of their undeniable victory in the civil
war and the creation of a political entity whose structure and ideological ethos
represented something completely new in the annals of history, deepest insecurities
continued to persist and indeed grow as the nascent USSR entered a new decade.

The predominant issue facing the regime at the start of the 1930s was Stalin’s
deeply held concern about the state of perceived backwardness in the Soviet Union in
terms of urbanization and the modernization of heavy industry, agriculture, and culture.
In order to remedy this issue in the most effective, efficient, and ideologically consistent
manner possible, the regime launched a rapid modernization campaign that was ruthlessly
enforced and bolstered the control of the state and presence of the Party in daily life on a
notably greater magnitude than what had existed in the 1920s. As a result these actions,
Soviet Union further reflected the description of a totalitarian state, as described by

scholars like Ardent and Linz, but it must be stated that the steps towards this state of
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increased totalitarianism in this time period reflect the regime’s attempts to best address
the issue of modernization rather than a cynical and clearly planned attempt to create an
autocracy for the sake of megalomania. Stalin’s personal paranoia and pursuit of power
no doubt played a role in the process of forming a totalitarian state and cannot be ignored
nor downplayed. But they were far from the only factors that led to the advancement of
the totalitarian system in the Soviet Union during the 1930s. By addressing the primary
insecurity of backwardness that dominated the regime’s efforts in the early 1930s, Stalin
inadvertently brought another insecurity to the forefront, overshadowing the
modernization campaign by the mid-1930s and forcing the government to refocus its
efforts. In its attempts to be proactive, which was necessary in order to achieve the goal
of rapid modernization within a reasonable timeline, the regime unintentionally forced a
conflict within the overarching dynamic of self-preservation and ideological commitment
that had initially persisted symbiotically during the modernization campaign. To
rebalance this dynamic and reaffirm the public perception that the regime and Party were
both ideologically committed and necessary for the prosperity of the Soviet Union and
the advancement of Marxist-Leninist principles, the regime shifted from a proactive
policy of socialist construction to a reactive, defensive one. In order to achieve this
desperate policy shift, the regime further relied on totalitarian methods, culminating in
the Great Terror in the latter half of the decade. Totalitarianism in the Soviet Union
during the Stalinist period was a means of addressing genuine insecurities with complex

geopolitical and ideological origins.
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Part 1: “Either full steam ahead or perish”!8: Modernization, Socialist
Construction, and the “Necessity” of the Totalitarian State

Scholars of totalitarianism have disagreed on a consistent definition of what exactly
constitutes a totalitarian form of government as opposed to any other form of non-
democratic regime, such as an authoritarian government. For one scholar, an action or
characteristic may be definitively totalitarian, while for another it may simply be
characteristic of any authoritarian or non-democratic regime. For example, Juan Linz
disputes the notion put forth by other scholars in the field of totalitarian studies that a
singular leader and mass political terror were essential aspects of totalitarian regimes. !
With this in mind, it is essential to highlight characteristics of totalitarian regimes that all
relevant scholars examined for this thesis (Arendt, Ebenstein, Linz, and Gross) agree
upon as specifically “totalitarian” in nature and note their applicability to the Stalinist
regime. Jan Gross’s article “Social Control under Totalitarianism” provides a succinct
definition that aligns with the observations of Arendt, Ebenstein, and Linz, establishing a
general consensus. Gross stated, “I would argue the standard interpretation of
totalitarianism is correct — an interpretation viewing it as a system of rule obliterating the
distinction between the private and public domains, where the state, pervades, or
mediates, all relationships between individuals.”?? Gross also noted the important
distinction within these regimes that the terms “party” and “‘state” are largely

synonymous, given the domination of the former over the latter.?! Simply put, a state is
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totalitarian when it is dictatorially dominated by a single party that not only encourages
active participation and loyalty from its citizens, but makes this participation an essential
element of its nature. Political apathy and “passive obedience” are actively discouraged
in such regimes, whereas they are tolerated or even desirable in authoritarian regimes.??
Totalitarianism is thus not merely measured by the omnipotence of the state and ruling
party, but also by the omnipresence of these state and party in everyday life. Such a
definition of totalitarianism is indeed applicable to the nature of the Soviet government
and Bolshevik Party under Stalin’s leadership in the 1930s. The Soviet Union was in fact
a one-party regime that increasingly demanded higher degrees of active loyalty and
participation from all aspects of Soviet society. As Kotkin remarked:
As aresult of the party’s auto-universalization, the entire space in which Soviet
life took place was politicized. Any activity, even thinking or speaking one’s
mind, became a political act. Every citizen... had to measure his or her thoughts
and actions against the goals and pronouncements of the party leadership.
Whether the task at hand was selling vegetables or making steel, “proper” politics
became not simply a means but an end in itself.?
Political apathy and non-participation in the ideological goals of the regime were heavily
discouraged through self-criticism, ostracization, party expulsion, and, eventually, mass
political violence.?*
What must be called into question, however, are the claims regarding the motives
for the enactment of such a totalitarian system. Arendt’s claim that Stalin set out “to

925

prepare the country for totalitarian government”+> creates a notion that totalitarianism

was a highly deliberate and carefully planned process, the objective of which was itself
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the creation of a totalitarian state. Similarly, Ebenstein’s claim that “despite individual
variations, totalitarianism as a form of government and as a way of life is characterized
by its fundamental purpose: the total control of man by the state, recognizing no limits
with respect to either goals or means™?® furthers this notion. Additionally, this claim adds
the false notion, at least in the case of the Stalinist regime, that the state is not limited in
the pursuit of its goals. Arendt also characterized Stalin’s efforts in the early 1930s as a
deliberate and cynical attempt to artificially create conflict and foster a state of permanent
instability and societal breakdown, which the regime could exploit.?’ Yet this claim, along
with her declaration that “Russian revolutionary fanaticism... looked forward, not to
change in social or political conditions, but to radical destruction of every existing creed,
value, and institution,”?® is itself overly cynical and reductive.

Stalin’s efforts in the early 1930s, and those of the Soviet Union as a whole, were
aimed at the elimination of “backwardness” and the subsequent creation of an efficient,
modernized, and independent socialist state. Although the elimination or destruction of
the remnants of the previous economic, social, and political institutions was undoubtedly
a prominent feature of both the rhetoric and actions of the modernization campaign, the
very name of “socialist construction” indicates the progressive and quite literal
constructive intent behind the program. As Fitzpatrick noted, Bolshevik Party activists
saw themselves as “fighters, people who put their lives on the line in the real-life struggle
for socialism. They were militant opponents of ‘backwardness.””?? It is true that the

campaign against backwardness was viewed through the lens of an active social conflict
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in the form of class struggle. However, the destruction of lingering capitalist and pre-
revolutionary elements was not pursued or celebrated for the sake of nihilistic destruction
or prolonging artificial conditions of conflict, as Arendt claimed, but because eliminating
these aspects was viewed as necessary for building a socialist state and society. Each of
these concerns was inherently rooted in both the preservation of the regime and the
affirmation of its core ideology of Marxism-Leninism. It is impossible to consider the
modernization campaign within the context of one aspect of this dynamic while ignoring
the other, as the campaign served to satisfy both needs. Consequently, the fear of failure
to address these concerns was based on the belief that such failure would inevitably lead
to the destruction of both the regime and its core ideology. The modernization campaign,
and the totalitarian methods employed to achieve it as rapidly as possible, therefore had a
rationale far more complex and multifaceted than Stalin’s personal quest for power.
Further, this campaign and totalitarianization were indeed restricted, contrary to
Ebenstein’s claims, as they were logically informed by and bound to a Marxist-Leninist
framework that could not be disregarded without undermining the regime’s legitimacy.
The most pressing influence of this concern was the fear that failure to address the
issue of modernization in as rapid a manner as possible would inevitably lead to
exploitation and ruin by both foreign and domestic counter-revolutionary forces. Both
Kotkin3® and Fitzpatrick®!' have noted the influence of this fear on the regime’s rationale
for rapid modernization in their respective works, but it is worth delving deeper into
Stalin’s specific rhetoric on the matter to provide greater historical context and obtain a

deeper understanding of the regime’s logic. This fear of invasion and ruin of the
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revolutionary government and society that the Bolsheviks had fought so hard to bring to
fruition in the previous decade became the most common motif in Stalin’s speeches from
1930-1935 and served as the most apparent area of concern in regard to the necessity of
rapid modernization. Stalin claimed that the Soviet Union had inherited a “technically
backwards, impoverished, and ruined country” from its Imperial Russian predecessor.3?
In a 1931 speech titled “The Tasks of the Working Class in Mastering the Technique of
Production,” Stalin explained the direness of the situation and elaborated on its dangers.
He stated, “We are fifty to a hundred years behind the advanced countries. We must cover
this distance in ten years. Either we accomplish this or we shall be crushed.”3* Although
the paranoia inherent to both Stalin and the Bolshevik Party** itself undoubtedly played a
role in exacerbating these concerns, there were numerous real-world historical and
contemporary examples that Stalin drew from, lending genuine credence to these
concerns. Stalin highlighted Russia’s past events, where such failures had led to
devastation and foreign exploitation. Stalin noted in “The Tasks of the Working Class in
Mastering the Technique of Production,” that:
To slow down means to fall behind. And the backward are beaten. But we refuse
to be beaten. Yes, we refuse! The history of old Russia, incidentally, is a story of
endless drubbings dealt to the backwards. Thrashed by Mongolian
khans...Trounced by Swedish feudal lords. Smitten by Polish-Lithuanian
“pans....” Beaten by Japanese barons... Beaten by everyone for her backwardness
— for her military backwardness, for her cultural backwardness, for her
governmental backwardness, her industrial backwardness, her agricultural

backwardness... Such is the law of the exploiters — such is the law of capitalism,
the law of the wolf — jump on the weak, on the backward.?
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For Stalin, Russia’s history had been characterized by repeated attempts of hostile forces
to exploit the institutional and developmental deficiencies of the state. These events, such
as the Mongol Invasion of the divided states of Rus’ and the subsequent creation of the
Golden Horde, the Swedish and Polish exploitation of Russia’s Time of Troubles period,
and the absence of a unified government with strong leadership, provided clear historical
precedence for the regime’s fear of exploitation due to weak governance and societal
structure. Russia’s defeat in the Russo-Japanese War further demonstrated the
achievements of rapid industrialization for Japan and the consequences of failing to do so
for Russia. Stalin further backed up his claim with more contemporary examples, most
notably that of China, “which has no heavy industry, has no war industry of its own, and
who is pecked at by everybody who cares to do so0.”3¢ Stalin claimed that the Soviet
Union’s position was “analogous™” to that of China and thus logically the USSR would
be doomed to a similar fate should it fail to change course.

The ideological concept of class struggle further heightened this fear of foreign
exploitation. Marxism posits that all conflicts exist as a form of class struggle, and thus
the pre-Soviet historical examples cited by Stalin were in no way meant as exceptions to
this rule. However, the regime believed that the existential dangers and likelihood of
invasion and exploitation had become even more dangerous since the Revolution and the
creation of the Soviet Union. These events had resulted in these fears becoming overtly
rooted in the ideological overtone of conscious class struggle between the newly self-
aware, organized, and empowered proletarian forces centered in the Soviet Union and the

foreign, exploitative, and ideologically incompatible forces of capitalism. The
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intervention of foreign capitalist nations, such as the United States, the United Kingdom,
and France, during the Russian Civil War on behalf of anti-Bolshevik factions had served
as confirmation for this notion that the previous trend of foreign invasions and
exploitation had continued and was now engulfed in a wider war of ideological opposites.
In the regime’s mind, the war had not ended with the expulsion of these expeditionary
forces in the 1920s but merely entered a new stage in which these forces would continue
their attempts to undermine the efforts of the Bolsheviks through subversion while
preparing for an inevitable future invasion should the Soviet Union fail to overcome its
inherited weaknesses. Stalin clarified this belief in a 1933 address to the Central
Committee, stating, “we could not know on what day the imperialists would attack the
USSR and interrupt our work of construction; but that they could attack us at any
moment, taking advantage of the technical and economic backwardness of our country, of
that there could not be any doubt.”3® Such rhetoric helps elaborate the point that this
concern was not solely rooted in paranoia nor a hastily thrown-together justification for
Stalin’s totalitarian policies. Rather, the fear of invasion and exploitation by hostile
foreign elements was rooted in both historical and contemporary precedents, as well as
the ideological concept of class struggle, which existed as one of the core tenets of the
regime’s central belief system.

The campaign for modernization must also be considered in regard to the
concepts of Marxist state development theories, as Stalin’s belief and adherence to these
concepts were as influential on the campaign and essential for the regime’s survival as

preventing invasion by foreign powers. Even without the genuinely perceived threat of
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foreign invasion and exploitation, which itself was rooted in the ideological concept of
class struggle, the regime still felt ideological pressure to implement rapid modernization.
This pressure was exacerbated by ideological setbacks and compromises that had
emerged prior to Stalin’s assumption of power. Stephen Kotkin noted in Magnetic
Mountain that Stalin’s policies in the 1930s were largely rooted in attempts to revive
principled, socialist development that had been derailed in the 1920s and thus dealt an
ideological blow to the regime’s core belief system. Kotkin cites the enactment of the
New Economic Policy (NEP) as the most apparent example of this. Economic crisis
following the consecutive devastations of both the First World War and the Russian Civil
War had forced the Bolshevik regime, then under Lenin’s leadership, to permit a
temporary revival of free trade.?® Kotkin remarked on both the successes and setbacks of
this policy. He stated, “The country had recovered. But even to the many of those who
supported the NEP, the socialist revolution seemed to have lost much of its
momentum.”* Stalin himself appeared to be acutely aware of this concern, as evidenced
by the fact that he directly addressed the NEP in this context in a 1933 address. Stalin
admitted that the regime had “permitted a revival of capitalism” by enacting the NEP.*!
Stalin, not wishing to contradict Lenin, whose proclamations were constantly used to
justify Stalin’s own interpretations of the Marxist ideology, did not refute the necessity or
efficacy of the NEP. Stalin noted that the NEP was necessary, given the residual
importance of capitalist sectors in the economy inherited by the Russian Empire and the

lack of industrial and agricultural modernization.*? Nonetheless, the NEP still represented
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a setback for the regime’s ideological legitimacy that had to be addressed in order to
reaffirm the “correctness” of socialism and communism over capitalism. The Stalinist
regime had to cede that the NEP was necessary at the time to avoid discrediting the
messiah of the Revolution, Lenin, but Stalin nonetheless had to discourage the
reemergence of any similar policies in the future on the basis that they encouraged the
growth of capitalist elements that existed in dangerous opposition to the core tenets of
Soviet society. Stalin again turned to historical precedent to justify this concern. Stalin
noted that the Paris Commune, a proto-communist uprising that briefly seized control of
sections of Paris during the chaos of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871, had represented
the only workers’ revolution that managed to achieve power before the establishment of
the Soviet Union.* Stalin noted, however, that the Paris Commune ultimately failed
because it had not been able to “smash the fetters of capitalism” and “show the people the
beneficial material results of the revolution.”** For the regime, so long as capitalist
elements lingered and state policy permitted their continued existence, socialism would
not only be stalled but actively hindered and threatened with destruction. Thus, one of the
central goals of the modernization campaign manifested as the desire to completely
transform the Soviet economy and society at large to more closely reflect the ideological
tenets of the regime’s socialist belief structure. Stalin directly stated as such in his 1933
address to the Central Committee by stating:

The fundamental task of the Five Year-Plan was, in transferring the USSR into an

industrial country, to utterly squeeze out the capitalist elements, to widen the front

of socialist forms of economy and create the economic base for the abolition of
classes in the USSR and for the construction of socialist society.*’
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Modernization thus emerged not only as a weapon in the impending physical war against
encroaching imperialist powers that the regime feared could erupt at any moment but also
as a means to achieve victory in the overarching ideological struggle between Marxist
and capitalist theories of development. The NEP had represented a temporary defeat in
this struggle, as it had, as Stalin himself admitted, allowed for the reemergence of
capitalism and a delay in the path towards socialism. Therefore, it was the responsibility
of the Stalinist state to regain this lost ground and propel both the Soviet Union and
Marxism as the ideological basis for the regime to victory.

Failing to build socialism and allowing for the reemergence of capitalism within
the Soviet Union would not have only undermined the regime’s Marxist legitimacy
domestically but also its reputation among workers’ movements in foreign countries. At
this time, the Soviet Union still enjoyed mass support among international Marxist and
pro-workers’ movements due in large part, as Kotkin stated, “by virtue of its rejection of
capitalism.”® If the NEP had not been rejected and replaced with a system that genuinely
reflected the socialist and communist ideology that provided the entire basis for the
regime’s appeal and legitimacy, then both the Stalinist regime and the Soviet Union as a
national and societal concept risked losing its international appeal and support. Stalin
clearly indicated this concern in 1931. He noted:

There are, however, other still more serious and still more important obligations. I

mean our obligations to the world proletariat... For the working class in the

USSR is a part of the working class of the world. We have achieved victory not

only through the efforts of the working class of the USSR, but also through the

support of the world proletariat. Without that support we would have been torn to

shreds long ago... Why does the international proletariat support us, how have we
earned the support? We have earned it by the fact that we were the first to fling
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ourselves into the battle against capitalism, that we were the first to establish a
working class government, that we were the first to set out to build socialism.4’

International pressure on the regime to wholeheartedly reject capitalism and achieve the
construction of a socialist society was thus not only viewed in regard to defending against
foreign, capitalist imperialists but also in affirming the support of proletarian movements
across the globe. It is important to note that the early 1930s marked the pinnacle of the
Great Depression. Capitalist nations that had formerly boasted of economic prosperity
and high standards of living, most notably the United States, were now beset with mass
unemployment, production shortages, and an overall decline in the quality of life. One of
the most politically significant repercussions of this was an increased disillusionment
with capitalism as a viable economic system for achieving general prosperity. Conversely,
socialism and communism offered an alternative to capitalism that now had increased
attraction among those who were formerly politically apathetic or even outright hostile to
it as a movement.*® If Stalin and the Soviet government were to fully capitalize on the
disillusionment towards capitalism and the newly bolstered allure of their country and its
ideological basis, then they would both reject capitalism outright and replace it with
tangible progress on a socialist basis.

One final ideological aspect must also be considered as an exacerbatory factor in
the regime’s insecurity of Soviet backwardness. considered that rapid industrialization
within the Soviet Union was not only an affirmation of Marxist theories of development,
but also, ironically, a repudiation of them as well. In most cases, Marxism provided the

regime with a sense of legitimacy and assurance that its actions were grounded in sound
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logic rooted in Marx’s theory of development. However, there was also a paradoxical
aspect in the relationship between the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and Marx’s
theory that, at times, exacerbated the regime’s anxieties. These anxieties were centered
around intrinsic characteristics of the Soviet Union and the Stalinist regime that, while
not necessarily incompatible with Marxism, nonetheless caused friction in the
relationship between the Bolsheviks and their core ideology. The effect and influence of
these anxieties became more profound as the decade progressed, affecting more than just
the modernization campaign, but this will be discussed in more detail in the following
section on the Terror. As to how this anxiety related to the modernization campaign stems
from Marx’s own concerns about the state of Russian backwardness as he perceived it in
the 19" century. Marx’s views on Russia’s ability to successfully undergo a revolution
and enter the socialist stage of development were far from confident. Although Marx had
expressed interest in the phenomenon of communal property that had been characteristic
of Russian peasant communities within the Russian Empire as a form of a proto-
communist society, he also expressed serious doubts that these could evolve to a higher
stage of socialist development. As Canadian academic Christopher Araujo noted in his
article “On the Misinterpretation on Marx’s Late Writings on Russia™:
...almost all of Marx's comparisons are designed to highlight the Russian
commune's limitations, viz., rural "isolation" and centralized "despotism.” The
limited productive powers of agricultural labor, the complete lack of connection
between the villages, and the Tsarist tyranny which towered over them — all of
these fetters would have to be broken if the communes were ever to develop
freely into a higher communal form.*’

The fact that the founding ideologue of the regime’s ideology was himself doubtful on the

viability of a revolution and the subsequent creation of a socialist society in Russia no
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doubt helped heighten the anxiety of the regime. Marx’s concerns over Russian
despotism were rationalized as being resolved as the Soviet government proclaimed itself
a dictatorship of the proletariat, and thus its centralized authority was, according to its
own logic at least, for the sake of uplifting the worker and peasant rather than as a means
to keep them in their place as had been the case under the Tsarist regime. Furthermore,
the Bolsheviks had indeed achieved a revolution in Russia; that much was undeniable.
However, Marx’s doubts towards Russia’s limited productive powers, both in terms of
agricultural and industrial output, and the lack of interconnectivity between villages, or in
the case of the Soviet Union, between cities and the countryside, remained largely
unresolved in the years following the end of the civil war. In this regard, Stalin’s attempts
at rapid modernization, particularly as they related to Marx’s specific concerns, were not
only taken to assuage the doubts of the bourgeoise, capitalist nations as he claimed,*° but
also to address the doubts of Marx himself and thus reassure the Soviet people and
adherents of Marxism worldwide that Soviet Union was worthy and capable of carrying
out the revolution and developing a socialist society based in Marxist principles.

An understanding of these factors serves to bolster the notion that the
regime had genuine security that required rapid modernization as the primary means to
alleviate these, and that this modernization process had to unfold in a manner that was
validating of the regime’s core ideological basis to maintain its legitimacy both
domestically and abroad. However, it must also be noted that this ideologically informed
modernization process, which became officially referred to by the Stalinist regime as

“socialist construction,” was not simply attempted to spite capitalism and demonstrate
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adherence to the political tenets of the Soviet Union, but even more so because the
regime believed in the efficacy and efficiency of this approach. There was no cynicism
regarding the regime’s views on the viability of socialist construction. That is to say, at no
point did the regime question the potential efficacy of socialist construction as a means to
achieve rapid modernization, yet felt the necessity to pursue it nonetheless in order to
avoid being perceived as capitulatory towards capitalism and thus jeopardize its
ideological legitimacy.

On the contrary, the regime was not only confident in socialism’s capability to achieve
modernization, but it believed that socialism was the only path forward to achieving
modernization within the severely limited timeframe the regime believed it was forced to
adhere to. As Stephen Kotkin noted, Stalin’s plan of socialist construction “may have
been a calculated piece of propaganda, but much of its propaganda appeal derives from a
corresponding commitment to development... and a grounding in science, the supreme
language of modernity.”>! Socialist construction did in fact serve as a propagandistic
campaign meant to bolster the regime’s legitimacy by validating its ideological tenets.
However, this fact is not mutually exclusive to the notion that both the regime and its
adherents genuinely believed in the efficacy of this process as the most scientifically
sound and effective means of accomplishing modernization. As Shelia Fitzpatrick
observed, “To outsiders, the boiled-down Marxism of Soviet political literacy courses
might look simplistic, almost catechistic. To insiders, it was a ‘scientific’ worldview that
enabled its possessors to rid themselves and others of all kinds of prejudice and

superstition.”>? She goes on to note that this mindset resulted in “Smugness and
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tautology” being “among the most notable characteristics of Soviet Marxism.”>? Stalin
illustrated this point in 1935 noting, “The question that confronted us was that either we
solve this problem (backwardness) in the shortest possible time and consolidate socialism
in our country, or we do not solve it,” noting that this would have left the Soviet Union
“technically weak and culturally unenlightened” and thus easily consumed in “the game
of the imperialist powers.”>* While this statement, of course, reflects the aforementioned
fear of war and need for ideological validation, it also illustrates the genuine belief that
socialist construction emerged as the only viable option that could have achieved the
necessary levels of rapid modernization. The result of this mindset, at least as it
manifested during the Stalinist regime in the 1930s, was a feedback loop that only served
to reinforce the regime’s belief in the validity and efficacy of its actions. This inversely
bolstered the regime’s logic that any setbacks in the modernization process could not
possibly be due to any faults in the ideological basis of this process, but rather that the
process was being hindered due to human error. This logic, paired with the conspiratorial
nature of the Bolshevik Party and Stalin, exacerbated the notion that if setbacks were
widespread and recurring, then this was not only improper implementation of the Party’s
modernization plan, but active sabotage. This thesis shall explore the tragic evolution of
this mindset further on as it relates to the Terror. Still, it is necessary to keep in mind that
socialism was not merely an ideological opinion of the Bolshevik Party but a worldview
that the regime and its adherents believed was unquestionably, scientifically valid. Thus,

its merits were undeniable and exempt from the possibility of debate. Socialist
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construction was therefore not just a means of securing the regime’s physical and
ideological security, but a scientific process that offered the only path forward towards
modernity.
These geopolitical and ideological factors further pushed the state and Bolshevik
Party towards adopting totalitarian methods of rule in their capacity as the “vanguard of
the Revolution.” Consequently, the Party’s assumption of the role of the “vanguard”
leading the campaign of socialist construction had a logic rooted in both an ideological
and practical basis that was far more than the regime’s cynical attempts to justify its
continued rule and acquisition of power. Fitzpatrick again noted:
The Communists saw themselves as a vanguard, leading the masses to socialism.
This mobilizing, exhortatory, educative role was the one they understood best and
found most congenial. It gave them a sense of cultural as well as political
superiority that outsiders often found difficult to understand. Like the notion of
benign conspiracy, the vanguard concept was rooted in the party’s
prerevolutionary past.>
That this sense of “cultural” and “political superiority” made the Party and Stalinist
regime paternalistic, ideologically rigid, and increasingly attracted to totalitarian
solutions is not in question. However, the notion of the Party as a “vanguard of the
Revolution” was not an invention of Stalin but originated with his predecessor Lenin.
Furthermore, his continued utilization of this concept as it relates to the justification for
increased state power and the Party had a logical application to the goal of rapid
modernization. From the logic of the Bolsheviks, the Party and state had to act

autocratically to achieve rapid progress or face the destruction of everything the

Revolution had stood for. Stalin affirmed that only a state-managed economy could
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achieve this goal.’® Stalin again turned to history to justify these claims. Stalin noted
examples where socialism had failed not only because the capitalist elements had not
been eradicated, as he claimed had been the case during the Paris Commune, but because
of uncommitted and misguided leadership. Stalin claimed:
This was the case in Germany at the end of 1918, when the workers’ and soldiers’
councils, led by the social democrats, screened the counter-revolution against the
revolution. Therefore it is not merely a question of the Soviets as a form of
organization... It is, above all, a question of the content of the work of the
Soviets; their character; who actually leads them — revolutionaries or
counterrevolutionaries.>’
Stalin further noted that the Revolution and socialist construction could only be
successful “when genuine revolutionaries, Bolsheviks, Communists, are at their head.”>®
This rationale, too, had a logic, though Stalin of course viewed these events through a
single focal point that neglected any other aspects of historical nuance. The Paris
Commune and German Revolution had indeed been failures for the French proto-
communists in 1871 and German communists in 1918, while the Russian Revolution, led
by the Bolsheviks, had succeeded. From this logic, the Bolsheviks had to assume
autocratic control over the society and economy to avoid similar fates and actually
achieve the goal of socialist construction. This logic was also applied to the hostility
towards political neutrality or apathy that is characteristic of totalitarian systems. Stalin
affirmed that in the context of class struggle, which had a genuine ideological and
geopolitical rationale to it, as has been noted, neutral Soviet citizens “do not exist and

they cannot in the nature of things exist.”’
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When considering all of these factors in their totality as they relate to the
insecurity at the state of inherited backwardness in the Soviet Union, the desire to achieve
rapid modernization and the subsequent utilization of totalitarian methods to achieve this
goal emerge as logical and ideologically consistent conclusions from the Stalinist
regime’s perspective. Although there was no active war with capitalist countries at the
time of the modernization campaign’s commencement, the regime certainly had historical
precedence, particularly that of the Russian state it had inherited, which provided logic
for the regime’s belief that invasion was guaranteed if the Soviet Union was to remain
developmentally behind the modern world. The regime’s core ideology exacerbated this
fear on several fronts. From Stalin’s perspective, Russia had always been exploited due to
its instability, lack of modernization, and inability to prove to be a serious threat. With the
advent of the Soviet Union and Bolshevik rule, the mere existence of a state with a
communist ethos had ipso facto transformed the Russian state into a serious threat. The
“International exploiters and imperialists” had been given a clear ideological incentive to
destroy the regime and its belief structure. Thus, from the Bolsheviks’ perspective, the
threat of invasion had only heightened after their victory in the Russian Civil War, and
the class struggle had entered a more active stage of open hostility. The more
contemporary examples of the Allied Intervention in the Russian Civil War and the
continued exploitation of China due to its comparable lack of modernity further served to
confirm the regime’s suspicions of developed, capitalist nations as inherently hostile and
exploitative. Marxist-Leninist ideology, which served as both the regime’s guiding
philosophy and the source of its domestic and international legitimacy, also demanded

that the Soviet Union be transformed into a socialist state on both an industrial,
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agricultural, economic, and societal level. Not only had the regime failed to accomplish
this in the 1920s, but it had even allowed the reemergence of capitalism, which it had
fought so hard to expel in the civil war. Modernization, therefore, had to occur on a
socialist basis as it was not only viewed as the most scientific, effective, and efficient
means of achieving this goal rapidly, but it also served to reaffirm the legitimacy of the
regime and its core ideological tenets. These factors created extreme pressure on the
regime to eradicate the state of backwardness in the USSR as rapidly as possible, as
failing to do so, from the Party’s perspective at least, would result in both the de-
legitimization of the regime and its ideology and inevitable invasion and destruction by
hostile foreign powers. The state of backwardness was thus an existential crisis for the
Stalinist regime and Marxism-Leninism as a foundational ideology. These factors do not
morally justify the actions the regime resorted to, nor do they negate the application of
the term “totalitarian” as a valid descriptor of these actions and the regime itself, but they
do help validate the notion that the regime took these actions out of legitimate concerns
that went well beyond the cynical goal of simply appeasing Stalin’s desire for a more
powerful personal dictatorship. Rather, the emergence of a more totalitarian state reflects
an attempt to address a genuine insecurity that was perceived as an existential threat to

both the regime and the core ideology of the Soviet Union.

Part 2: From Progress to Purges: The Shift from Socialist Construction to the
Terror

Despite its progressive ambitions and accomplishments, the Stalinist regime’s
aforementioned reputation of brutality and repression was well earned. Such terror is

most clearly exemplified by the aptly named “Great Terror” or, more simply, “the Terror”
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of 1936 — 1938. Millions of Soviet citizens were denounced, arrested, imprisoned,
tortured, sent into exile, forced into concentration camps known as gulags, or executed
following waves of mass political purges. Due to a lack of exact data from this period, a
clear consensus among scholars on the number of victims of the Terror has not been
reached. Robert Conquest, perhaps the most well-known historian of the Terror, put the
figure of arrests at the height of the Terror from 1937-1938 at approximately eight
million, with the number of executions or deaths in camps at around three million
combined in a 1990 reassessment of his monumental analysis provided in his book The
Great Terror, originally published in 1968.%° Subsequent reassessments have pared these
numbers down to a considerable, but no less appalling, degree. A 2002 study published
by historian Michael Ellman noted that Conquest’s work “succeeded admirably” in
giving a “qualitative picture of (the) enormous horrors to the general public” that
effectively characterized the Terror.®! Nonetheless, Ellman criticized Conquest’s sources
and demographic analysis methods that led him to the aforementioned figures.®? Ellman’s
assessment reduced the number of “repression deaths” from 1937 — 1938 to
approximately 1 million,%® though he observed that the total number of “repression
victims” (those arrested, tortured, or deported but not outright killed) was much higher.%*
Despite these conflicting claims regarding the total number of victims, the fact that the

Stalinist regime unleashed a wave of mass repression from the years of 1936 — 1938 that
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resulted in the suffering of millions, the majority of whom were in no way guilty of the
generally absurd crimes they were accused of, is not in dispute.

Furthermore, the nature of the Great Terror further provides support for the
categorization of the Stalinist regime as totalitarian. Although there are, of course,
discrepancies in specificities among scholars on totalitarianism regarding what
specifically defines totalitarian terror, as is the case for the definition of a totalitarian
state, a general consensus nonetheless emerges from these various works that provides a
more or less standard definition of totalitarian terror. Although their interpretations of the
logic of totalitarian terror are far from harmonious, the following definition adheres to the
shared general observations and claims on its characteristics present in each of their
respective works: Mass political oppression or terror may accurately be described as
“totalitarian” in nature when it is characterized by a massive scale, general arbitrariness
in its targeting, lack of fair trials with clearly defined standards of criminal guilt,
extension of “guilt” to family members of the accused, and inclusion of all members of
society, including regime officials, in its list of victims.®> The Great Terror
unquestionably possessed all of these categories. Its massive scale is already apparent,
given the previously noted figures, while the other characteristics are affirmed by the fact
that most “trials” during the Terror were little more than kangaroo courts, while those on
trial included all elements of Soviet society, from common workers and peasants all the
way up to Marshals of the Soviet Union and members of the Politburo. Even the Soviet
secret police, the NKVD (Narodnyy kommissariat vautrennikh del or “People’s

Commissariat for Internal Affairs”), the government organ most tasked with executing

%5 See Linz, page 102, Ebenstein, pages 17-20, and Arendt, pages 311 and 321-326.
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the repression of the Terror, eventually found itself among these victimized elements. Its
director, Nikolai Yezhov, whose role as the Terror’s zealous chief enforcer resulted in the
creation of the moniker Yezhovschina (Yezhov’s period) as a term for the Terror in the
Soviet Union, eventually ended up in the same lamentable position of arrest, torture,
show trial, and execution that he had overseen for countless others from 1936 — 1938.
Whether one was accused, arrested, tortured, deported, or executed had seemingly little to
do with genuine loyalty or political commitment, and family members and friends of
victims were frequently targeted under the logic of guilt by association. All of these
aspects undeniably justify the “totalitarian” label given to the Terror.

What must be reconsidered, however, is why the regime decided to unleash the
Terror. While scholars of totalitarianism have justifiably categorized the Stalinist regime
as a totalitarian state and the Great Terror as an example of totalitarian terror, much of
their analysis of the regime’s rationale for this placed a misguided emphasis on Stalin’s
lust for power. This followed the previously discussed reductive trend of viewing
totalitarianism as an end goal of the regime, rather than a byproduct of its attempts to
address practically and ideologically informed insecurities. Stephen Kotkin eventually
provided a far more nuanced look at the logical, yet deeply flawed and paranoid, rationale
for the Terror, though his analysis still questioned the legitimacy of the claim that the
regime was genuinely concerned about enforcing political “orthodoxy,” as Stalin claimed
as partial justification for the Terror, and why 1936 marked the beginning of the purges.
This section of the chapter will seek to address both Kotkin’s and other scholars’
interpretations of the Stalinist regime’s justification of the Terror. Stalin’s megalomania

was no doubt a highly influential factor that heavily informed the course of the Terror.
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This aspect must not be ignored, and if one individual is to be held most responsible for
the horrors and atrocities of 1936 — 1938, then Stalin undoubtedly emerged from the
Terror with the most blood on his hands. However, Stalin’s megalomania should not be
regarded as the sole or even primary motivation for the decision to unleash the Terror.
The Terror was not simply another totalitarian power grab meant to appease this sense of
megalomania, but rather a panic response that emerged after the regime unintentionally
disrupted its dynamic of self-preservation and ideological legitimacy in the wake of
Stalin’s assertion of the success of socialist construction in 1935. This panic caused the
regime to shift its attempts at addressing its practical and ideological insecurities from a
progressive and constructive approach, which characterized its rhetoric and policies
during the period of socialist construction up to 1935, to a reactive and defensive
approach, which characterized its policies and rhetoric from 1935 through the majority of
the Second World War. This analysis will focus on Stalin’s evolving rhetoric leading to
the Terror and attempt to demonstrate how Stalin’s remarks in 1933 regarding the
“success” of collectivization demonstrated a preview of the mindset that became
dominant from 1935 onward and ultimately became the primary factor that led to the

unleashing of the Great Terror in 1936.

Finding a Method to the Madness: Previous Interpretations on the Regime’s Usage
of Mass Political Terror

Interpretations of what motivated the Stalinist regime to resort to terror and how this
terror was carried out evolved over the course of the 20" century. Earlier scholarship on
totalitarianism and the Stalinist regime argued that Stalin’s use of mass political terror

was a calculated, deliberate means to achieve a totalitarian state. Hannah Arendt argued
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that the regime’s use of terror was primarily aimed at completely breaking down
traditional societal structures and relationships outside of state and party organizations,
such as one’s friends and family, an essential component of totalitarian regimes she
referred to as “atomization.”® Arendt claimed:
Mass atomization in Soviet society was achieved by the skillful use of repeated
purges, which invariably precede actual group liquidation. In order to destroy all
social and family ties, the purges are conducted in such a way as to threaten with the
same fate the defendant and all his ordinary relations, from mere acquaintances up to
his closest friends and relatives.®’
William Ebenstein argued that Stalin’s usage of mass political terror in the 1930s was a
carefully planned policy with the goal of ensuring total submission to the state.%® He
noted that the purpose of this policy was “not to punish the guilty” but rather to instill a
mass sense of fear in every individual in society that they themselves could be a victim of
this terror, since “guilt... has little or nothing to do with being degraded into such a
condition.”®® Robert Conquest asserted that the “simplest form of (a) true answer” to the
question as to why the Stalinist regime unleashed the Terror “would, of course,” be ‘to
destroy or disorganize all possible sources of opposition to Stalin’s progress to absolute
rule.”’® The general consensus that emerged from Arendt, Ebenstein, and Conquest’s
claims regarding Stalin and the Terror was that it was a deliberate, calculated top-down

policy with the designated purpose of advancing the regime’s absolute stranglehold on

society and satiating Stalin’s unquenchable thirst for more power.
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Juan Linz provides a more nuanced, if noncommittal, analysis regarding the usage of
mass political terror and violence by the regime. He disagrees with Arendt and
Ebenstein’s assertions that mass political terror was a definitive element of a totalitarian
state,’! as he did not view it as inherently essential to his three defining characteristics of
totalitarianism, which included a monistic center of power, an exclusive ideology, and
active participation in the political goals of the regime by the general populace.’ Linz
claimed it was conceivable that such a totalitarian state could hypothetically exist without
resorting to mass terror to achieve and maintain these characteristics.”> However, he
nonetheless concedes that such terror “has certainly characterized totalitarian rule.”’*
Linz further acknowledges the possible connection between the pursuit of ideological
aims and the utilization of terror, particularly with regard to the Stalinist regime.”” Linz,
however, does not affirm this is his personal view on why the regime resorted to terror,
merely a potentiality, and cautions against adopting this viewpoint as it “runs the risk of
making the whole process far too rational and purposive.”’¢ Linz’s analysis of why the
regime pursued a policy of mass terror in the 1930s remained inconclusive, as he himself
acknowledged.”” However, by recognizing the potential of terror as a means of achieving
ideological goals, Linz at least provides a less cynical and reductive glimpse at the
regime’s rationale than those of his predecessors.

More recent scholarship has provided further challenges to previous claims of the

regime’s usage of mass political terror. Polish historian Jan Gross still largely adheres to
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the notion of Stalin’s usage of terror as a deliberate policy meant to expand the state’s
power through fear and social atomization,”® but he does challenge the idea that terror in
the context of the Stalinist regime was a centralized, top-down process. In a 1984 article,
Gross argues that, on the contrary, terror primarily spread in a semi-organic process. In a
process he identified as “privatization,””® Gross asserts that the state apparatus, such as
the NKVD, was not the primary agent of the Terror but rather individual citizens.
Virtually every individual had the full power of the state at their fingertips to destroy their
neighbors’ lives at any moment. Of course, the same catastrophe could fall upon these
individuals as well. Gross noted, “This ability to get anybody arrested was the great
equalizer. It was an unusual power, however, a power to destroy but not to protect.”®® He
concludes his argument with the claim that this “privatization” of terror was the primary
mechanism with which the state achieved its goal of social atomization.®! It was not the
fear of the labor camps or the NKVD but rather the fear of one’s neighbor that broke
down individual relationships and increased reliance on the state. Gross’s work
challenges previous notions of a centralized and highly organized use of terror by the
Stalinist regime. Furthermore, he does at least partially address an ideological aspect of
the terror, that of it being a twisted form of uravnilovka or “equalization” that was
essential for a self-proclaimed socialist society.®? However, Gross still perpetuates the
claim that this process was highly deliberate and cynical on Stalin’s behalf, with the

overall goal nonetheless being an increased acquisition of power.
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Stephen Kotkin not only expanded upon Gross’s “privatization” and mass
participation argument® but further contextualized the ideological and systemic elements
of the Bolshevik Party and Stalinist regime that challenged earlier notions of Stalin’s
usage of terror, in particular, the Great Terror of 1936 — 1938. In “Dizzy with Success,”
the seventh chapter of his book Magnetic Mountain, named after the aforementioned
1930 Pravda article published by Stalin, Kotkin provides an in-depth and more nuanced
look at the Terror than his predecessors. Kotkin still holds Stalin ultimately responsible
for both unleashing the Terror and allowing it to unravel into a campaign characterized by
mass hysteria and bloodshed.3* Furthermore, though Kotkin does not use the word
“totalitarian” to describe the Great Terror, his notation that its victims included virtually
every group within Soviet society, even the NKVD, its primary enforcer,® certainly
adheres to the definition of totalitarian terror as defined by past scholars of this field.
However, this is largely where the similarities of his analysis of the Terror and those of
Arendt, Ebenstein, and Conquest ended. In “Dizzy with Success,” Kotkin provides a far
more nuanced look at the regime’s motivations and logic for the Terror than the more
reductive and cynical earlier assessments akin to those of Arendt, Ebenstein, Conquest,
and Gross. Kotkin claimed:

The terror, which touched a large number of people, involved far more than the use of

massive force by the state against the population. Thousands of the country’s most

loyal cadres were arrested for, and in many cases confessed to, the most improbable
crimes in what seemed a grotesque episode almost defying rational understanding.

But the terror had a certain rationality, and no matter how apparently bizarre or

disgusting, at some level it “made sense” if one accepted the premises and categories
of the Communist party’s self-understanding and crusade.®¢
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Kotkin’s account of the Terror portrays a process that was far from a carefully planned
and organized exercise meant to further increase Stalin’s totalitarian grip on power
through a deliberate attempt to atomize Soviet society. Rather, it shows a paranoid and
sloppily executed®” witch-hunt that spiraled out of control, driven by a multitude of
issues, including a genuine fear of the growing influence of fascism in Europe and
Germany in particular,® ideological notions of class war,® personal vendettas, and Party
infighting,”® resentment towards power-hungry and/or incompetent managers,’! the
Bolshevik Party’s inherent paranoia and self-righteousness,’? and scapegoating. As
Kotkin noted, the Terror “revealed the evident insecurity of the aggrandizing authorities.
In a way, the terror exposed not just their innermost fears but their worldview.”®? In this
regard, many of the same influences and insecurities that spurred the modernization
campaign and accompanying growth of the totalitarian state discussed in the previous
section carried over as forms of rationale for the Terror. Kotkin noted the phenomenon of
trauma bonding and solidarity, demonstrating that the Terror did not result in uniform
social atomization across all aspects of Soviet society.”* Furthermore, despite the “deep
and lasting divisions within... society” and trauma resulting from the Terror, Kotkin still
addressed widespread pride in the achievements of socialist construction and faith in the

regime and its ideological tenets.”
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Despite this comprehensive and more nuanced, yet no less horrific, account of the
Terror, Kotkin nonetheless concludes his analysis by addressing that certain questions
regarding why the Terror occurred when it did still remained. He stated that “The
presence of the Communist party, alongside the fully functional state administration,
turned out the be something of a time bomb, planted in 1917, and detonated in the second
half of the 1930s. As to why the bomb was set off, this remains mysterious.”*® A likely
answer to this mystery can be found in an analysis of Stalin’s rhetoric and policies as they
relate to the “completion” of socialist construction in the mid-1930s and the unintentional
disruption of the self-preservation and ideological legitimacy dynamic.

The Terror of Success: The “Victory” of Socialist Construction and the Path
towards the Purges

As has been thoroughly stated, socialist construction emerged as the major priority for the
Stalinist regime in the first half of the 1930s. George Kennan had noted in his analysis of
Soviet conduct that the Kremlin was “under no ideological compulsion to accomplish its
purposes in a hurry,” but this was certainly not the case for socialist construction. That
this project had to be completed as rapidly as possible was indeed influenced by
legitimate geopolitical and ideological concerns that have already been addressed. It was
not only logical but essential for the regime to encourage this transformation on a more or
less strict timeline. Stalin had repeatedly stated numerous times that the modernization
process had to be completed as rapidly as possible lest the Soviet Union both betray its
Marxist-Leninist mission and fall prey to exploitative foreign powers. Socialist
construction was both a do-or-die scenario and necessary to maintain the dynamic of self-

preservation and ideological legitimacy.
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This aspect, paired with the fact that the country was genuinely achieving rapid
progress in certain key fields of the socialist construction project, incentivized Stalin to
continually note that socialist construction was both successful and nearing its
completion throughout the early 1930s. As far back as 1930, in the aforementioned
“Dizzy with Success” Pravda article, in which Stalin stated that rapid collectivization had
shown that “the radical turn of the rural districts towards socialism may already be
regarded as guaranteed.”®’ A year later, in his 1931 “The Tasks of the Working Class in
Mastering the Technique of Production” speech, Stalin further bolstered the public
expectation that socialist construction was nearing completion by claiming:

There are no fortresses the Bolsheviks cannot capture. We have solved a series of

formidable problems. We have overthrown capitalism. We have seized power. We

have built up a mighty Socialist industry. We have turned the middle peasant

toward Socialism. The most important part of our task of construction we have

accomplished. Not much is left to do...”8
By the mid-1930s, Stalin’s rhetoric had switched from guarantees of impending success
in the realm of socialist construction to affirmations that these metrics had in fact been
achieved. In 1934, Stalin told steel workers, “We have every right to speak of the great
successes of the iron and steel industry, which is the chief force in the national economy.
We have succeeded, it is true.”” One year after this statement, Stalin declared definitive
success for two key pillars of his vision of socialist construction: industrialization and
collectivization. In a 1935 address to Red Army graduates, Stalin claimed:

Yes, comrades, we proceeded confidently and vigorously along the road of

industrializing and collectivizing our country. And now we may consider that the

road has been fraversed. Everybody now admits that we have achieved
tremendous successes along this road. Everybody now admits that we already
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have a powerful, first-class industry, a powerful mechanized agriculture, a

growing and improving transport system, an organized an excellently equipped

Red Army. !0
By his own accounts, a socialist society had been constructed in the Soviet Union by the
mid-1930s. While there was still some progress to be made in matters of industrial and
agricultural output, the primary goals of collectivizing and industrializing on a socialist
basis while eradicating capitalist elements from the Soviet society had been, according to
Stalin, achieved. This declaration, however, would unwittingly create a profound and
existentially threatening rift in the regime’s dynamic of self-preservation and ideological
commitment. If the regime genuinely believed in the efficacy of socialism, which its
actions and rhetoric over the previous certainly indicated it did, then the declaration of
the successful construction of a socialist society in 1935 posed two major issues. The first
of these was that any problems that still lingered could not be the fault of socialism,
which was regarded as an irrefutable scientific method, but had to either be a faulty
interpretation by poorly informed or lazy Party members or, worse, intentional sabotage
to the system. It is from this mindset that the charges of “complacency” entered Stalin’s
rhetoric and became increasingly paranoid and violent over the course of the 1930s,
ultimately contributing to the Terror in 1936. The second of these was also related to the
regime’s genuine belief in the efficacy of Marxism-Leninism. By achieving socialist
construction as rapidly as Stalin had claimed, he unintentionally inched his regime closer
to the “withering of the state” that was an essential part of the next phase of Marxist
development following socialism: communism. This concept caused great anxiety in

Stalin, which further contributed to the radical pivot towards the Terror. In order to
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address these insecurities and rebalance the self-preservation and ideological
commitment dynamic, the regime took a dramatic turn away from its progressive and
constructive mindset that had characterized its agenda in the first half of the 1930s to a
reactive and defensive mindset that ultimately culminated in the Great Terror.

Socialism under Siege
It is clear that by 1935, the regime appeared confident enough in its socialist construction

efforts to signal to the public that a socialist society had indeed been achieved in the
Soviet Union. Such claims cannot simply be reduced to hubris or intentional lying, which
are ostensibly typical of totalitarian figures. The regime had achieved notable progress
during its socialist construction campaign. These included sizable increases in the
average wage, enrollment of children in school, and literacy rate from the 1920s to the
1930s.1%" Additionally, as Kotkin noted, the purported success and appeal of Stalin’s
policies were “backed up by tangible programs and institutions: full employment,
subsidized prices, paid vacations for workers, childcare, health care, retirement pensions,
education, and the promise of advancement for oneself and one’s children.!?> The
Stalinist regime had indeed felt a sense of genuine necessity to achieve its program of
socialist construction in as rapid a manner as possible, and the program did indeed
achieve laudable results and improvements for many Soviet citizens. Stalin’s continued
positive appraisal of socialist construction’s rapid progress, therefore, likely constitutes
both the genuine desire for it to be achieved as rapidly as possible as well as a genuine
belief that this rapid progress was indeed reflective of reality. In light of these facts,

Stalin’s declaration in 1935 that “Life has improved, comrades. Life has become more
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joyous™!% was not a “statement totally divorced from evidence” as Jan Gross claimed. %
Stalin’s statement did genuinely reflect the aforementioned improvements and sense of
optimism bestowed upon a sizable portion of the Soviet public.

However, Stalin’s statement, while far from being entirely fictitious, was still only
a partial truth. Despite the wage increases and creation of a welfare system, poverty was
still widespread.'% Collectivization, though an essential element for the regime’s vision
of socialist construction, had been a particularly arduous and contentious process.
Historian Lynne Viola observed that in response to collectivization, “Rebellion engulfed
the countryside, resulting in some 13,000 riots with two million participants in 1930. The
policy of collectivization and grain seizures has been identified as one of the leading
causes of a series of famines that killed millions throughout the Soviet Union, particularly
in the Ukrainian and Kazakh SSRs.!% The lingering social and economic issues, despite
socialist construction, made Stalin increasingly paranoid. These issues could not, of
course, be attributed to socialism, being the infallible scientific system that it was in the
mindset of the regime, but rather had to be an active effort to undermine the state and
Soviet society. These insecurities, combined with the threat of the emergent Nazi regime
in Germany in 1933, whose open hostility towards Bolshevism and Slavs provided
increased credence to the Stalinist regime’s fears of foreign invasion that would, of
course, become tragically concrete in 1941. From this mindset emerged Stalin’s rhetoric

against “complacency.” Kotkin had noted the influence of the “complacency” mindset in
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his analysis of the Terror.!%” The supposed prevalence of “complacency” in the Party,
government, military, and Soviet society was no doubt one of the purported justifications
of the regime during the Terror. Stalin had concluded a speech in the wake of the Moscow
Trials in 1937, at the height of the Terror, with the following remarks: “We lack only one
thing; the readiness to eliminate our own unconcern, our own complacency, our own

political shortsightedness.”!%8

Yet it is worth noting that this rhetoric regarding
“complacency” existed long before the Terror commenced and evolved over the years.

In his 1930 “Dizzy with Success” article in Pravda, Stalin notably tempered his
rosy evaluation of the purported success of collectivization with a grave warning against
the dangers of complacency, in the context that these successes had infected certain Party
members with the misconception that the rest of the modernization and collectivization
campaign could be accomplished in a more relaxed manner. He noted that it was the task
of the Soviet press to “systematically expose” this “dangerous and harmful... anti-
Leninist frame of mind.”!% This was followed by remarks in a 1931 address that again
praised the achievements of the socialist construction campaign but yet nonetheless
encouraged caution against overindulgence in this sense of achievement as “in the history
of countries, in the history of armies, there have been cases when in the face of every
possibility of achieving success and victory, there was a failure and defeat.”!'? In 1934,

Stalin made perhaps his most clear declaration regarding the threat of such a mindset,

noting, “The most dangerous thing is when people are complacently satisfied with their
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success and forget the shortcomings, forget that further tasks face them.”!!'! Such rhetoric
shows that Stalin had been increasingly concerned with complacency throughout the first
half of the 1930s, to the point that it was declared “the most dangerous thing” by 1934, a
few short years before the commencement of the Terror.

As to why this mindset shifted from rhetorical cautioning and non-violent Party
expulsions, which had been the norm prior to the Terror,!!? one must turn one's attention
to the completion of collectivization in 1933. Stalin noted in the wake of his purported
success in achieving collectivization that “anti-Soviet elements” (most notably “remnants
of the dying classes” such as kulaks) had “donned the mask of workers and peasants” and
managed to infiltrate collective farms, government offices, and even the Party itself for
the purpose of undermining and sabotaging the fruits of socialist construction.'!'3 He
decried Party comrades and citizens who looked “complacently” at this infiltration,
noting that it was “tantamount to aiding and abetting the undermining of the Soviet
system.”!'* While deeply paranoid, this mindset had a rationality grounded in the
regime’s belief in the efficacy of its core ideology, which had indeed resulted in sizable
and rapid, if uneven and costly, achievements. As a socialist farming system,
collectivization was the most effective and efficient method of farming possible
according to the ideological theories of Marxism-Leninism. Any shortcomings in terms of
harvest and discontent among the newly collectivized peasantry were, from the regime’s
point of view, not due to the inefficiency of collectivization. The task of the Party and

collective farmers, therefore, had to switch from building a socialist system in the form of
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collective farms to defending this system from counterrevolutionary sabotage. In
accordance with the need for a defensive mindset, complacency evolved from a lack of
Bolshevik vigilance that needed to be chastised and corrected to a criminal lack of duty
that advanced the machinations of counterrevolutionary forces. The Terror can therefore
be seen as a consequence of this mindset on a larger scale. By declaring that socialism
had been constructed by 1935, Stalin had expanded this logic from the collective farms to
the entirety of the Soviet Union. Any shortcomings and discontent following the
purported success of socialist construction, of which there were many, had to logically be
the work of a vast counterrevolutionary conspiracy that existed across the nation. This
was, of course, deeply paranoid and showed a hypocritical inability on Stalin’s part to
engage in the self-criticism he was so keen on forcing upon others.!!'> But it was not
wholly illogical nor clearly demonstrative of a carefully planned power grab as previous
academics have described it, but rather a desperate means of attempting to validate the
regime’s core ideology, which was necessary for its legitimacy and self-preservation after
socialism’s apparent shortcomings following Stalin’s declarations of success in the mid-
1930s. This notion of an ideologically informed pivot is further bolstered when one
considers the other paradoxical insecurity these declarations of success unearthed.

The Withering of the State

Stalin’s 1933 remarks following the completion of collectivization reveal the other
primary influence on the decision to unleash mass political terror in 1936. Stalin

addressed this fear in the same speech that decried the lack of vigilance and criminal
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complacency towards the supposed infiltration of collective farms. Stalin stated the
following:
Certain comrades interpreted the thesis on the abolition of classes, the
establishment of classes society and the dying out of the state, to mean
justification of laziness and complacency, justification of counterrevolutionary
theory of the subsiding of the class struggle and the weakening of the state
authority. Needless to say, such people cannot have anything in common with our
Party. These are either degenerates, or double dealers, who must be driven out of
the Party. The abolition of classes is not achieved by the subsiding of class
struggle, but by intensifying it. The state will die out not by the weakening of
state authority, but by strengthening it to the utmost necessary for the purpose of
finally crushing the remnants of the dying classes and for organizing defense
against the capitalist environment, which is far from being destroyed as yet, and
will not soon be destroyed.!®
At first glance, this may simply appear to have been another manifestation of the
complacency fear that has already been addressed. In some regards, this notion is true,
given that there are intertwining elements between this concern and Stalin’s insecurity
regarding complacency. Yet this concern, which is predicated on the Marxist-Leninist
concept of the “withering of the state,” contained elements and influences that were also
notably distinct from that of the complacency concern that must be examined in further
detail to understand how they helped contribute to the Terror.

While industrialization and cultural development along Marxist-Leninist
developmental theory remained a genuine goal of both the Bolshevik Party and the
Stalinist regime, it also posed a potential existential threat to the continued existence of
the regime. In direct contrast to Stalin’s insecurities regarding the perceived
backwardness of the USSR in terms of industrialization and cultural development, an

insecurity predicated on the fear of failure, this insecurity was predicated on the fear of

success. In one aspect, Hannah Arendt’s comparison of the concept of an “unrealizable
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and utopian” future that can only be achieved by the ruling party as a feature present in
both the Stalinist Soviet Union and Nazi Germany is appropriate.'!” Although their
versions of utopia differed drastically, especially considering the fact that the Nazi ideal
involved the virtual eradication and/or enslavement of the peoples of the Soviet Union,!'®
the use of a utopian ideal that only the ruling party could achieve as a propaganda tool
that provided the regime with a broad appeal along the lines of modernity, futurism, and a
better life for either oneself or one’s descendants that gave the regime both support and
an ideological justification for one-party rule was a key feature in both these regimes.
Where these ideals differed most greatly, aside from obvious racial and class distinctions,
was the role of the party after this utopia had been achieved. The promised future of the
Nazi regime was that of the “Thousand Year Reich,” where Germany would reign
supreme as the unquestionably dominant world power. This hypothetical future not only
entailed the continued existence of the Nazi Party as the governing and driving force in
Germany but also directly predicated its heralding and continuity solely on the condition
of permanent Nazi rule. In this aspect, the Stalinist regime faced an existential
conundrum entirely different in nature from that of its oft-compared totalitarian
contemporary. Nazi ideology required a Germany dominated by the NSDAP to both
achieve and maintain its version of utopia. Communism, on the other hand, only required
its representative party to achieve to a state near-utopia based on industrialization and an
abundance of goods based on socialist development where, as stated by Stalin in his own

words, “each (person) works according to his abilities and receives articles of
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consumption, not according to the work he performs, but according to his needs as a
culturally developed individual.”'!® The issue for Stalin, however, was that after this
utopian state had been achieved, in which a socialist state had developed sufficiently both
industrially and culturally to a point where such an abundance of material goods had
matched a level of high cultural enrichment, the ruling party would become obsolete.
This was a key aspect of Marxism-Leninism that could not be ignored, as Lenin himself
had stated as much. In his 1917 book The State and Revolution, Lenin addressed and
affirmed Friedrich Engels’ concept of the state “withering away” after the goals of the
Revolution had been achieved. Lenin noted:
In speaking of the state “withering away,” and the even more graphic and colorful
“dying down of itself,” Engels refers quite clearly and definitely to the period after
“the state has taken possession of the means of production in the name of the whole
of society,” that is, after the socialist revolution. '?°
In direct contrast to the Nazi utopian ideal in which the ruling party both achieves and
maintains the utopia, the communist utopia is directly hostile to the permanent existence
of the vanguard movement, as this utopia is predicated on the fact that the vanguard (the
Bolshevik Party) realizes when it is no longer needed and self-liquidates. In short, the
NSDAP’s continued existence was symbiotic with that of its purported utopian ideal,
while the Bolshevik Party’s continued existence and the communist utopian ideal were
mutually exclusive. Herein lay the chief paradox for a regime that, on one hand,

genuinely strove to achieve development in line with Marxist-Leninist theory while, on

the other hand, was obsessed with self-preservation.
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Stalin appears to have realized this potential existential crisis and quickly tried to
temper expectations. In November of 1935, a few months after he had declared that the
roads of industrialization and collectivization had been “traversed,” Stalin delivered his
“Speech at the First All-Union Conference of Stakhanovites,” given to workers
considered to have displayed exemplary work ethic in line with the Bolshevik spirit
(Stakhanovites). In this speech, Stalin stated that the Soviet system was indeed headed
towards a state of true communism as “the productive forces of the country have been
freed from the fetters of capitalism, where labor has been freed from the yoke of
exploitation, where the working class is in power, and where the younger generation of
the working class has every opportunity of obtaining an adequate technical education.”!?!
Yet, Stalin also notably declares:

...the working class is as yet not a high one, that the distinction between mental

and manual labor still exists, that the productivity of labor is still not high enough

to ensure an abundance of articles of consumption, and, as a result, society is
obliged to distribute articles is obliged to distribute articles of consumption not in
accordance with the needs of its members, but in accordance with the work they
perform for society.'??
Stalin noted that this meant that the Soviet Union was still preparing for the “conditions
for the transition from socialism to communism,”!?? and that though the Stakhanov
movement represented the first steps of this transition, he nonetheless noted that such
steps were “still feeble.”!?* Of course, it has been noted that cautioning against

complacency was a key feature of Stalin’s speeches, but these statements indicate a

deeper insecurity that goes beyond “Bolshevik vigilance.” Stalin clearly felt the need to

121 Josef Stalin, “Speech at the First All-Union Conference of Stakhanovites,” 12.
122 Ibid., 11.
123 Tbid., 10.
124 Ibid., 13.

57



declaratively state that the Soviet Union had not achieved a state of communism and that
progress towards such a utopian reality was nowhere near sufficient to expect such a
reality anytime soon. This stood in notable contrast to his optimistic assessment of
socialist construction. Stalin had given the creation of socialism in the USSR a relatively
clear deadline that the regime attempted to strictly adhere to and purportedly achieved in
a rapid manner. Yet Stalin set no definitive date for when the public should expect a state
of communism to be achieved, despite this goal being the purported overarching goal of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Not only was no timeline given for the
transition from socialism to communism, but the regime actively attempted to downplay
progress towards this goal and keep it vague.

Despite its ideological commitments, the prospect of achieving a state of
communism would represent a fatal blow to the regime’s goal of self-preservation. The
only option, therefore, was to ensure that this utopia could not be achieved, at least not
during Stalin’s lifetime. Nonetheless, the regime had to act and justify why communism
could not be achieved with the same efficacy and efficiency that had characterized the
campaign of socialist construction. There also remained the issue of replacing the goals
of industrialization and collectivization as the primary propagandistic rallying call,
considering Stalin had declared victory in both these campaigns. “We are nowhere near
achieving communism,” may have been a necessary statement for the regime to make in
order to temper expectation and prolong the lifespan of the party, but it made for a rather
poor propaganda slogan. The regime needed to find (or invent) a situation that could
explain why progress had stalled without undermining the previous achievements of the

government that had won it both domestic and international popularity while and also
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needed to exploit this scenario to create a propaganda campaign that could foster the
same ideological zeal that had characterized its previous political campaigns in the first
half of the decade. By achieving both these goals, Stalin and his government could delay
the promise of communist utopia and thus prolong their lifespan while still bolstering the
public’s support and loyalty to the regime without disavowing the main ideological tenets
that gave the regime legitimacy.

This aspect of the regime’s rationale leading to the Terror is certainly more
cynical than the belief in the undermining of socialism. The complacency angle was
grounded in a seemingly genuine commitment to both creating and defending a system
adherent to the tenets of Marxism-Leninism in the form of a socialist society. Of course,
the presence of the same widespread issues contributed to the regime’s perception of
mass complacency, and sabotage no doubt meant that Stalin’s statements that
communism was far from being achieved were certainly valid. Yet, the insecurity towards
the concept of the “withering of the state” shows an active hesitancy and avoidance of
achieving the ultimate goal of the regime’s core ideology. Stalin’s clear discomfort
whenever the prospect of true communism manifests in his speeches and his avoidance of
a clear deadline and enthusiasm towards achieving communism, unlike his rhetoric
towards socialist construction, demonstrate this. This discrepancy is understandable given
the regime’s overarching principle of balancing self-preservation and ideological
commitment. Unlike the construction of a socialist society, which required the
intervention and strengthening of the Party/state in its role as the vanguard, the
development of a truly communist society would result in the Party and state’s

obsolescence and dissolution. The Stalinist regime, therefore, had to actively avoid this
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ultimate goal should it wish to maintain its goal of self-preservation. Yet it could not
publicly disavow this goal nor renege on socialist development, given that this would
undermine the perception that the regime was ideologically committed and legitimate.
The Terror thus emerged as both a reflection of the concerns of complacency and the
more cynical avoidance of the notion that progress towards communism was being
achieved, and the state/Party was thus becoming obsolete. This does demonstrate that the
Terror cannot be totally rationalized on the notion that the regime was solely attempting
to root out threats it genuinely perceived as real. It does, however, not affirm the notion
that the Terror represents a carefully constructed power grab or deliberate attempt at
atomization. Rather, both the “complacency” and “withering of the state” insecurities
represent a desperate shift from a progressive and constructive mindset to a reactive and
defensive mindset, characterized by mass paranoia, in an attempt to rebalance the
dynamic of self-preservation and ideological legitimacy that Stalin’s rhetoric on the

completion and success of socialist construction had inadvertently manifested.
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Chapter II: Vindication through Victory: The Stalinist Regime’s Efforts to
Balance Self-Preservation and Ideological Commitment During the Second
World War

The German invasion of the Soviet Union on June 22", 1941, marked the beginning of
the most horrific period in not only Soviet history but that of Russia as a whole. Over the
course of the following years, millions of Soviet soldiers and civilians would perish in
battles or atrocities as Nazi Germany waged a genocidal war of conquest against the
Soviet Union that sought the destruction of Stalin’s government, Marxism-Leninism, and
the majority of the Soviet population. There is no doubt that this conflict proved to be the
most existentially threatening event of the Stalinist regime’s existence. Yet the war also
offered potential benefits for the regime. Germany’s invasion had finally validated his
long-held fear of foreign invasions that had characterized his rhetoric regarding the
dangers of complacency and his justifications for the more controversial policies in the
previous decade. A Soviet victory in the war would therefore not only be essential for the
self-preservation of the regime but would also act as the ultimate act of ideological
validation for Stalin’s interpretation of Marxism-Leninism. Stalin could point to his
modernization efforts in the socialist construction campaign and even to his campaign to
root out “traitors” during the Terror as necessary acts to prepare the Soviet Union for war.
Still, the Soviet Union would of course have to win the war before any of this was
possible. The Stalinist regime’s policies of mass oppression in the years prior to the
German invasion left lingering sentiments of resentment and apathy towards the Stalinist

regime and Marxism-Leninism among elements of the Soviet populace.!? Furthermore,
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the most essential organization for the war effort, the Red Army, had been decimated and
dishonored during the Terror. The appalling nature of German wartime conduct towards
Soviet soldiers and civilians, as well as Nazi racial ideology regarding Slavs, proved
useful for the Stalinist regime’s war efforts in this regard, as these offered little incentive
for collaboration among a people that was considered and treated as “subhuman.”
Furthermore, many people in Soviet society still retained their commitment to Marxism-
Leninism and their loyalty to the Stalinist government.'2¢ Nonetheless, the regime would
need to account for the fact that it could not afford to rely solely on traditional Marxist-
Leninist ideology if it wished to maximize morale and willing participation in the war
effort and thus increase its chances at self-preservation. In order to accomplish this, the
Soviet propaganda apparatus, in particular the rhetoric of Stalin himself, would need to
craft a propaganda narrative with the largest appeal possible among the Soviet populace.
However, while this narrative could be and indeed would need to be more ideologically
flexible, it also could not, in most cases, contradict any of the regime’s policies from the
previous decade or inherently contradict its core ideological principles. While victory in
the war was the overall goal of the regime and its propaganda apparatus during the
conflict, maintaining ideological consistency and legitimacy was still viewed as an
essential component for this victory and the continued preservation of the regime.

This chapter will analyze how the regime crafted an evolving and dynamic yet
ideologically coherent wartime propaganda narrative. Stalin’s wartime speeches from the
start of the invasion in June of 1941 through the collapse of the Nazi regime in May of

1945 shall serve as the primary lens through which this analysis will examine this
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narrative. Supplementary propaganda sources, such as speeches from other Soviet
officials, most notably those of Vyacheslav Molotov, as well as wartime films, posters,
and newspapers, will also be noted as they relate to the motifs present in Stalin’s
speeches. Specifically, this chapter will analyze four major themes of the Soviet wartime
propaganda narrative in relation to the regime’s goal of self-preservation and ideological
commitment. The first of these was the regime’s attempt to create the notion that the
conflict against Nazi Germany constituted a “just war,” which was grounded on a sense
of morality that appealed to both universal and specifically Marxist-Leninist sentiments.
Next, this analysis will proceed to examine how Stalin’s aforementioned rhetoric
regarding “complacency” and the need for “Bolshevik vigilance” was effectively adapted
to a wartime context and how such rhetoric stood in contrast to that of Nazi Germany.
Afterwards, this chapter will note the regime’s attempt to both capitalize on feelings of
revenge and resentment towards the Germans while also attempting to reinforce the
notions of purported Marxist-Leninist racial, ethnic, and national tolerance. Finally, this
chapter will note the regime’s attempts at handling the image of the Red Army and the
NKVD in wartime propaganda following their tarnishing during the Terror. The overall
analysis of each of these aspects reinforces the notion that the Stalinist regime’s desire to
balance its dynamic of self-preservation and ideological legitimacy remained the primary

goal during the wartime period.
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“QOur Cause is Just”!?’: The “Just War” Motif in Soviet Wartime Propaganda

While there were indeed many aspects of Marxism-Leninism and Stalin’s specific actions
and rhetoric of the 1930s that remained problematic for the efficacy of the government’s
wartime propaganda narrative at the onset of the conflict, there were also several
propaganda motifs that were easily adapted to boost the overall efficacy and perceived
legitimacy of the war effort. The most dominant of these themes was the notion of a “just
war,” which remained one of the most consistently utilized messages in Stalin’s wartime
narrative. The fact that the Germans had invaded the Soviet Union, in spite of the non-
aggression pact, had provided the main logical framework for this narrative device. The
invasion was, of course, traumatic and deeply threatening to the regime’s survival and
that of the entire Soviet Union, but the fact that the war was defensive greatly bolstered
the regime’s moral argument for active wartime participation. Furthermore, the invasion
served as a validation of Stalin’s rhetoric in the 1930s that the country had to prepare for
an imminent invasion, and thus Stalin’s heavy-handed, totalitarian approaches at solving
the issues of rapid modernization and rooting out “traitors” and “saboteurs” could now be
justified in the context of the German invasion. The regime even found a way to
retroactively bolster its justification for the highly controversial Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact. Nazism’s naked hostility towards Bolshevism further bolstered this notion, as did its
racial animosity towards Slavs, further providing convincing evidence of the practical
and moral sides of the war effort. These ideological and practical justifications allowed

the regime to not only admit mass casualties and defeats in battles that would be
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devastating and potentially defeat-inducing in any other context, but also to actively take
advantage of these situations to advance notions of heroism and self-sacrifice to further
boost the efficacy of the “just war” propaganda narrative.

Despite the devastation and overwhelming threat the German invasion posed
towards not only the Stalinist government but communism as an ideology and Slavs as an
ethnic group, the invasion had also served to validate several major insecurities that had
lingered from Stalin’s actions and rhetoric in the 1930s. The most controversial of these,
which had perhaps done more damage to the image of both Stalin and the Soviet Union
as a whole, was the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. It must be stated that the 1939 non-
aggression pact signed between the titular foreign ministers of Nazi Germany and the
Soviet Union, Joachim von Ribbentrop and Vyacheslav Molotov, was not entirely
inconsistent with Stalin’s rhetoric in the years that had preceded it. Notably, he had
excused some shortcomings in the execution of the First Five-Year Plan in the civilian
industrial and agricultural sectors due to the necessity of the reacquisition of materials for
the defense industry, primarily due to the fact that neighboring countries had refused to
sign non-aggression treaties with the Soviet Union.'?® However, it is also true that Stalin’s
rhetoric from the 1930s was deeply characterized by its repeated utilization of the notion
that fascism, and Nazism in particular, was the most serious threat to Bolshevism as an
ideology and the existence of the Soviet Union as a whole. The threat of fascism had been
used as one of the primary justifications for the Terror. In his March 3, 1937 speech given
at the plenum of the Central Committee amidst the height of the purges, Stalin had

asserted that one of the greatest threats the Soviet Union was facing, one that had
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necessitated a state of mass arrests, trials, deportations, and executions, was the efforts of
“the fascist forces of German and Japan to bring nearer a war with the Soviet Union” and
destroy all the progress of socialist construction and dismember the USSR.!%°

Other forms of Soviet propaganda had also reinforced this notion, most notably
the film industry. Anti-fascism had emerged as one of the most dominant themes in 1930s
Soviet filmography.!3° This trend abruptly stopped in 1939 with the signing of the treaty,
and films that featured anti-fascist and anti-German themes, most notably the highly
popular 1938 Sergei Eisenstein film Alexander Nevsky, were temporarily banned.!3! At
the same time, it must be noted that there were many in the Soviet Union who welcomed
the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact as it seemed to assuage fears that the devastating war they
had been primed to prepare for had been delayed, at least momentarily.'3? For many
others, however, the ideological backlash proved too strong and distasteful. Russian
academic Yanina Karpenkina claimed that many elements of Soviet society “were not
prepared for the August foreign policy pirouette.”!33 She noted that while the
aforementioned relief was certainly a factor, skepticism and suspicion regarding both the
Soviet government’s reasoning and the likelihood that the treaty reflected any genuine
attempt at maintaining peace, on behalf of either the Soviet or German regimes, was also
a common response.'3* The fallout of the treaty was even more devastating for the

regime’s image abroad, as the skepticism that manifested in Soviet society morphed into
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abject disillusionment. This sense of disillusionment and resentment from former
admirers of the Soviet Union and Stalin’s leadership abroad was most profoundly felt in
countries under direct threat from Nazi aggression. In France, for example, news of the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact not only outraged socialists but a large portion of the
membership of the French Communist Party, which had previously been unified in its
support of the Soviet Union and Stalin’s policies.'3* It must be acknowledged that the
singing of the pact was not entirely inconsistent with previous policy and rhetoric, given
Stalin's previously stated desire for non-aggression pacts with neighboring countries,
even if they were ideologically adverse. However, given the regime’s subsequent
demonization of fascism, the repeated claims that it was the greatest threat to the
existence of the Soviet state and its ideological basis, and the acts of war perpetrated by
Nazi Germany following the signing of the treaty, it is little surprise that the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact proved to be a major cause for this newfound sense of skepticism and
disillusionment of so many former admirers of the Soviet Union and Stalin’s leadership.

In this context, at least, the war proved to be highly beneficial for the Stalinist
regime as it immediately seized on the opportunity provided by the German invasion to
retroactively bolster its justification for the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Rather than using
the chaos of the war and the general sense of outrage at German atrocities to sweep the
memory of the treaty under the rug, Stalin directly addressed its existence in his very first
wartime speech on July 3, 1941, eleven days after the start of Operation Barbarossa.
Stalin noted:

Of no little importance is the fact that fascist Germany suddenly and
treacherously violated the non-aggression pact she concluded in 1939 with the
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USSR... Naturally our peace-loving country, not wishing to take the initiative in
breaking the pact, could not have resorted to perfidy. It may be asked: how could
the Soviet Government have consented to conclude a non-aggression pact with
such treacherous fiends as Hitler and Ribbentrop? Was this not an error on the
part of the Soviet Government? Of course not! Non-aggression pacts are pacts of
peace between two states... Could the Soviet Government have declined such a
proposal? I think not a single peace-loving state could decline a peace treaty with
a neighboring state, even though the latter was headed by such fiends and
cannibals as Hitler and Ribbentrop.!3¢
Stalin’s comments regarding the signing of the treaty are mostly consistent with his
rhetoric from the 1930s. He had, as noted, sought the signing of non-aggression pacts
with other nations, regardless of their hostility towards the Soviet Union and communism
in general. That the treaty was concluded with the most hostile of these nations, from an
ideological standpoint, did not inherently contradict the previous policy, even if it was
seen as distasteful and led to a propagandistic whiplash regarding the incompatibility of
fascism and communism. It must be noted that Stalin’s claims of the Soviet Union being
“peace loving” would likely come as a surprise to citizens of the Baltic States, Poland,
and Finland, all nations that had been victims of Soviet aggression in the wake of the
signing of the treaty between 1939 and 1940. While Stalin does address the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact, mentions of these invasions are notably absent from his remarks. The
claim that the Soviet Union was a “peace-loving nation” was not totally steeped in
falsehood, however. Rather, it existed in the category of partial truth that characterizes the
majority of Stalin’s claims throughout his rule. As was the case for his 1935 claim that
“life has improved comrades,”!3” the veracity of the “peace-loving” claims is relative to

the context in which they were directed. The claim that “life has improved” is indeed

absurd when one considers the situation of the victims of famine and direct oppression, as
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Jan Gross noted,'*8 but for the millions who benefited from the development of a robust
welfare system, wage increases, massive boosts in literacy rates, and a comprehensive
education system, '3 this claim was largely applicable. Similarly, while the claim of a
“peace-loving” Soviet Union is likewise absurd in the context of the invasions of its
neighbors in 1939 and 1940, it is applicable in the sense that Soviet foreign policy in the
1930s had largely focused on the securing of non-aggression pacts with other nations,
regardless of ideological differences, in accordance with the policy of “socialism in one
country.” Thus, Stalin’s assertions in this regard were, partially at least, based on reality
and ideological consistency with previous Soviet policy. Finally, it is worth noting that
Stalin further justified the treaty on strategic grounds, noting that “We secured our
country’s peace for a year and a half and the opportunity of preparing its forces to repulse
fascist Germany, should she risk an attack on our country despite the pact.”!*’ The
German invasion and blatant violation of the non-aggression pact thus provided Stalin
with an opportunity to address the lingering insecurity regarding the questions of the
regime’s legitimacy in the wake of the treaty by contextualizing its signing within the
legitimate, albeit distorted, geopolitical and ideological concerns.

The unquestionably aggressive nature of the German invasion, intensified by the
fact that this had taken place in spite of the non-aggression pact, also proved beneficial
for Stalin’s wartime narrative. One of the most beneficial aspects of the invasion, from a
propaganda standpoint, was that it allowed the regime a notable degree of ideological

flexibility (so long as it was not overtly contradictory to the regime’s core ideology) in its
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attempts to maximize participation in the war effort. One of the forms this ideological
flexibility manifested was the notion that the effort to repel the German invasion
constituted a “just war.” While there were certainly overtly political components to this
propaganda motif that must be addressed, the regime’s definition of a “just war” was
notably demarcated by universal principles that were not inherently rooted in Marxist-
Leninist, though, importantly, also not inherently contradictory. This concept originated
not with Stalin’s July 3, 1941, speech but rather with Molotov’s announcement on the
outbreak of hostilities given on the same day of the German invasion on June 22, 1941.
Molotov, acting in his capacity as both People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs and
Chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars, had concluded his announcement with
the following statement: “Ours is a righteous cause. The enemy shall be defeated. Victory
will be ours.”!*! Molotov predicated the “righteousness” of the Soviet war effort largely
on the fact that the war had been “forced upon” them as, “without declaring war,
Germany attacked our country ... the attack was perpetrated despite a pact of non-
aggression between the USSR and Germany, which the USSR faithfully abided by ...
responsibility for this attack falls entirely upon German fascist rulers.”'#? Stalin further
expanded upon this claim of “righteousness,” in light of German “perfidy,” in his
subsequent July 3™ address. Stalin further predicated the “just nature” of the Soviet war
effort on the treacherous nature of the German attack. He stated:

That is why our whole valiant Army... all the peoples of our country, all the finest

men and women of Europe, America, and Asia finally all the finest men and
women of Germany, condemn, the treacherous acts of the German fascists and

141 Vyacheslav Molotov, “June 22" Radio Address of Vyacheslav Molotov Regarding the German
Invasion.” June 22, 1941, https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn1000646.
142 Tbid.

70



sympathize with the Soviet Government, approve the conduct of the Soviet
Government, and see that ours is a just cause...'®

The “treacherous” nature of the German attack not only provided Stalin with the
opportunity to retroactively justify the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact but also further provided
the opportunity for the regime to be more ideologically flexible in its propaganda
narrative, especially when compared to the political rigidity that had characterized such
narratives in the previous decade. Stalin’s speeches following the German attack not only
appeal to Bolshevik sensibilities - though these were no doubt incorporated into this
narrative as well — but also to universal principles of the injustice and international
outrage at the treacherous nature of Nazi Germany’s wartime conduct. These appeals to a
sense of universally agreed-upon international conduct, regardless of a nation’s core
ideology, provided the groundwork for the aspects of the regime’s wartime narrative that
were not explicitly based on its core ideological tenets. The most notable element of this
from the example provided is Stalin’s notation that the treacherous nature of the invasion
had caused near universal condemnation of German conduct and an accompanying sense
of sympathy for the Soviet people and their government. The governments of almost all
of these nations, most notably those of the United States and the United Kingdom, were
not only ideologically averse to the Soviet Union’s core ideology but had been painted by
earlier dorms of Soviet propaganda as major enemies and threats to the regime and
Marxism-Leninism. The nature of the war thus provided the regime legitimate and
practical circumstances to paint the war effort, including the formerly unthinkable

alliances that emerged as a key feature of this war effort, in a manner that had less of an
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appeal to regime’s core ideological tenets and more of an appeal to a sense of universal
morality based on the “righteousness” of self-defense.

This theme of moral correctness of one’s native land, regardless of the greater
ideological context, emerged as a key theme in Stalin’s wartime rhetoric, particularly in
the earlier phases of the war following the June 22", 1941 invasion. Stalin further stated
in his July 3%, 1941, address:

This war with fascist Germany cannot be considered an ordinary war. It is not

only a war between two armies, but it is also a great war of the entire Soviet

people against the German-fascist forces. The aim of this national war in defense
of our country against the fascist oppressors is not only elimination of the danger
hanging over our country, but also aid to all European peoples groaning under the
yoke of German fascism. In this war of liberation, we shall not be alone. In this
great war we shall have loyal allies in the peoples of Europe and America,
including the German people who are enslaved by the Hitlerite despots. Our war
for the freedom of our country will merge with the struggle of the peoples of

Europe and America for their independence, for democratic liberties. It will be a

united front of peoples standing for freedom and against enslavement and threats

of enslavement by Hitler’s fascist armies.'#*
This statement further demonstrates Stalin’s efforts to argue that defending one’s country
was a universally morally correct action, thereby broadening the appeal for participation
in the Soviet war effort. This notion is most clearly demonstrated in his claim that, “Our
war for the freedom of our country will merge with the struggle of the peoples of Europe
and America for their independence, for democratic liberties.” This rhetoric implies that
the war against Nazi Germany was morally just and necessary, in spite of the vast
ideological differences of the various Allied nations. The notion of the inherent moral
superiority of a defensive war, in contrast to the amorality of Nazi aggression, is further

expanded upon by Stalin in a November 6, 1941, speech, marking the 24™ anniversary of

the October Revolution, several months after the start of the conflict. In this speech,
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Stalin remarked that “the morale of our Army is higher than that of the German army, for
it is defending its native land from foreign invaders and believes in the justice of its
cause.”!® Stalin then explicitly contrasted the moral justness of the Soviet war effort with
the immorality of the German war effort by noting, “The German army is waging a war
of conquest and is plundering a foreign country, without the possibility of believing even
for a single moment in the justice of its base cause.” !4

The immoral nature of German war conduct, not only regarding the treacherous
nature of the invasion itself but especially that of the repeated and systematic atrocities
that characterized the actions of the German military and government in the wake of
Operation Barbarossa, also provided the regime with a major source of propaganda that
could be exploited outside of an explicitly Marxist-Leninist narrative. There can be no
question that German conduct on the Eastern Front during World War II was
overwhelmingly characterized by the regular occurrence of war crimes and crimes
against humanity committed against Red Army prisoners of war and Soviet civilians/non-
combatants alike. This conduct, rooted in genocidal intent, was justified on Nazi racial
ideology, which declared Slavs subhuman, which ultimately proved to be a major
contributing factor in the horrific death toll of approximately 26 million Soviet lives lost
by the end of the war.!*” The atrocious nature of German wartime conduct was
unquestionably a source of unimaginable misery and torment for the average Soviet
citizen and soldier, but for the Stalinist regime’s propaganda narrative, it was immensely

beneficial. Such conduct emerged as a central theme of the wartime narrative in the
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months following the commencement of Operation Barbarossa. In his November 6, 1941,
address, Stalin noted that, “the Hitler hordes are killing and violating the peaceful
inhabitants of our country without sparing women, children, or the aged.”'*® He noted
that these atrocities took place within the greater context of Nazi racial policy and
Hitler’s concept of Lebensraum, in which large swaths of land in Eastern Europe,
primarily in the Soviet Union, were to be seized in conquest and then subject to German
colonization following the deportation, enslavement, and outright extermination of a
majority of its Slavic inhabitants.'#® Stalin claimed:
“Every means must be used,” says Hitler, “to ensure the German conquest of the
world. If we want to create our great German empire, we must first of all drive out
and destroy the Slavonic peoples, the Russians, the Poles, Czechs, Slovaks,
Bulgarians, Ukrainians and Byelorussians...” The German invaders want a war of
extermination against the peoples of the USSR.!>°
One of the most remarkable aspects of Stalin’s rhetoric on German conduct was that it
was almost entirely true. Nazi ideology was blatantly anti-Slavic on racial grounds, and
Stalin’s claim that the Germans were waging a “war of extermination” against the
peoples of the USSR was not only not hyperbolic, but the phrase itself was one of
German invention: Vernichtungskrieg'! (literally “annihilation/extermination war”). The
emphasis on German atrocities and Nazi racial sentiment became an essential element of
Soviet wartime propaganda because it was both true and effective. Unlike the Terror,
which, while practically and ideologically rooted, nonetheless involved a hyperbolic,

largely fictionalized enemy whose crimes were either exaggerated or completely invented

by either regime officials or citizen-accusers, German atrocities spoke for themselves.
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There was no need to fictionalize them or provide an ideologically rooted explanation for
why they should be perceived as dangerous and provoke outrage. The most practical and
effective approach, from the regime’s perspective, was to highlight the existence and
prevalence of these atrocities and allow the outrage and desire for revenge (i.e., active
participation in the war and thus the regime’s survival) to form more organically.

This “apolitical” appeal to a universal sense of morality was merely one aspect of
the “just war” narrative. The context of the war had certainly encouraged the regime to
appeal to sentiments outside of its traditional ideological boundaries as a practical
necessity to ensure active participation in the war effort had a broad appeal and thus
ensured the self-preservation of the regime. Yet as the regime’s self-preservation was also
deeply rooted in its perceived ideological commitment and legitimacy, it was essential for
Stalin to ensure the “just war” narrative was contextualized within a Marxist-Leninist
framework. Such ideologically rooted contextualization was not always a simple process
with regard to other aspects of the regime’s wartime narrative, as shall be noted in further
sections. Yet, many aspects of the “just war” motif allowed the regime to reapply its
previous rhetoric and actions from the 1930s to the context of the war in a coherent and
consistent manner without much difficulty.

Themes from Stalin’s 1930s rhetoric, such as the necessity of defending socialist
construction and the Party as a “vanguard,” were easily recontextualized to fit the “just
war” and provide it with an ideologically rooted and consistent basis. In his July 3, 1941,
speech, Stalin stated, “The State Committee of Defense has entered on its functions and

calls upon our people to rally around the Party of Lenin and around the Soviet
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Government to self-denyingly support the Red Army and Navy, demolish the enemy, and
secure victory.”'3? This was reinforced by that claim that:
Lenin, the great founder of our State, used to say that the chief virtue of the
Bolshevik must be courage, valor, fearlessness in struggle, readiness to fight
together with the people against the enemies of our country. This splendid virtue
of the Bolshevik must become the virtue of the millions and millions of the Red
Army, of the Red Navy and of all the peoples of the Soviet Union. >3
The centrality of the Bolshevik Party was still apparent during the war, and it now acted
as the vanguard for the Revolution, saving the accomplishments of socialist construction
from the ravages of fascism. Bolshevik grit and vigilance, which Stalin had implored for
the people of the Soviet Union to adopt in the 1930s, now became all the more essential
in light of the German invasion. Furthermore, the notions of class war and preserving the
fruits of socialist construction were also recontextualized in a similar manner. Stalin
asserted that the Nazis were not socialists, despite their official title of the National
Socialist German Workers Party, but rather “a party of imperialists and, moreover, of the
most rapacious and predatory imperialists among all the imperialists of the world.”!3*
Stalin further reinforced this with ideologically and historically charged language,
characteristic of his previous 1930s rhetoric, designating the Nazis as “a party of the
enemies of democratic liberties, a party of medieval reaction, of Black Hundred
pogroms.”!> This was further elaborated upon in a May 1, 1942, address in which Stalin
claimed that the Nazis “imperialists, who seize other countries and suck their lifeblood to

enrich German bankers and plutocrats.... The truth is that the German fascists are

reactionary feudalists...shedding blood to enrich the German barons and reestablish the
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rule of the landowners.”!>¢ Stalin claimed that the “reactionary feudalist” forces of Nazi
Germany had come to plunder and destroy “the cities and villages built by the labor of
the workers, peasants and intelligentsia.”'>” Thus, the war was not only a defense of Slavs
but of all the efforts and purported achievements of Marxism-Leninism that the Soviet
Union had sought to enact in the decades leading up to the war. Stalin even attempted to
justify the alliance with the United States and the United Kingdom on ideological
grounds. The practicality and direness of the wartime situation had given him the
opportunity to simply leave the justification for this alliance on the practical logic of “the
enemy of my enemy is my friend,” but that would not have been consistent with the
regime’s desire to be perceived as ideologically adherent and legitimate whenever
possible. As a result, Stalin contextualized the proletarian and proto-socialist systems in
the US and UK and compared them favorably against the “plutocratic” system of worker
oppression in Germany. Stalin claimed that “England and the United States of America
possess elementary democratic liberties,” such as “unions for workers and employees,
there are workers’ parties, and there is a parliament, whereas in Germany under the Hitler
regime, all these institutions have been destroyed.”!8

The “just war” narrative was thus carefully designed to satisfy the dynamic of
self-preservation and ideological legitimacy. It contained elements that appealed to
sentiments that were not explicitly rooted in Marxist-Leninist principles in order to
maximize the efficacy of the war effort. This allowed the regime to appeal to those who

may have become disillusioned, apathetic, and potentially even hostile to the Stalinist
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regime due to its actions in the years leading up to the war. Such elements could have
been disregarded or even targeted in other circumstances, but the threat of the war to the
regime’s survivability left them no choice but to incorporate such societal elements into
the war effort. Yet at the same time, the regime was deeply conscious in its efforts to both
avoid contradicting its core ideological tenets and, furthermore, incorporate these tenets
into the “just war” narrative. This not only further broadened the appeal of the war to the
large portions of Soviet society who were still genuine in their belief in Marxism-
Leninism and the Soviet system but also ensured that the regime did not abandon its
rhetoric and ideals that had characterized its actions in the previous decade, thus
jeopardizing its legitimacy. Both of these aspects were essential for the regime’s physical

and political survival, and Stalin’s rhetoric was highly reflective of this consideration.

“The Enemy has suffered defeat, but he is not yet vanquished”'*°: The Evolution of
the Campaign against “Complacency” in Wartime Propaganda

Another remarkable aspect of Stalin’s wartime rhetoric is how consistently measured it
remained throughout the war in terms of its avoidance of downplaying the threat posed
by the Germans or setting expectations that victory would be easy or close at hand. Even
after major victories at Kursk, Stalingrad, and Leningrad, events which turned the tide of
the war and put the Red Army on the offensive, Stalin still constantly remarked on the
continued difficulties and dangers the Soviet Union would face. While Stalin certainly
never humored the idea that the Soviet people would have to stomach the idea of defeat,
as this simply was not an option considering what a German victory would entail for both

the regime and the Soviet Union as a whole, he nonetheless encouraged extreme caution
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and an appreciation for the gravity of the situation. Stalin appeared to appreciate the
unexpected nature of war, including how fortunes can rapidly and unexpectedly reverse,
as any victory did not guarantee the negation of a future defeat. His rhetoric stood in
direct contrast to German promises of victory, which were demarcated by expectations of
a quick and easy victory, particularly at the onset of Operation Barbarossa. It is apparent
that Stalin’s rhetoric and experiences during the 1930s proved immensely influential for
the development of this aspect of the wartime propaganda narrative. “Complacency” and
its dangers once again returned as a key term in Stalin’s rhetoric. However, in the context
of the war, Stalin’s cautioning against “complacency” largely served as an effective
means of maintaining the morale and war effort of the Soviet people, rather than as a
means to induce paranoia and atomization as it had done during the Purges and
dekulakization campaign. The Stalinist regime’s switch from a progressive, constructive
policy and rhetoric in 1935 to a reactive and defensive approach proved immensely
beneficial in maintaining this cautious mindset throughout the conflict and avoiding the
same pitfalls of hubris that plagued its rival regime in Nazi Germany.

Guarding against complacency became a central theme of Stalin’s wartime
rhetoric from the onset of his first address on July 3, 1941. He had concluded his opening
paragraph of this speech with the warning that a “grave danger hangs over our
country.”!6% Further into the speech, he expanded upon this warning and noted the
following:

Above all it is essential that our people, the Soviet people, should appreciate the

full immensity of the danger that threatens our country and give up

complacency... the issue is one of life and death for the peoples of the USSR; the

issue is whether the peoples of the Soviet Union shall be free or fall into slavery.
The Soviet people must realize this and abandon all complacency; they must
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mobilize themselves and reorganize all their work on a new, wartime footing,
there can be no more mercy for the enemy. '6!

Such rhetoric should come as no surprise, considering 1941 proved to be the most
dangerous year of the war for the regime, given that it was taken off guard by both the
breaking of the non-aggression pact and the rapidity with which the German Blitzkrieg
had advanced. Complacency was indeed likely a very real factor for early Soviet defeats,
in addition to the deprivation of talented and experienced military officers in the wake of
the purges. Stalin’s rhetoric in the 1930s had notably cautioned against complacency, but
Soviet films from the 1930s had reinforced a false sense of security among some of the
populace. Historians Donald Filtzer and Wendy Goldman have noted that films such as
Alexander Nevsky and If War Comes Tomorrow, both released in 1938, reinforced the
notion that war with the Germans would result in a quick victory for the Red Army, with
relatively few casualties.'®? It was therefore essential for the regime to rapidly dispel this
mindset and reinforce the dangers of complacency regarding expectations of an easy
victory and underestimating the enemy that had been characteristic of Stalin’s speeches
for most of the preceding decade. This importance led to Stalin reiterating his July 3rd
comments several months later in his November 6, 1941, address. He further reinforced
the dangers of underestimating the Germans, stating:

I have already said in my speech at the beginning of the war (July 3) that the war

had created a dangerous threat over our country, that we must understand and

realize this danger and remodel our work on a wartime basis. Now, after four

months of war, I must emphasize that this danger has not only not grown less, but
on the contrary, even increased. !9
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The context with which this speech was issued sheds light on Stalin’s insistence on
reinforcing his comments from his July 3" address several months after their initial
issuance. Despite the failure of the Wehrmacht’s blitzkrieg to bring the Soviet Union to a
rapid state of capitulation in a matter of a few weeks/months, as had been the case with
its previous invasions of France, Poland, Norway, and other European nations, the
situation for the Stalinist regime and Soviet people was still incredibly dire. Millions of
Red Army soldiers had been killed or captured, vast swaths of the Soviet Union’s eastern
territories, such as Ukraine and Belarus, had been captured and placed under occupation,
and the Germans had advanced all the way to Moscow and Leningrad, placing both cities
under a state of siege. It must be stated that Stalin nonetheless reinforced the notion that a
Soviet victory was still the only outcome possible for the war’s conclusion in both of
these speeches. The July 3" address had included the statement that “the enemy will be

164 while the subsequent November 6" address had

defeated, we are bound to win,
concluded with, “Our cause is just — victory will be ours!”!9 It was still essential that
Stalin’s warnings against complacency and underestimation of the Germans did not instill
a sense of defeatism nor undermine the aforementioned “just war” narrative, which
entailed that the righteousness of the war effort against the Germans guaranteed a
victorious outcome for the Soviet Union and other Allied powers. Still, the Stalinist
regime had never been threatened with such a tangible sense of catastrophe and potential

collapse as had been the case in the wake of the German invasion. It was therefore no

surprise that this rhetoric against complacency, which had been so characteristic of both
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the campaign of socialist construction and the Terror in the previous decade, was
reactivated with such resolve and repetitiveness in the early stages of the war.

The rhetorical campaign against complacency continued in the following year,
though Stalin appeared to signal a positive reappraisal of the prevalence of this mindset
among the Soviet populace in light of more positive circumstances for Soviet forces than
they had encountered in 1941. Stalin was certainly keen to highlight this shift in fortunes,
particularly after the successful repulsion of German forces from Moscow in early 1942.
In a February 23" address of that year, Stalin had proudly remarked on the victory of the
Red Army in the Battle of Moscow, noting that this victory meant that “The Germans no
longer have the military advantage which they possessed during the first months of the
war as a result of their treacherous and sudden attack... This has put an end to the
inequality in war conditions which was created by the suddenness of the German fascist
attack.”'% However, despite this praise, Stalin nonetheless tempered this praise with the
following statement:

It would, however, be unpardonable shortsightedness to rest content with the

successes achieved and to think that the German troops have been done for. This

would be empty boasting and conceit unworthy of (the) Soviet people. It would
not be forgotten that there are still many difficulties ahead. The enemy is suffering
defeat, but he is not yet routed, still less is he finished off. The enemy is still
strong. He will exert his last forces in order to attain success. And the more he
suffers defeat, the more brutal he will become.'®’

Despite these comments, Stalin did give a notably positive assessment on the perceived

shift in attitude regarding complacency amongst the Soviet populace and Red Army from

the previous year in a May 1, 1942 address in which he noted that “The complacency and
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heedlessness in the attitude towards the enemy which were observed among the Red
Army men during the first months of the of the patriotic war have disappeared.”!68
Stalin’s appraisal of the situation was certainly more positive than it had been in 1941,
but of course, the outcome of the war was still far from certain, and the overall situation
for the Soviet Union was still demonstrably grave, as Leningrad remained under siege
and German forces pushed farther south towards the Caucasus. While the Stalin’s praises
had certainly been earned in regards to the hard-fought victory at Moscow and other
battles, as well as the accompanying change in morale and complacency amongst the
Soviet civilian population and Red Army, the overall danger posed by the Germans to the
regime and Soviet Union as a whole was still deeply potent, even if it had been somewhat
diminished compared to that of 1941.

Interestingly, however, Stalin’s rhetoric against complacency intensified after
major Soviet victories at Stalingrad and Kursk in 1943. Unlike other propaganda motifs
characteristic of Stalin’s wartime rhetoric, which either diminished or altered following
the turning of the tide following these battles, such as the use of pre-Soviet history,
Russian nationalism, and anti-German sentiment, Stalin’s remarks against complacency
and underestimating the Germans not only remained consistent but further intensified
after 1943. In a similar manner to his comments the previous year, following the victory
at Moscow, Stalin applauded the stunning Soviet victory at the Battle of Stalingrad. Stalin
remarked that the repulsion of German forces at Stalingrad had been “the greatest (battle)
in the history of war.”!%° Stalin noted that this victory and others throughout 1942 and

early 1943 had marked a clear turning point in the war, stating, “The balance of forces on
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the Soviet-German front has changed.”!”® Stalin went on to note that the greatest
weaknesses of the German forces were their inability to adapt to the evolving warfront
and their gross underestimation of the tenacity of Soviet forces.!”! However, Stalin
quickly tempered this appraisal of Soviet victories and his criticism of German strategic
rigidness with the following warning:
It does not follow from this, however, that the Hitlerite army is done for and that
it now only remains for the Red Army to pursue it to the western frontiers of our
country. To think so would be to indulge in unwise and harmful self-delusion. To
think so would be to overestimate our own strength, to underestimate the strength
of the enemy and to adopt an adventurist course. The enemy has suffered defeat,
but he is not yet vanquished. The German-fascist army is now going through a
crisis as a result of the blows received from the Red Army, but this does not mean
that it cannot recover... It would be stupid to suppose that the Germans will give
up even a kilometer of our soil without fighting.!”
Stalin’s words indicate that he was deeply cautious to avoid the same hubris of
overestimating the strength of his own forces and underestimating that of his enemy,
which he had highlighted as the main pitfall of the Germans. He was certainly proud of
the victory, given both its historical importance, not only on the Eastern Front and the
greater war effort against the Axis powers, but that of the entire history of warfare, and no
doubt the city’s namesake certainly stroked his ego as well. Nonetheless, he remained
markedly measured and sober in his assessment of the remainder of the conflict. Soviet
casualties had, of course, been unprecedentedly high and greatly outpaced those of the
Germans, especially at Stalingrad, where Soviet casualties were in the millions, although

these were not as devastatingly proportional when compared to overall manpower. Stalin

was likely acutely aware of these losses and knew that millions more were likely to
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follow. Germany had certainly major defeats and a reversal of fortunes at Stalingrad, but
it still occupied large portions of Soviet territory and continued to go on the offensive in
several areas of the Eastern Front.

However, the most major of these offensives would end in a similar disaster for
the Germans at the Battle of Kursk. If Stalingrad had deprived Hitler of an entire army,
Kursk had crippled his primary means of waging aggressive, offensive warfare. Stalin
was certainly ecstatic that the Red Army had followed up its triumph at Stalingrad with
another devastating blow to the Germans. He remarked in a November 6, 1943, speech
that, “While the battle of Stalingrad heralded the decline of the German-fascist army, the
battle of Kursk confronted it with disaster.”!”3 He claimed that these victories and others
had clearly demonstrated that 1943 was “a year marking a radical turn in the course of the
war.”!7* With this declaration and the Red Army’s shift from fighting a defensive war to
primarily waging offensive operations not only in pushing out the Germans from
occupied Soviet eastern territories but also actively pushing into pre-war Axis territory in
the following two years of the conflict, one might expect Stalin to have eased up on his
complacency rhetoric, but this was not to be the case.

Stalin further doubled down on this rhetoric in 1944, despite the fact that the Red
Army had successfully managed to push the Wehrmacht to a desperate defensive stance,
and Nazi Germany’s downfall was becoming more likely with each passing battle. Stalin

showed further confidence in a favorable conclusion to the war after the Red Army’s
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“great victory”!7>

at the Siege of Leningrad, which had endured nearly 900 days of the
German military’s onslaught. Stalin stated:
By now it must be obvious to everyone that Hitlerite Germany is irresistibly
heading for catastrophe. True, conditions for the prosecution of war are more
favorable for Germany in the present war than during the last World War, when
from the very beginning to the end of the war she waged a struggle on two fronts.
However, the great drawback for Germany is the fact that in this war the Soviet
Union has proved to be much stronger than the Old Tsarist Russia was in the last
war, 7
Stalin’s remarks clearly display his growing confidence in the efficacy of the Red Army
and Soviet economic and social system that have been discussed in the earlier sections of
this chapter, as well as the guarantee of a Soviet victory. Leningrad grad had further built
upon the achievements of the Red Army’s stunning 1943 victories at Kursk and
Stalingrad and further pushed the Wehrmacht and Nazi Germany to the brink of total
defeat. Stalin reiterated this point, noting that “The hour of final reckoning” for Hitler’s
regime was “drawing near.”!”” However, Stalin characteristically cautioned against over-
indulgence in this mindset. Stalin followed these remarks with the following statement:
“...no matter how great our successes, we must, just as before, soberly appraise the
enemy’s strength, be vigilant, not permit self-conceit, complacency or heedlessness in our
ranks.”!”® The situation grew increasingly dire for the Germans following the Western
Allied landings in northern France in June of 1944 and the subsequent collapse of
German occupation forces throughout Western and Eastern Europe. This further

increased Stalin’s confidence in victory as he noted in an October 13, 1944,

announcement, stating, “The United Nations face the victorious conclusion of the war
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against Hitlerite Germany... of that there can no longer be any doubt today.”!”® Stalin
concluded his assessment of operations in 1944 with the confident assessment that “The
encirclement of Hitlerite Germany is being completed. The den of the fascist beast has
been invested on all sides, and no tricks of the enemy will save him from imminent
complete defeat.”'®" Such remarks may appear to have indicated that the Allied Powers
and the Soviet Union’s all but guaranteed victory by the end of 1944 had finally caused
Stalin to abandon his complacency rhetoric, but it returned with full force in the final
months of the conflict.

While Stalin’s rhetoric in 1945 was undoubtedly confident in the Nazi regime’s
downfall and a final Soviet victory, it was nonetheless characterized by its cautioning
against complacency that had been consistently present in his speeches since the onset of
the conflict in 1941. By February of 1945, the Red Army had managed to push well
beyond occupied German territory in Eastern Europe and was now in Germany proper.
Stalin was deeply proud of this fact, and his confidence in victory was further solidified.
Yet, he implored a sense of deep caution among Soviet troops in regard to conflating the
fact that the Nazi regime’s impending defeat meant that the struggle had ended as they
entered further into German territory. He noted in an address that:

Complete victory over the Germans is now already near. But victory never comes

of itself — it is won in hard battles and persistent labor. The doomed enemy hurls

his last forces into action, resists desperately in order to escape stern retribution.

He grasps and will grasp at the most extreme and base means of struggle.

Therefore it should be borne in mind that the nearer our victory, the higher must
be our vigilance and the heavier must be our blows at the enemy. 3!
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This rhetoric, which tempered confidence in victory with hesitancy at underestimating the
Germans, continued even after Hitler’s suicide on April 30, 1945. Stalin noted in an
address one day after Hitler’s death that “The collapse of Hitlerite Germany is a matter of
the nearest future... One thing is required — to deal the death blow to the fascist beast,”
yet also warned his troops that, “beyond the border of our native land be especially
vigilant.”!32 Even after Germany, the remnants of the Nazi government and military
leadership signed the instrument of unconditional surrender on May 9, 1945, Stalin
refused to drop his guard. Echoing his earlier rhetoric of Germany’s “perfidious” nature,
Stalin stated that the people of the USSR had “no reason to trust their words” as the
Germans “regard treaties and agreements as empty scraps of paper.” '3

The most remarkable aspect of Stalin’s wartime rhetoric regarding complacency is
its continued presence after Soviet war conditions turned in favor of the Red Army,
particularly after the repulsion of German forces from Soviet territory and the
advancement into German territory in 1945. This rhetoric could be expected from 1941 to
1943, when the situation was more favorable for Germany, and that of the Soviet Union
had gone from dire to uncertain. From a practical standpoint, it would have been foolish
for Stalin to encourage the underestimation of the German military while his forces were
suffering defeat, and his largest cities remained under siege or occupation. Yet Stalin
displayed a notable lack of hubris even after the Red Army’s victory became certain in
the waning months of the war. This is where the Stalinist regime’s rhetoric contrasts so
significantly with that of Nazi Germany’s. Wartime rhetoric from German leadership,

high on their rapid victories from 1939 through 1941, showed extreme confidence in the
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prospect of a similarly quick victory over the Soviet Union and a total dismissal of the
Red Army’s capabilities as a fighting force. Hitler had infamously stated that “We have
only to kick in the door and the whole rotten structure will come crashing down,”
regarding his belief in a rapid collapse of the Soviet Union shortly following the German
invasion.'®* His Propaganda Minister, Joseph Goebbels, echoed similar statements to the
German public and military in the wake of the German invasion of the USSR. In a July 6,
1941, address, Goebbels noted:
The OKW (Wehrmacht High Command) reports that in the Minsk area 20,000
Bolshevik soldiers deserted to the German lines after shooting their political
commissars. 52,000 new deserters were announced today. This is more than a
symptom. It is a sign to the Jewish-terrorist ruling class of Bolshevism that its end
is near. It seeks in vain to turn the tide... The cowardly band of liars in the
Kremlin seems to sense that its end is near.'®>
Nazi propaganda rhetoric regarding the war against the Soviet Union thus created a
public expectation that both the Soviet Government and the Red Army posed no serious
threat. Victory could thus be expected to come rapidly and with ease. This hubris proved
highly problematic for the Nazi regime when the Soviet Union not only refused to
capitulate in the months following this declaration but furthermore managed to
completely turn the tide of the war by 1944. Stalin’s rhetoric, on the other hand, while no

less confident in victory for his forces, never once promised an easy victory or

encouraged underestimation of his enemy. In this regard, the regime’s shift to a cautious

'8 Doug Bandow, “Operation Barbarossa and How Germany Helped Create the Soviet Union,” The Cato
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and defensive state in the mid-1930s proved immensely beneficial for avoiding the same
hubris that had plagued the German wartime propaganda narrative.

Stalin himself learned firsthand the dangers of a premature declaration of victory.
As noted in the previous chapter, Stalin’s public declaration that the campaign of socialist
construction had resulted in the successful implementation of socialism in the Soviet
Union had raised unexpected insecurities that put the regime in a deeply uncomfortable
and threatened position. As noted, this had ultimately proved an essential factor in the
unleashing of the Terror in 1936. Furthermore, the Soviet people had been well
accustomed to the regime’s measured approach that promised both victory and great
difficulty, and most notably, opined on the immense dangers of “complacency” by its
rhetoric in the 1930s. Although primary goals and insecurities of the evolved over the
course of that decade as the government’s priorities changed from socialist construction
to reaffirming the security and perceived ideological legitimacy of the regime through the
Terror, rhetoric highlighting the dangers of complacency remained a consistent feature of
both these campaigns. In the context of the war, there were two major benefits of this
rhetoric in terms of preparing the public to accept the government’s propaganda narrative.
Stalin’s 1930s rhetoric had often balanced appraisals of the Soviet system and
achievements with a caution against becoming complacent in light of these purported
successes. Thus, when Stalin issued warnings against the dangers of complacency and
underestimating the strength of the German military at the onset of the conflict, this
would not be seen as defeatism or lack of confidence in a Soviet victory. Rather, it was
merely a continuation of his mix of confidence and caution that had characterized his

rhetoric in the previous decade. Furthermore, the continuance of these themes even after
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the shifting of the tide of the war in the Soviet Union’s favor would be less likely seen as
signs that the government was unsure of the likelihood of victory and was trying to cover
up the situation on the frontlines but rather continued to display Stalin’s measured and
cautious approach (rhetorically at least) to handling crises in accordance to the
“Bolshevik fashion.”!8¢ Finally, the Terror had at least made a large portion of the Soviet
populace appreciative of the fact that the dangers of “complacency” were far from a scare
tactic but indeed had very real and grave consequences for failure to adhere to these
warnings (or at least the perception that one had failed to adhere to them). It was also in
this instance that Germany’s horrific wartime conduct proved beneficial in bolstering the
Stalinist government’s narrative, as countless Soviet soldiers and civilians alike
experienced firsthand the dire consequences of the German threat and the dangers of
underestimating the enemy. Ultimately, Stalin’s rhetoric in the 1930s against
“complacency,” which was ideologically rooted in Bolshevik “vigilance,” “frankness,”
and “honesty,” proved immensely useful for the wartime propaganda narrative (and
consequently the regime’s survival) in terms of ensuring that the Red Army and Soviet

public remained confident yet sober in their struggle against the German invasion.
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“Death to the German invaders!”'8’: Balancing Anti-German Sentiment and
Rhetoric Against Ethnicism and Nationalism with Marxism-Leninism in Soviet
Wartime Propaganda

The treacherous nature of the German invasion and the scale and regularity of the
German military’s atrocities against Soviet civilians and POWs were certainly beneficial
for the regime’s “just war” narrative. These aspects of the war were expeditiously
contextualized by Stalin and the regime’s propaganda apparatus to fit within broader
themes of both a general and supposedly universally shared set of moral principles as
well as a specifically Marxist-Leninist framework of class war and defending the fruits of
socialist construction that had been carried over and adapted from the previous decade. In
this regard, the regime’s Marxist ideological roots were both highly influential and
beneficial for the development of this propaganda motif during the war, but there was one
major issue in which the regime’s core ideology posed a potential roadblock, with the
regime’s rhetoric encouraging outrage at German atrocities to encourage active
participation in the war effort. In their analysis on the appeal of Soviet wartime
propaganda themes and their efficacy, Wendy Goldman and Donald Filtzer noted that
motifs that appealed to a raw sense of anger, resentment, and revenge against the
Germans for their atrocities were often far more effective at eliciting an emotional
response and desire to actively participate in the war effort than more abstract Party
slogans and explicitly Marxist-Leninist ideological platitudes.'® They further noted that
the Stalinist regime became acutely aware of this fact and used this more apolitical

revenge theme as one of the primary propaganda motifs until the final months of the war
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in 1945.1% Their analysis is largely accurate in many regards, as the examples they and
other historians have noted in propaganda sources such as newspapers, films, and
propaganda posters certainly feature this motif of revenge and anti-German sentiment
frequently and explicitly, as shall be noted in more detail in this section.

However, Stalin was apparently conscious of the need for his own personal
propaganda rhetoric to take a more nuanced approach. From a practical sense, he had no
desire to halt such rhetoric, given its mass appeal and efficacy in boosting the Soviet war
effort. Yet, he also was deeply hesitant with regard to tainting his own wartime
announcements with unnuanced claims encouraging blanket hatred of an entire national
group, as this could have undercut the ideological elements of his “just war” narrative as
well. Stalin had notably railed against themes of racial, ethnic, and national hatred in
Nazi ideology and propaganda, and did not want to appear nakedly contradictory in this
regard, nor did he want to be accused of contradicting the supposedly unbigoted views
inherent to Marxism and the Soviet Union that he had championed in earlier speeches. In
order to both maximize the efficacy of these motifs and simultaneously preserve its image
of ideological commitment and legitimacy, the regime took a two-pronged approach
towards anti-German sentiment in wartime propaganda. Stalin’s rhetoric presented a
more nuanced, ideologically grounded approach in which sentiments of revenge were still
encouraged, but themes of class warfare, the benefits of Soviet national and ethnic
diversity as opposed to Nazi racial bias, and a delineation between the average German
soldier and citizen versus that of the Nazi regime were frequently espoused. At the same

time, Stalin tacitly approved unnuanced forms of propaganda in the form of film, posters,

139 Donald Filtzer and Wendy Goldman, Fortress Dark and Stern, 296.

93



and newspapers that blanketly demonized Germans and encouraged a raw emotional
response of hatred and revenge. This two-pronged approach allowed the regime to
balance Stalin’s personal image of ideological commitment and legitimacy while
deepening its sense of self-preservation by maximizing the war effort with highly
effective but potentially ideologically contradictory propaganda.

The Stalinist government’s early wartime addresses placed a notable emphasis on
distinguishing ordinary Germans from the Nazi or “Hitlerite” regime. In Molotov’s
announcement of the German invasion on June 22, 1941, he notably remarked, “This war
has been forced upon us not by the German people, not by the German workers, peasants,
and intellectuals whose sufferings we well understand... but by the clique of bloodthirsty
fascist rulers of Germany.”!'®® In this remark, Molotov encouraged a sense of shared
struggle and empathy among the Soviet people with that of their counterparts who he
claimed had similarly suffered from Nazi oppression. Stalin expanded upon these
statements in his first address on July 3™, 1941, noting that, “In this great war we shall
have loyal allies in the peoples of Europe and America, including the German people who
are enslaved by the Hitlerite despots.”!”! Such statements showed an ideological
grounding in Marxism of the supranational proletarian class struggle that the Stalinist
regime had espoused in the preceding decade. This appeal to class and ideological
similarities rather than national identity had, of course, been one of the reasons for its
international appeal among leftist organizations in the preceding decades. Furthermore, as

noted in the earlier discussion of the “just war” narrative, Soviet propaganda had placed a

190 Soviet War Documents, 76.
91 Thid., 6.

94



great emphasis on the racial, ethnic, and national bigotry that characterized Nazi
Germany and its core ideology. It was therefore deeply important for the regime not to
undermine these aspects and to at the very least appear consistent with its previous
remarks and core ideological tenets.

As the war progressed, the Germans advanced further in 1941, and the situation
for the Red Army, the Stalinist regime, and the Soviet people as a whole, Stalin leaned
deeper into the appeal for revenge and resentment against the German invaders. In his
November 6, 1941, address, Stalin repurposed German plans of an extermination war
against the Soviet people to boost this narrative. He claimed:

The Germans want a war of extermination against the peoples of the USSR. Well

then, If the Germans want a war of extermination, they shall have it. From now on

our task... will consist in the extermination to the last man of all Germans who
have penetrated the territory of our native land as invaders. No mercy to the

German invaders! Death to the German invaders!'%?

Stalin, by this point, seems to have realized the practical necessity to exacerbate the
themes of anti-German sentiment and revenge, given the grievous danger the regime
found itself in at that point in time. Yet, in this same speech, Stalin indicated that he had
no intention of abandoning his and Molotov’s previous statements of proletarian
solidarity with Germans suffering from Nazi oppression. Stalin made a clear distinction
between the average German, including the average German soldier, and the Nazi regime
or “Hitlerites” as he often referred to them. He stated that the German people had grown
weary of the regime’s imperialist war, that they had merely sought the restoration of their

borders as they stood prior to the territorial losses stemming from the Treaty of

Versailles.!”* He noted that “a profound change of attitude took place among the German

192 Soviet War Documents, 15.
193 Thid., 16.

95



people against the continuation of the war and for putting an end to the war.”!** Stalin
noted that this war weariness, lack of enthusiasm, and general discontent with Hitler’s
regime would lead to the Nazis’ downfall. He affirmed, “Only the Hitlerite fools are
unable to realize that not the European, but the German rear of the German troops as
well, represents a volcano ready to erupt and bury the Hitlerite adventurers.” ! It is
apparent that Stalin felt the need to entertain the themes of revenge and anti-German
sentiment as the wartime situation grew more dire in 1941. Nonetheless, he still clearly
retained elements of international solidarity in his rhetoric in order not to undermine his
“just war” narrative and the multinational virtues of the Soviet Union that, rhetorically at
least, opined against ethnic, national, and racial bias.

Stalin’s multifaceted approach of separating the German people from the Nazi
regime while simultaneously continuing to encourage sentiments of resentment, revenge,
and dehumanization of the enemy among the Soviet people continued during the
following year of the war. In a February 23, 1942 announcement, Stalin referred to the
German invaders as “the bestial enemy.”!%® Yet he also reaffirmed the notion that the
Soviet Union had no ill-will towards the German people outside of the Nazi regime’s
ideology and the fact that this regime had invaded. He stated:

It is sometimes irresponsibly stated in the foreign press that the aim of the Red

Army is to exterminate the German people and destroy the German state. This is,

of course, a stupid lie and a witless slander against the Red Army. The Red Army

does not have and cannot have such idiotic aims. The Red Army’s aim is to drive
the German occupationists from our country and liberate Soviet soil form the

German-fascist invaders. It is highly probable that the war for liberation of the

Soviet land will lead to the expulsion or annihilation of the Hitler clique. We
should welcome such an outcome. But it would be ridiculous to identify Hitler’s
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clique with the German people and German state. History shows that the Hitlers
come and go, but the German people and the German state remain.'®’

Stalin followed these remarks with a direct contrast of Nazi Germany’s “theory of race...
and their practice of racial hatred” with the Soviet Union’s “theory of racial equality...
and its practice of respect for the rights of other nations.” Stalin concluded this
comparison with the statement that “Therein lies the strength of the Red Army. And
therein lies the weakness of the German-fascist army.”!*® Such appeals to the Soviet
Union’s supposed racial harmony were an essential component of the regime’s core
ideology and the aforementioned “just war” narrative.

Stalin also made certain to extend this logic to German soldiers. He noted that any
hatred for the German soldiers was not related to any feelings of racial, ethnic, or national
resentment but rather the context of the war, and that German soldiers would only be
“annihilated” should they refuse to surrender. He further claimed:

It is sometimes irresponsibly stated in the foreign press that the Soviet people hate

the Germans as Germans, that the Red Army exterminates German soldiers just

because they are German, and that therefore the Red Army does not take German
soldiers prisoner. This is of course, a similar stupid lie and witless slander... The

Red Army is free of feelings of racial hatred. It is free of such degrading feelings

because it has been educated to believe in racial equality and respect for the rights

of other peoples.... The Red Army annihilates them not because of their German
origin but because they wish to enslave our country. The Red Army, like the army
of any other nation, is entitled and bound to annihilate those who would enslave
its country, irrespective of their national origin... The Red Army annihilates

German soldiers and officers if they refuse to lay down their arms and when they

attempt, arms in hand, to enslave our country.'?
With such statements, Stalin made clear that his rhetoric of encouraging the annihilation

of German soldiers and feelings of resentment and revenge were contextualized on an

ideological and practical basis that excluded. This, in theory at least, discouraged the
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targeting of Germans based on their ethnic/national origin, which was a core tenet of
Soviet theory that discouraged biases against racial, ethnic, and national prejudice.

It must be stated that Stalin certainly sought to indulge in the rhetoric of revenge
and hatred, given its effectiveness in bolstering the war effort. In an address given on
May 1, 1942, a few months after his February 23 remarks. Stalin praised the Red Army’s
profound sense of hatred against the Wehrmacht soldiers and the Nazi regime. He stated:

A change has also taken place in the Red Army rank and file. The careless and

easy-going attitude with regard to the enemy, which was to be found among the

men during the first months of the Patriotic War, has disappeared. The atrocities,
plunder and outrages perpetrated by the German-fascist invaders upon the
peaceful population and Soviet war prisoners have cured our Red Army men of
this disease. Red Army men have become more enraged and ruthless. They have
learned to hate the German-fascist invader with real hatred. They have realized
that one cannot defeat the enemy without learning to hate him heart and soul.>*
However, by this point, Stalin had clearly contextualized that this hatred was not based
on ethnic or national grounds. He further noted in this speech a distinction between the
supposedly disillusioned and war-weary German people and that of the fascist Nazi
government.?! This trend continued throughout the following years of the conflict. In a
speech given on November 6, 1943, on the 26" anniversary of the October Revolution,
Stalin asserted that “The Germans’ crimes are evidence of the weakness of the fascist
invaders, for only the usurpers who themselves do not believe in victory would behave
this way. Our people will not forgive the German fiends for these crimes. We shall make

the German criminals answer for all their misdeeds.”?°> He, however, clarified that the

“German fiends” were specifically “the fascist criminals responsible for the present war
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and the suffering of the people” rather than the German people as a whole,*

yet again
contextualizing his rhetoric on an ideological and practical rather than ethnic/racial basis.
Exactly one year after this speech, Stalin once again reiterated the strength of Soviet the
Soviet “ideology of equality of all races and nations, which has taken firm root in our
country, the ideology of friendship among the peoples has emerged completely victorious
over the Hitlerite ideology of bestial nationalism and racial hatred.”?* Finally, in an
Order of the Day given on May 1945, during the brief interlude between Hitler’s suicide
and the unconditional surrender of Nazi Germany, Stalin gave the following statement:
Mendacious fascist propaganda intimidates the German population by absurd
tales, alleging that the Armies of the United Nations (Allies) wish to exterminate
the German people. The United Nations do not set themselves the task of
destroying the German people. The United Nations do not set themselves the task
of destroying the German people. The United Nations will destroy fascism and
German militarism, will severely punish war criminals, and will compel the
Germans to compensate damage they have caused other countries. But the United
Nations do not molest and will not molest Germany’s civilian population if it
honestly fulfills the demands of the Allied military authorities.?%
Stalin’s rhetoric against the Germans maintained a consistency from the beginning of the
German invasion in June of 1941 all the way through to the collapse of the Nazi regime
in May of 1945. He certainly indulged in themes of revenge and resentment against the
German military and Nazi government, but this was always contextualized within the
framework of German atrocities and racial hatred. He made repeated and explicit
attempts to separate the German population from that of the Nazi regime and its fascist

ideology and highlighted the strengths of the supposed tolerance and harmony of Soviet

racial ideology/society compared to the pitfalls of Nazi racial bigotry. The revenge and
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resentment propaganda motif, as it manifested in Stalin’s speeches, was nuanced and
conscious in its efforts at avoiding undermining either the “just war” narrative or
ideologically rooted notions of racial, ethnic, and national tolerance. This analysis shows
that Soviet wartime rhetoric was more nuanced than Goldman and Filtzer’s claims
suggested.

However, the observations of Fitlzer and Goldman and other historians have
indeed demonstrated that Stalin’s more nuanced approach was far from the norm when it
came to themes of revenge and resentment in Soviet wartime propaganda. Other forms of
Soviet wartime propaganda, aside from the speeches of top government figures such as
Stalin and Molotov, consistently encouraged naked, unnuanced hatred against the
Germans without regard to Marxist-Leninist theories of tolerance and international
proletarian solidarity. Goldman and Filtzer note the prevalence of so-called “hate

propaganda”?%®

pushed by Soviet newspapers and propaganda posters. They note the
widespread usage of phrases like “Kill the German” as well as stories and poems
published in official newspapers with violent, anti-German revenge themes devoid of
Marxist-Leninist political context, such as “The Science of Hate,” “Kill Him,” and
“Kill.”?%7 These lines, such as, “If your brother kills a German he is a soldier, you are not.
So kill one at the very least... Kill each one you chance to see. Kill him, kill him! Kill!”
and “If you do not kill a German, he will kill you... If you let a German live, he will hang
Russian men and shame Russian women... Kill the Germans! Your child prays for
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this... This is the cry of your native land...”*" They also note the prevalence of similar
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themes in Soviet wartime propaganda posters, which consistently portrayed the Germans
as barbaric monsters and contained messages such as “Death to the Child Murders,” and
“Papa, Kill a German.”?” American-Hungarian historian Peter Kenez also noted that both
war fiction and documentary films produced in the Soviet Union during the war
expressed sentiments similar to those noted by Goldman and Filtzer.?'” Kenez further
noted that any attempts at more nuanced or sympathetic portrayals of Germans were
deliberately censored by the Soviet regime’s authorities.?!!

It must be stated that Stalin did at times feature rhetoric that was not entirely
dissimilar to the bloodthirsty revenge sentiments seen in these stories, poems, posters,
and films. As noted, Stalin’s wartime announcements featured statements such as “No
mercy to the German invaders! Death to the German invaders!”?'> However, the
bloodthirsty messaging present in these stories, poems, and posters was notably devoid of
the ideological nuance and distinctions between the Nazi regime and the average German
consistently present in Stalin’s speeches, and the themes of anti-German resentment and
revenge in these propaganda pieces were decidedly more one-note and unnuanced.
However, given the prevalence of this ruthless and unnuanced form of revenge
propaganda, there is virtually no possibility that Stalin was not aware of its existence.
Furthermore, the fact that it became one of the dominant forms of propaganda, to the

point that nuanced portrayals of the Germans were censored outside of Stalin’s speeches,
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shows the regime’s tacit approval and encouragement of non-ideologically rooted anti-
German revenge propaganda.

As the Stalinist regime primarily operated on the dynamic of ensuring self-
preservation and the perception, at least, that it was ideologically adherent and legitimate,
Stalin himself was keen to avoid contradicting this essential aspect with rhetoric that
encouraged racial, national, or ethnic hatred. Stalin’s rhetoric notably featured themes of
resentment and revenge, but this was predicated on the basis of outrage at the German
invasion and occupation, German atrocities, rather than racial, ethnic, or national
grounds. Stalin also repeatedly contrasted Nazi racial hatred with that of Soviet ideology,
promoting tolerance and the “friendship of nations.” The Red Army’s treatment of
German POWs and civilians often reflected the revenge sentiments present in the forms
of propaganda discussed by Goldman, Fitlzter, and Kenez rather than Stalin’s more
tolerant rhetoric. There were countless incidents of Red Army atrocities against German
civilians and POWs alike, particularly following the Soviet advance into German

213

territories*'>, which further shows that Stalin’s claims that his forces “do not molest and

will not molest Germany’s civilian population”?'4

were blatantly false in many cases. It
must also be addressed that such deplorable treatment in spite of the purported ideology
of the regime was not limited to the Germans. Millions of ethnic minorities in the Soviet

Union found themselves targeted by the state in the 1930s, such as Poles, Ukrainians, and

Germans, as well as during the war, with the most extreme example being that of the
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Chechens and Ingush, whose entire populations were deported to Central Asia in 1944215
It is worth noting, at least, that the regime’s purported logic for these ethnically oriented
waves of oppression was not justified on grounds of racial/ethnic inferiority, as the Nazi’s
had done, but rather paranoia of fascist collaboration and fifth columns meant to
undermine the state, though this logic made little difference to those who suffered from
these atrocities.

Though Stalin’s rhetoric regarding a more nuanced and ideologically oriented
revenge and resentment narrative, and that of the Soviet Union’s supposed lack of
national, ethnic, or racial prejudice, did not often reflect the reality of the treatment of
either German POWs and civilians or that of ethnic and national minority groups within
the Soviet Union. Furthermore, the regime certainly allowed and even actively
encouraged an unnuanced, bloodthirsty rhetoric that no doubt contributed to many of the
atrocities committed by the Red Army against German POWSs and civilians alike. Yet,
Stalin’s approach to handling these seemingly contradictory dual narratives of a nuanced,
ideologically rooted narrative and a more bloodthirsty and unnuanced narrative
demonstrated the regime’s overarching attempt to balance self-preservation with
ideological legitimacy. The regime usually attempted to ensure this dynamic existed in a
symbiotic fashion, where the self-preservation of the regime was boosted by adherence to
Marxist-Leninist rhetoric and policy, as demonstrated during the socialist construction
campaign, which satisfied both aspects of the dynamic. However, there were times when
the ideological legitimacy aspect of the dynamic posed a potential risk to the regime’s

self-preservation that necessitated flexibility that did not directly contradict the regime’s
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perception of ideological commitment. Such was the case with the theme of revenge and
anti-German sentiment in Soviet wartime propaganda. Given the effectiveness of raw,
“apolitical” revenge and resentment propaganda, censoring this form of propaganda
would have likely dampened morale, the overall effectiveness of the propaganda
narrative, and the Soviet war effort as a whole. This would, of course, damage the Soviet
Union’s chances at victory and thus put the regime’s desire for self-preservation at risk.
Raw and unnuanced revenge propaganda was therefore tacitly encouraged by the regime,
and the resulting atrocities it inspired were largely ignored from a practical standpoint
meant to ensure the self-preservation of the regime. At the same time, Stalin always
strove to maintain a sense that it was ideologically consistent and thus perceived as
legitimate. His personal revenge and resentment rhetoric, therefore, could not afford the
same lack of nuance and ideological justifications that featured in Soviet wartime films,
posters, and newspapers. It had to be ideologically rooted and consistent with Marxist-
Leninist tolerance theories to avoid undermining both the “just war” narrative and the

overall perceived ideological legitimacy of the regime.

“Only our Soviet country and only our Red Army are capable of withstanding such
an onslaught.”?'®: The Rehabilitation of the Red Army

The Terror’s shadow still loomed over the Soviet Union in 1941, as the Germans pushed
further into Soviet territory. As stated in the previous chapter, the Terror had been a
logical attempt, from Stalin’s standpoint, to address the profound insecurity that emerged

after his statements regarding socialist construction in 1935. However, as was often the
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case in the Soviet Union, Stalin’s attempt to address this insecurity resulted in the
creation of new, unexpected issues that became grossly problematic in the face of
Germany’s aggression. The purges that accompanied the Terror had decimated not only
the personnel of the Soviet Union’s most important defense organizations, such as the
Red Army and NKVD, but also further tarnished their public images. There was little
incentive to feature the NKVD in the wartime propaganda narrative prominently. The
threat of political terror was still useful as a means of combating defeatism and
collaboration; however, the regime appeared keen to maintain a positive overall war
effort and rely on the Germans to provide the sense of threat and menace. It is likely for
this reason that the NKVD appeared virtually absent from Stalin’s wartime rhetoric.?!”
There could be no such option of omission from the wartime narrative for the Red
Army, however. Given that it was both the face and sword of the Soviet war effort, it was
absolutely essential that the Stalinist regime find a means of rehabilitating the image of
the Red Army. This would prove difficult not only from the perspective of its wounded
legacy following the Terror, but was further complicated by the fact that the Red Army’s
combat performance had been quite poor for the majority of its short existence. This left
the propaganda narrative little to work with, should it be restricted to the roughly two
decades of the Red Army’s existence. In order to accommodate these hindrances, the
Soviet propaganda apparatus broke taboos and incorporated pre-Soviet Russian historical

figures from the medieval and Tsarist periods. This coincided with a broader appeal to

217 The NKVD did not appear by name in any of the forms of propaganda analyzed for this chapter. Stalin
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itself appears entirely absent from any of his speeches from July of 1941 to May of 1945.
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Russian nationalism that also manifested in the regime’s wartime rhetoric. Yet Stalin was
notably cautious in this more flexible approach to avoid directly contradicting or
undermining Marxism-Leninism or the Revolution in particular. Stalin put in great effort
to make these appeals to Russian nationalism and pre-Soviet historical figures as logical
and consistent within the regime’s core ideological principles as possible. Furthermore,
these more ideologically questionable aspects became increasingly scarce as the Red
Army continued to prove its capability as a fighting force, after which the regime almost
entirely relied on these victories to boost the image of the Red Army and the Soviet
system.

Pre-War Woes
In the years leading up to the invasion, the perceived efficacy and legitimacy of the

Soviet armed forces presented a glaring issue for Soviet propagandists hoping to instill a
sense of militaristic pride. There was, of course, the practical issue that the Soviet Union
had only existed for roughly two decades prior to the 1941 German invasion. The
Kremlin’s initial historical policy had been to portray the Soviet Union as a clean break
from the past, eschewing the centuries of medieval and imperial Russian military
accomplishments that had predated it.2!® The effect of this policy meant that, even if the
Soviet military had performed exceptionally during these two decades, this would still
only provide propagandists with a mere twenty years of history to work with.
Compounding this problem was the fact that Soviet military performance had been far
from exceptional during this short time period. There was, of course, the victory of the

Red Army against various internal forces and intervening foreign powers during the
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Russian Civil War, which Stalin took great pride in and used as a source of inspiration for
Soviet troops during the Second World War. For example, in a November 7, 1941,
address to soldiers of the Red Army assembled in Red Square, Stalin recalled with pride
how the Bolshevik forces had overcome equipment and food shortages to push out an
enemy force comprised of 14 foreign powers during the civil war.?!? In this speech, Stalin
drew parallels to the present crisis of the German invasion, noting how, despite dire
setbacks, the Bolsheviks, acting in their “vanguard” capacity that they were most
comfortable in, were able to organize and rally the Red Army into a “single military
camp” and drive out the foreign invaders under the “spirit of the great Lenin.”?2° Such an
example demonstrates the continued pride in the Red Army’s victory in the Russian Civil
War as a source of propagandistic inspiration during the German invasion. Yet, it is also
apparent that Stalin realized this could not be the only source from which to draw public
support. Aside from its victory in the Russian Civil War, the performance of the Soviet
military in subsequent conflicts in the 1920s and 30s had ranged from mediocre to
abysmal. Stalin’s claims that the Soviet Union had undergone “two decades of peaceful
development”??! since the Red Army’s victory in the Russian Civil War in 1922 would
likely have been laughable to any Finn or Pole alive during the attempted Soviet
invasions of their respective countries but it is little surprise why Stalin neglected Soviet
military endeavors between the end of the Russian Civil War and the beginning of the
German invasion in propaganda material. The Soviet-Polish War had resulted in a

devastating defeat for the Red Army and ended any hopes of expanding the Revolution
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further into Central Europe. The subsequent invasion in 1939 had been more successful,
but could not be used in propaganda, given that it was done in collaboration with the
Germans. Additionally, the Soviet-Finnish War of 1939-1940 provided further
embarrassment for the Red Army and Soviet leadership. Despite the acquisition of some
territory, the Soviet military displayed shocking levels of logistical mismanagement, poor
combat performance, and strategic incompetence, resulting in appalling casualties, with
Soviet losses totaling around 125,000 compared to those of 48,000 for the vastly
outnumbered Finnish army.??? The result of these rather appalling military outings was
that Stalin had few tangible examples of Soviet military accomplishments in the field of
war in the aftermath of the Bolshevik victory in the Russian Civil War, creating an issue
for propagandists that required a reassessment of policy.

There was also, of course, the issue of the Terror. The military purges of 1937 -
1938 practically annihilated the upper echelons of the Red Army, resulting in the
dismissal, imprisonment, or execution of three of five marshals, 13 out of 15 army
commanders, 50 out of 57 corps commanders, 154 of the 185 divisional commanders,
and the entirety of the 16 army political commissars.??* Not only did this present a crisis
of military leadership, as would become apparent during the aforementioned disastrous
performance of the Red Army and its inexperienced leadership in Finland, but it further
added to the taint of the already wilted image of the Soviet military. How could the Red
Army be viewed as a source of pride and inspiration among the public if it had indeed
been so inundated with foreign spies and traitors? The purges and failure of the Soviet

military created a major issue regarding the legitimacy of the Red Army and, by proxy,
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that of Stalin’s regime. While the human cost of these purges and military defeats could
not be reversed, Stalin nonetheless had to ensure that the Red Army’s image and sense of
self-worth were reinvigorated in order to ensure its wartime efficacy on both the front and
in the propaganda narrative.

The Old New Soviet Man
Stalin appeared aware of this fact well before the first soldiers of the Wehrmacht set foot

on Soviet soil in 1941. In a reversal of previous government policy, which shunned pre-
Soviet history, Stalin openly embraced the revival of Russia’s military history as a source
of public inspiration in 1936. As a result of this policy reversal, positive expressions of
pre-Soviet Russian military figures were not only no longer censored but actively
encouraged in speeches and propaganda material.??* It is worth noting that 1936 was also
the year the Great Purge began, and thus it is likely that this policy was, in part at least,
incorporated to mitigate the damage to the military’s reputation and legitimacy that
followed. The purges could thus be viewed as a temporary stain on the legitimacy of a
military force which now had more than a thousand years of military triumphs and
conquests behind it, rather than 20 years of mediocrity that the previous restrictive policy
limited propagandists to. The failures accrued during the invasion of Finland could thus
appear less of a blight on Soviet military glory, as the Red Army could be viewed as the
successors to the undefeated forces of Alexander Suvorov. This policy also served
another equally important purpose. By drawing parallels to previous invasions of Russia,

Soviet historical propaganda could both prepare the public for war and legitimize their
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struggle with historical context. Perhaps the best-known example of this is the 1938
Sergei Eisenstein film Aleksandr Nevsky, which featured the eponymous medieval
Russian Prince of Novgorod in his struggle against the ruthless invading German
Teutonic Order. The intentional parallels between the duty of the heroic Russian knights
against the brutal German invaders are quite apparent, but it is worth observing that the
film premiered several years prior to the 1941 German invasion. This shows that not only
did the Soviet government predict a likely war with Germany, but that Stalin wanted the
public ready for this conflict well before hostilities broke out.

When war between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany finally broke out in 1941,
Stalin and other Soviet officials made heavy use of historical parallels to further
legitimize the war effort. This, of course, was nothing new in and of itself. As noted in the
previous chapter, Stalin made heavy use of historical parallels in his speeches in the
1930s. What was new, however, was the attempt to create affinity and direct continuity
with the pre-Soviet Russian polity. This is observable from the very onset of the invasion.
In his public address to the Soviet public on June 22, 1941, announcing the invasion,
Soviet Premier and Foreign Commissar Vyacheslav Molotov compared the present crisis
to that faced by the Russian Empire during Napoleon’s invasion of 1812. Molotov stated,
“At the time of Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, our reply was a patriotic war... The Red
Army and our whole people will again wage a victorious patriotic war for our country, for
honor, for liberty.”??° Stalin himself made use of similar rhetoric a few months later in his
November 6, 1941, speech commemorating the 24" anniversary of the October

Revolution, in which he stated:
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These (Germans) have the audacity to call for the destruction of the great Russian
nation, the nation of Plekhanov and Lenin, Belinsky and Chernyshevsky, Pushkin
and Tolstoy, Glinka and Tchaikovsky, Gorky and Chekov, Sechenov and Pavlov,

Repin and Surikov, Suvorov and Kutuzov.??

This statement has several important implications. It is distinctly notable that Stalin said,
“The Great Russian nation” and not the “great Soviet nation.” Such a statement displays
the government’s attempts at fostering a sense of Russian nationalism that supplemented
the Soviet identity. However, Stalin is careful not to let it wholly replace the newer notion
of Soviet citizenship. By pairing historical Russian figures with those of the Soviet
Union, as he does by placing figures like Lenin, Plekhanov, and Gorky among the ranks
of Suvorov, Chekov, and Pushkin, Stalin claimed that the Soviet Union was the heir to the
historical and cultural traditions of Russia and that the Soviet public should be proud of
the achievements of both entities and their status as both Russian and Soviet. Stalin could
thus appeal to a broader audience for wartime support.

Stalin was careful in his attempts to elaborate on why these appeals to Russian
nationalism and pre-Soviet history were not only not contradictory to Marxism-Leninism
and the Soviet identity but actively enhanced these aspects. This directly tied into his
previous rhetoric regarding backwardness and the need for cultural development that had
been essential aspects of the socialist construction campaign. In a 1942 speech, Stalin
noted the following:

The Soviet period, the period of destruction of capitalism and the abolition of

national oppression; in which the question of ruling and subject nations, of

colonies and mother countries, is being consigned to the archives of history; in
which, on the territory of the R.S.F.S.R., we see nationalities which posses
equality of rights and equal opportunities for development, but which still
preserve a certain historical heritage of inequality owing to their economic,

political, and cultural backwardness. The substance of this inequality of
nationalities consists in the fact that, as a result of historical development, we
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have received a heritage from the past by virtue of which one nationality, the
Great-Russian nationality, is more developed politically and industrially than the
other nationalities. Hence, the existence of actual inequality, which cannot be
eradicated in one year, but which must be eradicated by economic, political, and
cultural assistance being rendered to the backward nationalities.??’
While deeply paternalistic and reminiscent of the imperialist-colonialist mindset Stalin
was fond of critiquing, this statement nonetheless provided a logical continuity with
Marxist-Leninist principles of cultural development and the period of socialist
construction. The Russian nationality would not replace the Soviet national identity nor
erase the identities of the other constituent minorities of the USSR. To do so would
mimic Nazi ideology of national supremacy, which Soviet propaganda had highlighted as
barbaric and contradictory to its purported belief in equality. Rather, the Russian
nationality, being supposedly the most economically, politically, and culturally developed
of all the Soviet nationalities, would act in a similar “vanguard” role to that of the Party.
The Russian nationality, according to Stalin, could be used as a source of inspiration for
“less developed” constituent nationalities and help guide their path towards a similar
level of development. Consequently, pre-Soviet Russian historical figures, both those of
military importance, like Kutuzov, and those of cultural significance, like Pushkin, could
be viewed akin to the “virtuous pagans” of Dante’s Inferno. They were born before the
time of the Revolution and the Soviet Union and were thus not pure in a political sense.
However, they contributed to both the defense and cultural enlightenment of the “Great

Russian nationality.” By this logic, the Revolution and development of the Soviet Union

could not have been possible without their contributions; thus, it was entirely reasonable
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for the Soviet people and the Red Army to find continuity with this history in a manner
that was not contradictory to the ideals of Marxism-Leninism.

However, Stalin nonetheless seemed to consider that this notion had an air of
artificiality. It was practical and largely ideologically consistent to incorporate Russian
nationalism and historical figures into the wartime propaganda narrative, yet it was more
desirable to highlight the efficacy of the Soviet system and Red Army to boost the
regime’s ideological legitimacy. As the German invasion was halted and eventually
reversed, Stalin took advantage of the situation to shift his rhetoric towards highlighting
the supposedly increased efficacy of the Soviet system of governance and warfare
compared to that of its historical predecessors. This shift away from historical
legitimization showed the regime’s ability to adapt to the changing situation of the war to
bolster its image and legitimacy in the eyes of the public. A year after his address on the
24" anniversary of the October Revolution, Stalin issued a November 7 1942, Order of
the Day noting that despite the fact that the Soviet Union had faced millions more troops
than that of its imperial predecessor during both the 1812 Napoleonic invasion and the
previous conflict against Germany during World War I, the young communist nation still
held strong. Stalin stated, “Only our Soviet country and only our Red Army are capable
of withstanding such an onslaught.”??® Here, the trend of historical comparisons persists,
yet Stalin displays a stronger confidence in the Soviet model than in his 1941 address.
According to Stalin, the Soviet Union and Red Army were not only worthy of the Russian
historical legacy but had in fact surpassed it. Stalin had claimed that only the Soviet

system and the military it produced were capable of standing up against the full might of
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the German Wehrmacht. Although the Red Army had yet to fully turn the tide of the war,
it is clear that by the end of 1942, efforts by the Soviet military to bring the previously
undefeated German army to a halt had renewed Stalin’s confidence in the Red Army as a
propaganda tool. Such confidence would only become more apparent as the praises for
Soviet military efforts grew while the need for historical comparisons diminished. In a
May 1, 1943, Order of the Day, Stalin attributes the victory at Stalingrad to the heroic and
selfless defense of both the Red Army and the civilian sector, including industrial
workers, collective farmers, and Soviet intellectuals.??® At first glance, there is nothing
particularly remarkable about this address, as these elements of society had been
frequently praised in earlier examples of Soviet propaganda and Stalin’s addresses.
However, what is noteworthy is that Stalin makes no historical comparison in this Order
of the Day. Unlike the pre-war era and the first two years of the war, during which a
German victory was still well within the realm of possibility, the victory at Stalingrad
finally provided Stalin with a turning point both in terms of the military situation and the
propaganda front. Stalingrad thus served as a form of vindication through victory for the
Red Army, which allowed it to step out of the shadow of its historical predecessors and
stand on its own as a fighting force worthy of admiration and praise. This renewed
confidence in both the Soviet economic and political system, as well as the military,
becomes even more apparent during the final two years of the conflict. Early 1944 saw
another triumphant Soviet victory at Leningrad following more than two years of siege
by Axis forces. Stalin used this victory and the others that had come before it in 1943,

such as Stalingrad and Kursk, to further reinforce a sense of pride and confidence in the
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Soviet model of governance. In a November 6, 1944, speech, Stalin claimed that these
victories proved that the USSR had “surpassed Hitlerite Germany” due to the “infinitely
greater vitality” of the state-managed economic system and the “great, invincible
strength” the Soviet people and military received from the “socialist system born of the
October Revolution.”?3? Stalin also claimed in this speech that, “our people have justly
won for itself the fame of a heroic nation.” Such confident claims display how Stalin no
longer felt the need to rely on pre-Soviet historical precedence to justify faith in the
Soviet military or economic/political system, as the continued victories over Germany
had proven the efficacy of the Stalinist system and Red Army. These post-1942 speeches
also show a greater confidence in the Soviet identity and less reliance on the revived
sense of Russian nationalism that had reemerged in 1936. This is not to say that Russian
nationalism was wholly discarded by Stalin and Soviet propagandists following the
turning point in the war. In a May 24, 1945, toast given following the death of Hitler and
the unconditional surrender of Nazi Germany, Stalin specifically recognized the Russian
people “because it had won in this war universal recognition as the leading force of the
Soviet Union among all peoples of our country.”?3!

Yet, the triumph of the Red Army and Soviet nation as a whole over Nazi
Germany had served to extinguish any lingering doubts Stalin appeared to have carried at
the start of the war on the efficacy of Soviet political and economic policy, including that
of his own highly controversial and costly policies in the 1930s. In this regard, the war
had proved to be the ultimate boon for the regime’s attempt to harmonize the self-

preservation and ideological legitimacy dynamic. The German invasion, while no doubt
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an existential threat to both the vitality of the regime in both a literal and ideological
sense, had nonetheless served as the ultimate confirmation of Stalin’s warnings in the
1930s. Consequently, the extreme measures taken by the regime, such as forced
collectivization and the Terror, could retroactively be justified as necessary means in
order to ensure the Soviet Union was modernized and secure enough to withstand the
German onslaught. That is not to say this was fully reflective of reality, especially in the
case of the Terror, which deprived the Red Army of many of its most competent
commanders, such as Marshal Tukhachevsky. Nonetheless, the Stalinist Soviet Union had
indeed emerged victorious over an army that had seemed unstoppable prior to entering
Soviet territory in June of 1941. Unlike the “triumph” of socialist construction in the mid-
1930s, the merits of which were debatable given the abject poverty and oppression
millions faced in spite of the purported victory, the Soviet Union’s victory over Nazi

Germany was unquestionable.
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Conclusion

The regime’s constant struggle to balance the dynamic between its continual survival as a
source of power in the Soviet Union, while also maintaining the perception that it was
committed to its purported core tenets of Marxism-Leninism, remained the overarching
goal of the Soviet government during the Stalinist era. All of the regime’s insecurities,
policies, and rhetoric that emerged during this period reflect this effort to harmonize this
dynamic as much as possible. An understanding of this effort to balance this dynamic as
the primary function of the Soviet government, therefore, removes much of the Stalinist
regime’s previously enigmatic nature. The achievements and atrocities committed by
Stalin and his subordinates during this era reflect the logic of this struggle. It is true that
Stalin in no way desired to relinquish his autocratic grip on Soviet power. Stalin and his
regime certainly displayed megalomania, hypocrisy, paranoia, cruelty, brutality, and mass
oppression. In this regard, many of the observations made by figures like Kennan,
Arendt, and Ebenstein are accurate and in no way should they be entirely discounted. Yet
the regime should not be considered entirely through this lens. Both the actions and
rhetoric of the regime during both the 1930s and the Second World War reflected a
genuine commitment to building and defending a progressive, socialist state that was
reflective of the regime’s core ideological principles. While it is impossible to confidently
state that Stalin undertook this commitment out of genuine care for his people, this
nonetheless shows that ideology was far from a secondary and vague feature of the
regime that merely existed to justify its actions. The regime’s entire legitimacy and, thus,
its self-preservation by proxy, was based upon the condition that it was viewed as
ideologically legitimate. The regime’s actions and rhetoric, far from being unrestricted,

therefore had to constantly adhere to and reflect Marxist-Leninist principles. That is not
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to say that the dynamic of self-preservation and ideological legitimacy existed without
conflict. There were times during both the 1930s and the war that one element of this
dynamic created tension with the other. The most tragic example of this was, of course,
the Terror when the regime’s desire for self-preservation came into conflict with the
notion of a state of true communism, which would entail the dissolution of the state and
Party, thus contributing to Stalin’s decision to resort to the Terror in a desperate bid to
rebalance the dynamic. During the war, this dynamic also caused some tension as the
regime had to allow a degree of ideological flexibility into its propaganda narrative while
at the same time avoiding any notion that it was neglectful or contradictory of its core
Marxist-Leninist values.

Furthermore, it is apparent that the regime sought to be perceived as ideologically
legitimate to varying degrees depending on certain circumstances. While the Soviet
population remained a constant target for the goal of perceived ideological legitimacy,
especially those who were enamored by the promises of Marxism-Leninism, the
international audience for this desired perception became increasingly disregarded in the
late 1930s and through most of the war years. The Terror, the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact,
and the disbandment of the Comintern all reflect this reality. Such situations again display
that the dynamic was never fully stable or harmonious and that when ideological
commitment threatened the regime’s desire for self-preservation, the former would be
sacrificed, to an extent, for the sake of the latter.

Yet, despite these struggles, the regime nonetheless sought to maintain the
dynamic in balance or rebalance it should it become disturbed whenever possible. Every

insecurity, action, and propaganda motif present in both the 1930s and the war era was
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reflective of a conscious effort of the regime to maintain a sense of harmony in this
dynamic. This dynamic between self-preservation and ideological legitimacy accounts for
both the brutality and progressive aspects of the regime without reducing the view of the
Stalinist regime as either wholly cynical and megalomaniacal nor entirely progressive
and committed to the welfare of the Soviet people. An understanding of the dynamic of
self-preservation and ideological legitimacy, therefore, provides the most effective,

nuanced, and consistent means of understanding the Stalinist regime.
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