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Tosif Stalin and the Great Terror

Butchering Mastermind or Bumbling Overseer?

As with the Russian Revolution, the historiography of Stalinism heavily reflects the
ideology of the historian. It is almost a case of, "Tell me what you think of the Russian
Revolution and Stalin and I'll tell you who you are". The are several key debates within
the historiography: How much power the state held vis-a-vis society, the extent the Terror
was planned and executed by Stalin, the number of victims in the Terror, and why terror
in the first place - was it an inevitable byproduct of Marxist-Leninism or the consequence
of unique socio-economic conditions? Unlike other historical 1ssues, there is little
"lumping" (i.e. fencesitters who incorporate several historical views to present a synthesis
that is more ambiguous than explanatory). Scholars are either fit the traditional model
borne out of the beginning of the Cold War (sometimes called "Cold Warriors") that has
Stalin at the apex of a totalitarian regime systematically using terror to eliminate potential
and imaginary enemies or revisionists who claim neither Stalin nor the state exerted
nearly enough control to fit the totalitarian model and thus the Great Terror is best
explained under the circumstances of Soviet society. Not surprisingly, all the "Cold
Warriors" blame the Soviet Regime for the deaths in the tens of millions whereas the
revisionists call for numbers much less, some citing hundreds of thousands.

The Totalitarian Model

Stalin: Lenin's Natural Heir and Responsible for Terror

Key Scholars:

o Robert Conquest, The Great Terror: A Reassessment (1990)

o Robert C. Tucker, Stalin in Power: The Revolution from Above, 1928-1941 (1990)
s Malia, The Soviet Tragedy

s |Pipes, A Concise History of the Russian Revolution

Scholars from this school view the terror as an intentional systemic evil mitiated by Stalin
that was rooted in the Bolshevik past. The terror was unleashed to consolidate rule in
addition to implementing collectivization and rapid industrialization as Stalin's position
was secure by 1929 but he was not in a position to impose his will on the state. The Kirov
assassination (he was the most popular opponent of Stalin), orchestrated by Stalin, was
used as a pretext to run the machinery Lenin created and liquidate potential enemies. This
view of the Great Terror 1s not only a planned one, but a smooth running apparatus that
could practically run itself. Although the scholars have backed off from the "Big Brother"
picture of Totalitarianism as laid out by Hannah Arendt, they focus on high politics, the
repressive nature of the regime, and do not recognize autonomous spheres of social or
political activity (although Malia and Pipes more so than Conquest and Tucker). The
Terror is above all the paranoiac Stalin's achievement.




There is a minor sub-debate as to why Stalin should be seen as the natural successor to
Lenin. Some stress ideology (Conquest, Malia) and some point to a unique Russia history
that has Stalin as a modern day Ivan the Terrible (George Kennan, Pipes). Robert Tucker
is something of an anomaly as he argues for discontinuity. Tucker emphasizes the roots
of Stalinism lay in Stalin's psychological makeup.

Revisionism
Terror Can't be Explained by Stalin Alone

Key Scholars:

 Stephen F. Cohen, Rethinking the Soviet Experience: Politics and History since
1917 (1985)

o Fitzpatrick, "New Perspectives on Stalinism” (1986)

o Fitzpatrick, "How the Mice Buried the Cat: Scenes from the Great Purges of 1937
in the Russian Provinces" (1993) _

e Robert W. Thurston, Life and Terror in Stalin's Russia, 1934-1941 (1996)

» I. Arch Getty, Origins of the Great Purges: The Soviet Communist Party
Reconsidered (1984)

With Khrushchev's denunciation of Stalin and the thawing of Cold War relations, a group
of scholars challenged the totalitarian model and there was a general breakdown of the
Cold War consensus. The revisionists are best subdivided into two sets, the "Conflict
School" who aim to revise the top-down model and social historians who attempt to
emphasize the agency of the masses. Both Revisionist schools by and large see Stalin as
an aberration of the October Revolution and the socialist experiment.

The conflict school aims to revise the totalitarian characteristics the orthodoxy
attribute to the Soviet regime. The conflict school still advocates a top down approach to
Stalinism, but instead of seeing Stalin at the apex of a totalitarian pyramid, they argue
that conflict between opposing groups and key figures characterized the Soviet Union.
The Soviet system was neither monolithic nor was it static; with the number of influential

sects within the party, it would be incorrect to claim all power stemmed from Stalin.
More specifically:

Cohen discounts the orthodox model of a prostrate society crushed beneath a
bully-type regime. Instead, he sees both a society and government divided into
conservative and reformist camps. Because of these differing allegiances, Cohen
concludes other (read: better) alternatives existed besides Stalin. Nikolai Bukharin
and the continuation of the NEP is a counterfactual Cohen is particularly
fascinated by.

Getty contends the Soviet bureaucracy was too primitive to even contemplate a
scenario with anything that resembled a totalitarian system or a smooth running
terror apparatus. Getty's core-periphery relationship is rather drastic. The core
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where state control was partial consisted of Moscow and a few other large cities,
whereas the vast majority of the countryside stood beyond the reach of the Party
and made it impossible to assert efficient control. Furthermore, Getty states
neither the Party nor the Police were sufficiently obedient or effective to assure
optimal control from the center. High level confusion and competing factions
account for the course of the terror.

The social historians reject the totalitarian structure and top down models
completely. Rather, they analyze the Stalin period from below and demonstrate the
agency of the masses. Comparisons to Nazi Germany - a common approach by
totalitarian advocates - are abhorred. In short, rather than Stalin constructing the Soviet
Union through the tools of terror, coercion, and his indomitable will, the social historians
examine the impact that society and pressures from below had in shaping the USSR and
Soviet history.

The most influential scholar here is Fitzpatrick. Fitzpatrick writes that the Stalinist
regime was an initiator of social change but the regime only had limited control over the
outcomes of such plans. She maintains that this period experienced a great deal of
upward mobility in society as a new hierarchy of ex-peasants and workers replaced the
old elite. With so much social change, Fitzpatrick calls for the need to reexamine the idea
of a high level state coercion. With the Great Terror, Fitzpatrick adamantly claims the
Moscow Show Trials cannot be used as the archetype because rural trials (away from
Moscow) were straightforward and did not originate from the Kremlin. Another
important difference lay in the fact the Show Trials were just extravagancies to root out
political conspirators whereas the rural raion trials were indictments against Communists
charged with exploitation and abuse of the peasantry. The title of her important piece,
"How the Mice Buried the Cat" is telling. The peasant "mice" were able to charge and -
significantly - credibly testify and rid themselves of the bureaucratic "cats”. With the
power the bury the cats, the terror provided the peasantry the opportunity to settle old
scores, assign blame for disasters, and further their own ambitions. Despite the mice's
ability to bury the cats, Fitzpatrick does not maintain this was a significant victory for the
peasantry. They still had to live with the hated collectivization and were unable to bury
the top cat - Stalin. Here Fitzpatrick seems to be answering some of her earlier critics
who charged that she was ignoring high politics altogether.

Robert Thurston is a controversial revisionist figure because his thesis has rather
unpleasant implications. Thurston denies that the Great Terror of 1937-1938 was a
deliberate system, designed to gain cooperation through fear, of random violence by the
state against society. Thurston contends that since the majority of Soviet people assented
to the Great Terror, the distinction between state and society becomes blurred to the point
of irrelevance. The old argument of attributing the Terror to an evil Stalin won't fly with
Thurston; if one uses the term "evil", one must indict humanity because the masses went
along with and shaped the course Great Terror out of their own volition. Thurston's
depiction of the dreaded NKVD and the infamous prosecutor Andrei Vyshinsky are much
less malevolent (read: not such a bad lot) than is typical as he sees them as working in
concert with the citizenry to arrest and root out enemies. As a result, society accepted the







