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" The word ‘purge’ refers to ‘cleaning out’ or ‘cleansing’ an organism of
impurities. The first purge of the Communist Party took place in 1918 and there
were periodic purges or chistki (cleansings) throughout the 1920s. These
usually took place at times when the leaders were seeking to exercise more
control over the party or reshape it, as in the Lenin Enrolment of 1924 (see page
142). The party often took in more members (lowering entry standards) during
periods of crisis such as the Givil War and collectivisation, and shed what it saw
as undesirable elements when the crisis was over. But a chistka was, by and
large, a non-violent process. Party members were required to exchange their
party cards for new ones or to verify their party documents. In this process,
people were refused new cards: they were expelled but not usually arrested.

After the murder of Sergei Kirov at the end of 1934 this changed. From 1936
and particularly in 1937-38, many old Bolshevik leaders were disposed of, the
party was purged ruthlessly and violently, and other groups in society were
swept up in the ‘cleansing’ process. This later period is called the Great Purges.
According to Sheila Fitzpatrick, in The Russian Revolution 1917-1932, the term
‘Great Purges’ is a Western term, not a Soviet one. There was no acceptable
public way to refer to it at the time; in private it was referred to as ‘1937". Robert
Conquest calls this period ‘The Great Terror’.

We can identify three phases in the purges of the 1950s:

1 The chistka of 1932-35 in which over twenty per cent of the party were
expelled non-violently as part of a clearing-out process after collectivisation.

2 The show trials which saw prominent old Bolsheviks publicly tried and
executed.

3 The Yezhovshchina, named after Yezhov, the head of the NKVD, which was
a period of mass terror from 1937 to 1938 when thousands of party
members, state officials, members of the armed forces, industrial directors,
professionals and other sections of society were denounced, arrested and
imprisoned. Many were executed; many more died in Soviet labour camps.
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Wheatcroft and Davies

people died between 1927 and
1938.They believe that around
8.5 million of these died between
1927 and 1936, mostly from
famine.

(1994) estimate that 10 million !

around 7 million people were
executed between [929 and
1953, with another 16.5 million
imprisoned.
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Estimates of victims
of the Great Terror 1937-38
by Robert Conquest (1990):

1932-1933:

1929-1953:

Arrests

Executions
Population of camps
Died in camps
Famine

Deaths (total)

7-8 million
I—1.5 million
7-8 million
2 million

7 million

20 million
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Substantial inequality throughout society.

A hierarchy of ranks both within the party
and outside (directors of enterprises,
managers, officials, skilled workers, etc.),
with accompanying rewards — better
housing, access to scarce goods, etc. Those
in higher ranks of the party or industry
were at greater risk — they could be blamed
for mistakes or attacked as a lesson to others.

Strict censorship of all media. The Russian
people had little knowledge of the outside

party’s media operation,

No independent social or cultural
organisations permitted.

Extensive use of propaganda to
put across the party’s messages |~
and the desired image of the
leader.

Strong emphasis on nationalism /
and patriotism. Russians were

cut off from foreign contacts
and influences.

Revival of traditional values in
family, education and the arts.

A system of privileges used to keep the party
' ) élite — the nomenklatura — loyal to the leader.
Tremendous personal power in the hands
’ of the leader — his word was law; he held
/ the power of life and death,
—

/ over the party and the government.

world except through the filter of the [~

~ Minimal rights for workers — low

Great emphasis on the role of the leader — an
all-knowing, omnipresent god-like figure.

Highly centralised control from Moscow

Terror used to control the population. I

A command economy — a centralised
planning system with the emphasis on
heavy industry.

Low priority given to the needs of
citizens — poor housing, few consumer
goods, generally low standard of living.

wages and poor working conditions,
trade unions were organs of the state,
peasants were controlled through
NKVD agents based in collectives and
MTS stations.

Fear and terror used to control any
potential opposition inside the party.
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Leading party members

Khrushchev states that 98 out of 139 (70 per cent) members of the
Central Committee elected at the Seventeenth Party Congress
were arrested and shot. Of the 1966 delegates to the Congress,
1108 were arrested. This was the congress which favoured Kirov
over Stalin.

Senior military officers

These included: '

* Tukhachevsky, Chief of the General Staff, and seven other
generals — all heroes of the Civil War

¢ all eleven war commissars and three out of five marshals of the
USSR

* all admirals commanding fleets and their replacements

« all but one of the senior commanders of the air force.

In all, 35,000 officers were either imprisoned or shot — although

over 11,000 were reinstated by the middle of 1940.

Managers, engineers and scientists

A high proportion of managers at all levels were purged. The
railways were particularly hard hit. Leading physicists and biologists
were arrested.

People related to those who had been purged
This was probably the largest category of all — colleagues,
subordinates, relatives, wives, children, friends and associates.

Party and state leaders

In every national republic within the USSR, party and state leader:
were charged with treason or bourgeois nationalism. In Georgia,
two state prime ministers, four out of five of the regional party
secretaries and thousands of lesser officials lost their posts.

NKVD

Yagoda, head of the NKVD, was arrested in 1937. According to
figures given by D. Volkogonov in Stalin (1988, p. xxiv) more than
23,000 NKVD men perished at the end of the 1930s.

Other groups
* Anyone with contacts abroad, such as Comintern agents,
diplomats, foreign trade officials, intelligence agents, railwaymen,
sportsmen

* Former Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionaries

* Priests, members of religious groups and people holding
unorthodox views of any sort

° People in the media, artists and historians.

Peasants and industrial workers

Members of these groups were arrested, imprisoned or shot in
huge numbers, although most peasants died during collectivisation
and the famine.
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Signs of opposition to Stalin's leadership. Ryutin, who had denounced Stalin
as the ‘evil genius of the Russian Revolution’, was expelled from the party
but not executed.

Purge of ‘undesirable elements’ — mainly the more illiterate and inactive of
the new working class and peasant recruits: 22 per cent of the party were
expelled.

Seventeenth Party Congress. Several provincial delegates urged Kirov to
take over as General Secretary.

OGPU replaced by NKVD.
Murder of Kirov.

Purge of the party resumed, with the focus now shifting to men who held
more important posts. An ‘exchange of party cards’ led to half a million
members being expelled.

Zinoviev and Kamenev were arrested and accused of instigating terrorist
activities.

The death penalty was extended not only to spies and parasites but also to
all those'who were aware of such activities.

The first show trial, involving Zinoviev, Kamenev and fourteen others.
Yezhov replaced Yagoda as head of the NKVD.

The new Constitution was adopted.

The second show trial, involving Radek, Pyatakov and fifteen others.
The purge of the Red Army began.

Tukhachevsky and leading army officers were shot.

The third show trial involving Bukharin, Rykov, Yagoda and eighteen others.
Beria replaced Yezhov as head of the NKVD.

Eighteenth Party Congress. Stalin declared an end to the ‘mass purges’.

Yezhov was shot.
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As one of the worst periods of political repression in the
history of the USSR was initiated, Stalin published the most
‘democratic’ constitution in the world (passed 5 December
1936). The rights it enshrined included: ’

* [reedom from arbitrary arrest

» freedom of speech and the press

* the right to demonstrate

* respect for privacy of the home and personal
correspondence

* employment for all

* universal suffrage for over-eighteens, free elections and
secret ballots. !

It was a hollow and cynical piece of propaganda since at
that very time such rights were being systematically abused.
However, the Constitution made it clear that all these rights
were subordinate to the interests of the working classes and
it was the role of the Communist Party to decide what those
interests were. Also, only Communists could be put up for
elections. So one-party dominance was assured.

The Constitution was written by a team headed by

Bukharin and Radek, who were both to perish shortly
afterwards in the purges. It was intended largely for
international consumption, to show Communist
sympathisers that the Soviet state was a democratic one at
heart and provided the chief hope for the future of the
world. Other important sections of the Constitution
proclaimed that:

* the Soviet Union was a federal state with eleven
autonomous republics

+ ethnic groups would have local autonomy within the
republics

* the old Congresses of Soviets were to be replaced by the
Supreme Soviet, a single legislative body, filled by elected
representatives from the Soviet republics

* the Council of the People’s Commissars would continue
as the chief executive authority

* the Soviet state embraced equality for all and joint
ownership of the means of production,

Stalin claimed that his constitution was ‘proof that socialism
and demoeracy are invincible’,
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Socialist construction involved not only building the structures of the socialist
state but also creating the right sort of citizens to live in it. New Soviet Man
would embody the morality, values and characteristics that a good Soviet
citizen should possess. He would be a willing servant of the state with the right
attitudes, far removed from the illiterate, uneducated peasant who exemplified
the backwardness which had cursed the USSR in the past. New man was part of
new modern industrial society, above all a proletarian with a sense of social
responsibility and moral virtue. Creating citizens like this was the objective of
the proletarianisation that was such an important part of the Cultural
Revolution of 1929-31 (see page 288). The changes were aimed mainly at the
young through the education system and the Komsomol youth organisation but
all sorts of pressures were also brought to bear on adult workers in order to
make them conform (see Chart 18E on page 304).

Pavel Korchagin, the hero of Nikolai Ostrovsky’s novel How the Steel was
Tempered (see page 298), is the archetypal new man who puts the interests of
his comrades, the Bolsheviks and the revolution before himself - an example of
self-sacrifice and moral virtue. Soviet writers from the mid-1920s anwards
presented to the public new Soviet heroes who overcame hardship and
obstacles in the cause of the construction of the new socialist society.

The idea that people conld be programmed in this way drew support from the
spurious theories of the Soviet scientist Trofim Lysenko, who believed that
human beings could acquire characteristics that could be passed on from one
generation to the next. Stalin was very much influenced by Lysenko’s thinking
and came to believe that socialist characteristics could be passed on if people
were taught the right habits and attitudes. It was this notion of socialist
programming that appalled writers such as George Orwell and Aldous Huxley,
who in their books 1984 and Brave New World put the case against
totalitarianism and its apparent need to crush individuality and the human spirit.

THE FORERUNNER OF ORWELL AND HUXLEY

Yergeny Zamyalin is not as well known in the West as Orwell and Huxley but his
novel He. written in 1924, was the forcrunner of their books. In this Dystopia (a
nightmare Utopia) the people are robot-like, known by numbers and have lives
programmied in every detail. The story of D505's ‘pitiful struggle against the ruler
= the bald Benefactor - is a plea for the right of the individual to live his life
without oppressive interference from the state’, The book was banned in the USSR
for sity years. Roberl Service in A History of Twentieth Century Russia, page 139,

Was a new type of man produced in Magnitogorsk?

If the new man were to be created, surely it would be at a place like Magnitogorsk
where a great steel plant and a town of 150,000 people were created from nothing
between 1929 and 19392 Stephen Kotkin, in his book Magnetic Mountain:
Stalinism as a Civilisation (1995), has produced a remarkable study of the town,
and what follows is based on his research. The aim at Magnitogorsk was to
build not only an industrial giant but also a socialist paradise (see Chart 18E).
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Housing

In Magnitogorsk housing was not just for shelter;
it was also designed to mould people. It was
largely communal, and in every barracks there
was a ‘Red corner’ with the barracks wall
newspaper, shock-worker banners and pictures
of Lenin and Stalin. It was intended to be a
cultural training ground in which the dwellers
could read, listen to lectures, watch films and

discuss political issues.
Education

Virtually everyone in Magnitogorsk, even those
who worked full time, attended some form of

N distribution of material rewards.

Shock workers and socialist
competition

An individual's work history
recorded his or her profession,
party status, record on
absenteeism, study or course
attendance, production
achievements and how often
their equipment broke down.
The work histories of the shock
worker, the award winner, and
those who succeeded in socialist
competition were made public
and used to decide the

schooling, which reinforced the socialisation
and politicisation being experienced at work.
The school curriculum combined basic
education with technical subjects and ‘the spirit
of socialism’. Compulsory courses in Marxism-
Leninism began at an early age.

Public holidays

These took place on the anniversary of the
October Revolution and on 1 May. The May
Day parade was a highly organised procession,
based on people’s different places of work, with
numerous floats, portraits of the leaders and
Communist slogans.

Speaking Bolshevik

In Magnitogorsk you identified yourself as a
‘Soviet worker' and learned to say the right
things in the right way. The ‘Dear Marfa!’ letter
(Source 12.23 on page 189) is a classic
example. Kotkin found that workers in
Magnitogorsk still spoke in the same way as
they had in the 1930s, fifty years later.

Entertainment

More than 600,000 seats a year were sold at
the cinema in Magnitogorsk: it was easily the
most popular form of entertainment and a key
mechanism for spreading socialist values. All
Soviet films shown there carried forceful
political messages. Foreign films were for pure
entertainment, but no recognisably anti-
socialist or overtly pro-capitalist popular culture
was permitted. Newsreels were shown before
and after every film. The inhabitants of
Magnitogorsk read avidly: 40,000 books were
sold in January 1936 and 10,000 people held
library cards. Nikolai Ostrovsky’s novel How
the Steel was Tempered was the most
frequently borrowed book from the
Magnitogorsk libraries.

Censorship

‘Censors were quintessential “social engineers”,
with the media serving as their instruments —
or weapons, as Lenin wrote — in the battle to
construct a Communist society. The instructional
messages emanating from reading matter,
radio, and, especially, films were paralleled by
training received in schools’ (S. Kotkin, Magnetic
Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilisation, 1995)

Campaigns to improve behaviour

There were campaigns to improve men’s
behaviour towards women and to discourage
alcohol consumption.

Use of agitators

In 1936, 214 agitators were employed to discuss
political issues and present interpretations of
domestic and international events.

EVIDENCE THAT THE CREATION OF NEW SOVIET MAN STILL HAD SOME WAY TO GO
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Housing

Private housing was
never entirely
eliminated, even in
19838. Privately owned
mud huts (which had
no ‘Red corners'’) made|
up 17.5 per cent of the
living space in
Magnitogorsk. In the
latter half of the 1930s,
there was a shift away
from barracks to
providing apartments
for families, as part of
the pro-family policies
then being adopted.

Preferences in
entertainment

Next to the cinema, the
most popular
entertainment was
performances of French
wrestling (scripted
wrestling). Attempts

were made to use the
circus at Magnitogorsk as
a vehicle for propaganda
about the Five-Year Plans
and socialist construction
but such attempts failed
miserably — in Beyond the
Urals (1942) John Scott
describes such attempts
as ‘ludicrous’.

Limited success in
campaigns to
improve behaviour
The campaigns to
improve men’s
behaviour towards
women and to
discourage alcohol
consumption had very
limited success.

Opposition to
Stakhanovites

The case of the
Magnitogorsk
Stakhanovite (see page
192) shows the
resentment that could be
aroused. One worker
remarked that
Stakhanovism was an
attempt to enslave the
working class — he was
arrested and sentenced
to forced labour. Anti-
Stakhanovite jokes show
this resentment was felt

The leverage that
workers had

There was a perpetual
labour shortage.
Managers, desperate to
meet their targets,
could not afford to

sack workers for
breaking the rules on
absenteeism and so on,|
and were prepared to
take on workers.

sacked elsewhere. As
we have seen,
Magnitogorsk was a
revolving door.

all over the country.










Russians were cut off from foreign contacts and influences.  Patriotism and sacrifice for the state was key.











