Stalin and Socialist Experiment

in Soviet Russia
H Srikanth

After seven decades of socialist experiment, the Soviet Union
which had established the rule of the proletariat for the first
time in the history of mankind, reverted back peacefully to
the capitalist hold. Mikhael Gorbachev, the General
Secretary of the then CPSU who at ome time could
convince many-a-leftist all over the world that his perestrbika
and glasnost were only Leninist prescriptions to the problems
of advanced socialism, consciously initiated and promoted the
necessary conditions for capitalist “restoration and after the
unsuccessful coup attempt of the socalled hardliners in 1991,
joined hands with his radical rivél, Boris Yeltsin, in pronoun-
cing the death of socialism in the USSR. While these drama-
tic svents were happily welcomed by the imperialists and
other reactionaries, the progressive sections who used to see
in the Russian Revolution of 1917, a hope for a new and just
human order, find themselves dejected and confused. The
.questions ‘how’ and ‘why’ naturally agitate the minds of
leftists all over the world. In this situation, the parties and
persons who still believe that capitalism cannot be an alter-
native to the problems of socialism and that Marxism is a
science and still a potential revolutionary philosophy, should
take up the responsibility to comprehend the factors
leadading to the failure of the socialist experiment in the
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe and draw necessary lesson

for strengthening the communist movement once again.
It is true that different leftist parties and left minded
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intellectuals have already started making attempts to reflect
on recent setbacks in the world proletarian movement. A
study of their initial reflections, however, exhibit many
contradictions and' inadequacies. One can not find unanimity
among them on many vital issues. However, it seems many,
if not all, broadly arrive at some kind of consensus on questions.
regarding Stalin’s role in the Soviet Union. Not just the
petty bourgeois intellectuals who flirt with Marxism and
bourgeois humanism at the same time, even some of the
prties claiming to be Marxist-Leninist hold on to the view
that Stalin was primarily responsible for distortion of the:
socialist experiment in the Soviet Union. All their criticism
against Stalin mainly revolves around four major themes :

1. Following Bukharin and Grobachev, a few parties and
their intellectuals argued that Stalin prematurely stopped
New Economic policy (NEP) initiated by Lenin and hastily
switched over to collectivisation though co-operatives still had
relevance in the Soviet system.

2. Stalin initiated forcible cellectivisation and brought
misery to lakhs of farmars and it was that collectivisation
which is responsible for stagnation in agricultural produc-
tion in the recent years.

3. Stalin advocated for and even turned the dictatorship
of the proletariat into the dictatorship of the party, raised
party above all other groups and organs dominated the
soviets and even prevented them from exercising their power.

4. Stalin resorted to bureaucratic repression to achieve
his goals. As a result a number of innocent people, including
many of the top members of the party died in the thirtees.

None of the above criticism are new. Similar allega-
tions were made during Stalin’s life time by his contempo-
raries like Trotsky, Bukharin, Zinoviev and a few Menshevik
leaders, though none of them could muster majority support.
either in the party or among the people. It is only after
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Stalin’s death that Krushchev could initiate the process of
de-Stalinisation in the USSR. Following this foot-steps,
Gorbachev projected his ‘perestroika’ and ‘glasnost’ as anti-
dotes to ‘command-style management :methods’ associated
with Stalin. Taking advantage of the confusions created in
the communist movement after the death of Stalin,
imperialists and their allies liberally financed publication of
all kinds of bourgeois and petty bourgeois criticisms against
Stalin, though they never dared to:publish Stalin’s own works
at any time. It is interesting to note that ‘while evaluating
Stalin, many -of the ‘Indian leftists, who are otherwise very
critical of imperialists and even of Gorbachev and Krushchev
for that matter,'u'se the language and methodology of the
very same persons whom they brand as ‘bourgeoisie’ or
<revisionists’. The inference here is not that leftists should
blindly accept Stalin or any Marxist authority for that
matter. It isindeed essential to evaluate Stalin’s role criti-
cally and comprehend the nature of mistakes committed
during his regime. But the essential prerequisites of such
analyses are that they should see Stalin, not ‘from bourgeois
humanist-angle, but with proletarian class outlook and.apply
only Marxian dialectical method to evalute:the .role of Stalin
in Socialist Russia. (Keeping this aim in mind,-an attempt
is made in this article to :study four major contrcversial
aspects associated with Stalin, namely, New Economic Policy,
Collectivisation,-Bureaucracy and Party.

New Economic. Policy Status of Cooperatives

Joseph Stalin -was creticised by a.section : of the leftists for
dispensing with cooperatives, which:Leninthimself ‘had intro-
duced as a part of the New Economic ‘Policy (NEP). While
there are critics like Bukharin, Rikov cand more recently
- persons like Gorbachev who saw NEP as synonymous with
socialism, it is interesting to note that.at one time there were
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extremists within the Bolshevik party who critised NEP as &
reactionary policy aimed at capitalist restoration. Almost
immediately after Lenin’s death, even leaders like Trotsky,
Zinoviev and Kamenev became highly critical of NEP for
promoting the interests of the kulaks and demanded
collectivisation and rapid industrialisation. Keeping in view
these two opposing view-points, one may evaluate Stalin’s
agricultural policy in the light of significance or meaning
that Lenin himself assigned to the NEP in general and
cooperatives in particular.

Immediately after 1917 revolution, the Soviet Russia got
entangled in a civil war which was further complicated by
the interference of the external forces. For that reasom
almost upto 1920, the Bolsheviks directed their whole atten-
tion to consolidating the revolution by diverting huge funds.
for strengthening the defense system. Strict controls were:
imposed on economic activities and freedom for private:
trade was denied. Large amounts were extracted from:
agricluture to strengthen the power of workers and soldier
deputies.” Ignoring the basic line of the Bolshevik party
which demanded alliance between workers and peasantry,
some of its extremist elements attacked even the ordinary
peasants. Since the socialist sector was still weak, it was:

unable to link towns and villages and meet all the basic:
requirements of the peasants and workers. Moreover, being.
economically backward, with sirong remnants of many-
precapitalist structures, direct transition to socialism was:

not objectively possible. It was in such circumstances that

Lenin conceived of the New Economic Policy (NEP) not only-
to overcome immediate economic necessities but also to lay-

the foundations for future socialist society.
Under the NEP programme, the Soviet state permitted

private trade, capitalism and hired labour under the overall

guidance and supervision of the dictatorship - of the.
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proletariat. While going ahead with its programme of
strengthening the socialist sectors, NEP aimed to organise the
people of Soviet Union in various cooperative societies on a
sufficiently large scale. Though certain collective principies,
first in selling and then in growing farm produce, were
iﬂtrbduced, agricultural cooperatives were not yet socialist
firms, for the individual peasants, including the kulaks who
joined them, retained legal rights over land and means of pro-
duction, Lenin indeed stressed the need for organising peasant
cooperatives but he never declared them as socialist form of
production., Rather he admitted that “‘cooperatives are also
a form of state capitalism”.® Further he said. “in Russia’s
present conditions freedom and right for cooperatives mean
freedom and rights for capitalism”. Lenin was fully aware
of the fact that in initial days the advantages of NEP would
go to the kulaks and other capitalist elements. However, he
considered that such a form of state capitalism was necessary
at that juncture for linking peasant economy with industry,
accelerating the growth of productive forces, amalgamating
small production and for augmenting capital accumulation
essential for passing over to socialism.

In essence, NEP in itself was neither a capitalist
programme nor a socialist venture. As Lenin himself
pointed out, NEP aimed to achieve “socialist society out of co-
operatives,..It is not still the building of socialism, but it is all
that is necessary and sufficient for it.”’! Stalin rightly uder-
stood that “NEP is a policy of the proletarian state aimed at
permitting capitalism while commanding positions are held by
the proletarian state, aimed at increasing the role of socialist
elements to the detriment of the capitalist elements, aimed at
the victory of thesocialist elementsover the capitalist elements,
aimed at the abolition of classesand the building of the founda-
tions of a socialist economy”.2 While it would be preméture
to dispense with it before achieving the purpose for which it

2
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was initiated, it would become self-defeating if NEP in general
~ and cooperatives in particular were allowed to contiune for
an indefinite period. While NEP Russia was not a capitalist
Russia, it was also not a socialist Russia. It was only a
transitionary phase which had to be continued as long as the
economy had not yet reached a stage where it .could pass
over to socialism. It is in this light that it becomes necessary
for us to examine whether Stalin was correct in opting for
collectivisation by dispensing with the NEP programme
which he himself supported and advocated almost upto the
end of twenties. ‘ ;

Stalin and Collectivisation

Following Bukharin, Mikhael Gorbachev and his
supporters in India criticise collectivisation initiated by Stalin
as a hasty step. Even Trotsky and other left extremists of
the day, who advocated action against the kulaks as early as
1924 itself, afterwards joined the rightists in ‘exposing’ the
mistakes or ‘excesses’ commited during the course of collecti-
visation. They all hurl abuse at Stalin for his ‘ignorance’ of
the economic laws. In the light of such accusations,one may -
evaluate the significance of collectivisation.

As is pointed out earlier, NEP was only seen as a transi-
tionary period essential for switching dver to socialism at an
appropriate moment. Cooperatives indeed played the roles
~assigned to them. Agricultural production increased and

* links between towns and villages were established. Alongside,
the socialist sector also gained a considerable strength. By
~ 1927 agricultural production reached its pre-war level and it
was sufficient to meet the basic needs of the people. However,
owing to the capitalist character of cooperatives, other kinds
of problems crept in. NEP no doubt helped in mitigating the
sufferings of the poor and middle peasants to an extent. But it
‘was the kulaks who took maximum advantage of the New
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Economic Policy. Even Trotsky said, “The growth of kulak
far outstripped the. general growth of agriculture. The
policy of the government under the slogan ‘“face to the
country’’> was actually a turning of face to the kulak.
Agricultural taxes fell upon the poor far more heavily than
upon the well-to-do, who moreover skimmed the cream of
the state credits. The surplus grain, chiefly in possession of
the upper strata of the village, was used to enslave the poor
and for speculative selling to the bourgeois elements of the
the cities”.8 It was not the poor peasants or middle peasants
but the kulaks who accounted for a major share in the
marketable agricultural surplus. As their right to property
was not denied, they could amass riches and started
dominating the cooperatives. Even at that juncture leaders
like Bukharin failed to see growing differentiation within the
peasantry and cotinued to argue that the kulaks would
automatically grow into socialism. Having realised their
strength, the kulaks began to demand more concessions,
‘including high prices for food, which according to Isaac
Deutscher, was ‘“intolerably burdensome to the towns
people”# i. e. to the working class. Such condition created
-objective necessity to take stern action against the kulaks.

A study of Stalin’s speeches would show that he did not
speak of colléctivisation almost upto 1930. Even in 1927, he
opposed Zinovev’s idea of fomenting any class struggle in the
countryside.® Stalin believed that unless the kulaks were com-
pletely isolated from ‘the rest of peasantry and the production
in the socialist sector gained sufficient strength to outdo the
kulaks, it would be counter productive to attack the kulaks
as a class. It was this undérstanding which made Stalin wait
till 1929, when total production and marketable.surplus of the
collective and state farms could surpass the marketable surplus
of the kulaks.8 Growing opposition of the kulaks and
increase in the relative strength of the socialist sector over
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private capitalism created ‘both objective necessity and

objective possibilities for breaking with NEP. It was at
that time that Stalin advocated collectivisation which in
essence means passing over to large scale 'mechanised.
'production by eliminating the c‘lass of kulaks from the
agrarian sector.

The communist party under Stalin’s leadership formulated
an agrarian policy aiming atsecuring three objectives, namely,
(1) liberation of the small peasahts from the slavish
attachment to their little plots of land and combining small
peasant plots into large scale collective farms, (2) attracting
the middle peasants towards collective farms by demonstrating
‘to them the gains of mechanised methods of farming and (2)
finally initiating class struggle to deprive the kulaks of their
products, iustruments and means of prouduction. The party
and administration were geared up to achieve these ends.
Contrary to the expectations of Bukkarinites, there was good
response from the peasants to the collective farm movement.
Between 1929 and 1933, the number of collective farms
increased from 57 thonsand to 224'5 thousand and the
number of households in collective farms raised from one
million to 15.2 million. By 1933 sixty five percent of the
peasant farms were collectivised.® In order to overcome the
growing demands from the collective farms for tractors and
other modern implements, the Soviet state was compelled
to speed up its industrialisation process. In spite of initial
technical difficulties and despite opposition from the kulaks,

agricultural prdductivity showed a gradual increase. Such
an effort could not have become succesful if the majority
of peasants have mnot voluntarily joined the movement.
In this issue, even Trotsky admitted, “At the present time
hardly anybody would be foolish enough to repeat the
twaddle of liberals to the effect that collectivisation as’a

whole was accomplished by a naked force.......(The) union of .
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these small parcels into bié tracts had become a question of
{ife and death for the peasants, for agriculture and for society
-as a whole”.¢ :

_ Overlooking these positive dimensions of collectivisation,
many critics of Stalin point out the use of force, and accuse
Stalin of the ‘excesses’ committed during this period. A

~ section of the leftists condemns the use of ‘force’ even against
the kulaks who had vested interest inopposing collectivisation.
Such critics should however need toanswer whether any exploi-
ting class as a whole accepted socialist path voluntarily at any
‘time in history. If thecommunists had failedtotakeappropri\ate
action against the kulaks and other capitalist elements, these’
_exploiters would have regained strength and confidence even
to oppose the political rule of the proletariat. If Stalin had
failed to take stern action against the kulaks, the Soviet Union
‘would have met with counter revolution long back. Those who
knowingly or unknowingly sympathise with the kulaks and
. argue for soft options against the ekploitcrs, do not deserve to
be called Marxists, for true Marxists will never shy away from
conducting class struggle if the social necessity so demands.
However, ‘there are better informed critics of Stalin who
_argue that they opposecollectivisation because of the ‘excesses’
committed against the middle peasants. But that was never
the official line of the CPSU at any time. The party policy
was to attract the peasants towards the collective farms by
convincing them of the practical advantages of mechanised
~production, Stalin consistently stressed the necessity of winning
. over the middle peasants and making them allies against
the kulaks.® Since the principle was strictly followed in
the initial years of collectivisation, lakhs of middle peasants
voluntrarily joined collective farms. However, in their over
_enthusiasm to meet the plan targets, certain local partymen
and government officials began to attack the property of
the middle peasants also. The kulaks spread many kinds of
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- rumours and confused the peasantry on the question of party
line. All these led to ill feelling and misunderstanding among
a section of the peasants, Moreover, Stalin himself found out
that the Leninist principle of taking into consideration the
diversity of conditions in various regions of the USSR was.
violated in building 6ollective farms, The moment such
incidents were brought to the notice of Stalin, he reviewed the

situation and demanded an end to such ‘excesses.’ Under his
guidance, the party and government took appropriate measures
to rebuild confidence among the middle peasants. As such the

party’s official line never permitted or advocated the use of

force against the middle peasants. If in implementation
certain excesses were committed, one should not blame Stalin
or his Central Committee. Accepting that there were excesses,

it needs to be questioned whether the historic necessity of

collectivisation could be overlooked just because certain
€xcesses were committed in the course of implementation,
That was precisely the question Stalin posed to Bukharin
and  his  friends who were magnifying the mistakes.
As Stalin rightly pointed out, “the conclusion to be
drawn from this js that we must combat the excesses. But
can one on these grounds decry the line itself, which is the
only correct line 7?3

Party and Dictatorship of the Proletariat

Persons like Gorbachev and parties like the CPI
criticise Joseph Stalin for turning the dictatorship of the
proletariat into party dictatorship where the fate of millions
of the working masses would be arbitrarily decided by a few
lakhs of party members. There are also critics starting from
Trotsky, who accused Stalin for putting an end to intra-party
- democracy and behaving in a Bonaparatist way. In the name

of working class they plead for maximum freedom to the non-
party organisation and minimum role to the communist parties.
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Since those who make such statements also claim themselves
as Leninists, one may start discussion of party from Lenin’s
own understanding of party.

Here it may be mentioned that long before Stalin was
attacked, Lenin himself was accused by his contemporaries on
the same charges now levelled against Stalin. - For, it was
Lenin, not Stalin, who propounded the idea of leading role of
the party both, at the time of revolution and also during the
dictatorship of the proletariat. It was Lenin who fought against
the theories of khvotism and spontaneity in the working
class movement.® Responding to critics like Rosaluxemberg,
Lenin qorrectly‘ argued that even in the advanced capitalist
countries, the dictatorship of capital was exercised
~ through organised bourgeois political parties which could
comprehend the aggregate interests of the bourgeoisie better
than anyindividual capitalist. In the developed capitalist states,
capital does not exercise power directly, rather it rules with
‘the help of their own parties. If this phenomenon is true in
the case of capitalists, it should be all the more true in the .
case of proletariat, majority of whom because of their own
objective conditions; find it difficult to comprehend their own
interests and organise revolution on the rule of capital for
establishing, consolidating and expanding the dictatorship of
proletariat.” ;

Here arises the necessity of leading role of the party.
When Lenin said that the revolution would come from above,
he did not mean that a party divorced from the proletariat
or imposed upon the proletariat would ' achieve revolution.
The party, which Lenin conceived, is not something external
to the working class. As Stalin put it, the party is a part of
the class, closely bound with all “the best elements of the
working class, their experience, their selfless devotion to. the
cause of the proletafiat.” The communist party is the
highest form of class organisation of the proletariat armed
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with revolutionary theory, with a knowledge 'of the laws of
revolution. To Lenin, without a true proletarian I_Sarty with
a revolutionary line, there cannot be proletarian revolution
anywhere. Whatever may be the conclusions of critics of
Lenin, none of them can show a single example from history
where proletarian struggle  succeeded without communist
parties playing leading roles. Since all other non-party
bodies are not proletarian bodies and even if some of them
are, say trade unions, since all its members have not reached
the level of its advanced detachment, the leading role of
party becomes essential even during the dictatorship of the
proletariat. Supporting it Lenin himself said, “to forget the
distinction between the advanced detachment and the whole
of the masses which gravitate towards it, to forget the
- constant duty of the advanced attachment to raise ever wider
strata to this advanced level, means merely to deceive one-
self, to shut one’s eyes to the immensity of our tasks and to
- narrow down these tasks.®

This leading role of the party should not, however, be

identified as the dictatorship of the party.® Neither Lenin nor
Stalin considered the communist party as the sole representa-

tive of the proletariat and other w_oiking masses. In the

system of dictatorship of the proletariat, in addition to the
party, there would be many other non-party organisa-
tions such as trade unions, soviets, cooperatives, youth
leagues etc. Though the party remains as the main guiding
and unifying force in the system of dictatorship of the
proletariat, the party does not negate the significance of
other non-party organisations. According to Stalin, the
party should exercise power, “not dircetly, but with the help
of trade unions and through the soviets and their ramifica-
tions. Without these transmission belts, it would be impossible
for the dictatorship to be firm at all.”®  Stalin never pleaded
for a party that rules the workers by force. What he or
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Ienin for that matter advocated is for hegemony of the party
-on workers and other toiling masses. To put it in Stalin’s
words, “The prestige of the party is sustained by the confi-
dence of the working class. And this confidence of the
working class is gained not by force—force only kills it—but
by the party’s correct theory,. by the party’s correct policy,
by the party’s devotion to the working class, by its connection
with the masses of the working class, by its readiness and
-ability to convince the masses of the correctness of its
slogans.”® He always advocated dialectical interaction
between the party and non-party bodies.

It is interesting to note that Joseph Stalin did not
preclude the possibility of conflict between the party and the
classes it should lead. He clearly understood that “the party
cannot lead the class if it is not connected with the non-party
masses, if there is no bond between the party and non-party
masses, if these masses do not accept its leadership, if the
party enjoys no moral and political credit among the
masses.”® He could foresee open conflicts between the
party and the class when the party turned bureaucratic and
. ceased to be self critical or when the masses did not rise to a
level where they can voluntarily accept the party’s view point
or when the party tries to impose its will arbitrarily. But if the
party fulfills all necessary conditions—that is, if the party ex-
“ ereises hegemonic leadership and enjoys the confidence of the

i "masses, if it takes correct policy decisions, if it can correctly
§ comprehend the subjective considerations of the masses it should
. lead, if it can convincethe massesof its policies and if the masses
| themselves take the party policy as their policy—in such cir-'

§ ‘cumstances, non-party organisations need not feel acceptance

P of party’s suggestions as unwanted intervention. Stalin very
. clearly understood this and openly advocated such prescrip-.-
5 tions for preventing alienation of the party from the masses.
¥ In one of his speeches, Stalin clearly said, ‘“‘unless we show
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a certain degree of confidence in the non-party people, they
may answer by bscoming very distrustful of our organisations.
This confidence in the non-party people is absolutely necessary-
comrades---”%  According to Stalin, instead of demeaning
the status of non-party bodies, it should encourage them to
utilise all their  powers in legislation, execution and
implementation of party’s policy. So long Stalin was alive
these party directives were followed in the main, and it was
precisely the reason why the party ' could ensure mass
participation during the period of reconstruction.

The ‘question of conflict between party and soviets or
other non-party organisations, is a post-Stalin phenomenon
which has nothing to do with the theory and practice of
Lenin or Stalin. :

Closely related to this issue are the questions of intraparty
democracy and bureaucratic attitude within the party—
phenomena which the critics try to attribute to just one
person i. e, Stalin. It is true that Stalin was opposed to
turning the party into a debating club. He stood for a
monolithic party structure based on the principles of
democratic centralism and collective leadership. He did not
tolerate existence of seperate groups within the party and
mercilessly suppressed anti-party activities when they crossed
reasonable limits, If all these were undemocratic acts, then
more than Stalin, it was Lenin who had to be blamed because
in doing so, Stalin was only implementing Leninist principles
of the party organisation :

Joseph Stalin who was aware of the class content of terms
such as democracy or freedom, did not make fetish out of the
word, ‘inner party democracy.’’® Yet he had not forbidden

open and free discussions within the party on all matters of

serious consequences to the dictatorship of the proletariat.
Stalin was never afraid of criticism. On the contrary, to him,
“self criticism is a sign of our party’s strength and not of

ST
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weakness. . Only a strong party which has its roots in life,

and is marching to victory can afford the ruthless criticism of
its own shortcomings---. A party which hides the truth from
the people, which fears the light and fears criticism, is not a
party, but a clique of imposters, whose dome is sealed.” ®

Trotsky, Zinoviev, Kamenev, Bukharin and all other critics
of Stalin were freely allowed to express their view points-
within the appropriate party forums. As S alin’s biographer
Isaac Deutscher himself pointed out—Stalin had great
patience to listen. But when he had to talk, he used to
speak cautiously, CIearly and confidently. On the party if his

will always prevailed, it was because at all times, Stalin

could command the majority either in the Central
Committee or in the Party Congress. It would be simplistic
to argue that he commanded the majority support
‘by applying force against all its members, Instead of
voluntarily submitting to the majority decision, if the
defeated members maintained groupism and conducted anti-
party activities to the detriment of the dictatorship of the
proletariat, Stalin and his party should not be blamed for

‘being stern with such elements.

‘ It does not, however, mean that the party headed by
Joseph Stalin was without any defects. Stalin himself had to
take note of the fact that internal party democracy, in its
true sense, was not operating in the party to the extent it was-
needed. While the critics would be content with criticising A
Stalin for all its defects, Stalin as the General Secretary of the
. party tried to locate the objective roots of the problem. More
than anyone else Stalin understood that it was mechanical or

bureaucratic attitude that developed within the party which

hindered the functioning of internal democracy within the
party. Stalin could find out that such attitudes had objective

bases in illiteracy, lack of political education, cultural
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backwardness and cotinuous contacts of the party cadres with
the bureaucrats working in the state apparatus.® Sometimes
the militarisation of the party structure on the eve of war
would make a section of the comrades feel that the party was
only like a system of administrative institutions with a rigid

hierarchy. Some other timesa tendency of self-satisfaction arising' |

out of the victories achieved in economic and military fronts
also developed uncritical attitude among the party members.
Stalin was highly critical of such bureaucratic attitude towards
«criticism and ' self-criticism which ‘has done serious damage

to the party, killed theinitiativeof a party organisation, under- |

mined the prestige of the leadership among the party masses
and infected some of the organisations with anti-party habits
.of bureaucrats, sworn enemies of the party.”'® Self-critical

appraisal of the party as reflected in the Report to the Nine- |
teenth Party Congress on the work of the Central Committee |

.of the CPSU (B) would show that Stalin was clearly aware
.of the limitations of the party and that he himself realised

the necessity of ideological work and of widespread criticism |
and counter-criticism, especially from below, for strengthening |
the foundations of the party. Perhaps, the prolonged civil |

war in Russia, compelling economic needs of the people,
involvement in the Second World War. and the necessity
of economic reconstrution after the war—all these urgent
tasks could not create conducive atmosphere for attending to
‘the needs of the party. Though one can still argue that even in
those critical conditions Stalin should have paid a little more

attention to the party affairs, it would be highly subjective if |

-anyone says that Stalin had a vested interest in perpetuating
the weaknesses of the party. Had it been true, he would not
have exposed and criticised the weaknesses of the party so
.openly, ' :
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"Stalin and Bureaucracy

Of all the accusations made against Stalin, one which
| clicked well with many, is identification of Stalin with the
Soviet bureaucracy. While some of them criticise Stalin for
‘using bureaucratic measures to achieve the goals he himself
set ; there are a few who would even attribute the origins
of bureaucracy in the Soviet Union to Stalin alone. Tt is
here that all critics, especially those who are not well conver-
sant with theoretical issues related to Stalin, find a chance to
denigrate all the positive contributions of Stalin by citing the
excesses committed during the collec_tivisé.tion and then at
the time of purging that took place before the Second World
- War.  In view of such accusations, it becomes necessary to
examine the origins and development of bureaucracy in the
Soviet Union and the nature of relationship that Stalin
entartained with it.
At first it needs to be asserted that the bureaucracy was:
not a phenomenon associated exclusively with Stalin and
. post-Stalin periods in the Russian history. It existed even at
the time of Lenin., Though Lenin insisted that the old state
machinery of the landlords and capitalists should be des-
troyed, because of the peculiar conditions that prevailed in
Russia at the time of revolution. Lenin considered it im-
possible to throw out all the bureaucrats at one stroke. As
Lenin himself put it, “In our country bureaucratic practices
have different economic roots, namely, authorised and
scattered state of small producers, with his poverty, illiteracy,
lack of culture, the absence of roads and exchange between
agriculture and industry, the absence of connection and inter-
. action between ‘them’.12 Lenin understood that many more
years were required to overthrow bureaucracy completely.
To ‘put it in Lenin’s words, “When you are called upon to
‘put a stop to bureaucratic practices, it is demagogy. It is
nonsense, we shall be fighting the evils of bureaucracy for
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many more years to come and whoever thinks otherwise is
‘playing demagogue and clearly cheating, because overthrow-
ing the evils of bureaucracy requires hundreds of measures,
wholescale literacy, culture-and partlclpatxon in the workers
.and peasant mspectmn 712

Though the workers and peasants took over political
power from the Czar and the Russian bourgeoisie, they did
not have the experience and capability to run the adminis-
trative and economic bodies. Hence there was a necessity to
retain many bureaucrats and professionals who were till then
working under the Czarist and Kerensky governments. Lenin
‘was not unaware of the bourgeois attitudes of those employees.
He knew that many Czarist and bourgeois elements which
had lost their economic and political power, gradually entered
the bureaucratic apparatus as managers and technicians. But
it was then considered premature to give call for total elimi- .
nation of such elements until and unless the working people
gave birth to their own intelligentsia capable of handling all
the admlmstranve economic and technical problems involved
in socialist development. Association with bourgeois experts
was seen as a condition essential for the proletariat to develop
its own skills, The concessions that the bourgeois experts
used to get in the initial years of development were viewed as
the ‘price’ that the working class pay for learning from
them.* Though the bourgeoisie played significant roles as
-experts in the initial years, they could not consolidate their
position permanently. With the complete elimination of the
kulaks and capitalists and with the grédual inflow of the
educated persons from the working class and _peasantry, the
significance of bourgeois experts was lowered ‘to a consi-
derable extent. Charles Bettelheim’s argument that the bour-
geoisie consohdated its position as ‘the state bourgeoxsle’ 3
«does not appear to be sound. Mere existence of bourgeoisie
in the state machinery or the predominance of bourgeois
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practices in the administration cannot automaticaily turn the
‘proletarian state into the state of the bourgeoisie, just as the
presence of representatives of the proletariat cannot make the
capitalist state into a proletarian state. Yet, it should be
admitted that owing to ideological backwardness and absence
. of cultural revolution, the representatives of the workers and
peasants who entered into bureaucracy could not completely
overcome the bourgeois practices of their predecessors. Hence -
in spite of the disappearance of the bourgeois class as an
economic category, bureaucracy as an ideology and as a
method of working continued to affect the administrative
processes in the Soviet state.
Joseph Stalin did not fail to detect this new development.
Reading of his works would show that far from being its
‘advocate, Stalin was a bitter critic of bureaucracy. Stalin,
who denounced bureaucracy as “one of the worst enemies of
our progress”, did not fail to notice that bureaucratic method
of functioning entered even within the party, komsomols,
. trade unions, and economic bodies. In the case of the old
bourgeois experts, he correctly handled their dual character
before and also after the civil war. However, he found that
. it was difficult to handle the new bureaucrats. As he himself
put it, “If it were only a question of the old bureaucrats,
the fight against bureaucratism 'would be very easy. The
trouble is that it is not a matter of the old bureaucrats. It
is a matter of new bureaucrats, bureaucrats who sympathise
~ with the Soviet government and finally communist bureau-
cracy with the title of party member. And unfortunately,
. we have quite a number of such communist bureaucrats”.*?
Stalin never had any hesitation to expose these new bureau-
. crats whenever they distorted the correct line of the party.
- For example, while reviewing the process of collectivisation,
| Stalin became highly critical of the attitude of certain local
| officials, regibnal officers and even individual members of the

e
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Central Committee who believed in the omnipbtence of the
decrees, resoliitions and orders and diluted the party’s revo-
lutionary measures.® Contrary to the dominant belief,
Stahn encouraged the party to organise criticism of the bure-
aucracy, of their shortcomings and their mistakes by the vast
masses of the working class. The Report to the ‘Nineteenth
Party Congress on the work of the Central Committee of
CPSU(B) prepared under Stalin’s guidance clearly stated, “the
party cannot close its eyes to the fact that whenever criticism.
and self-criticism are suppressed and control by the masses
over the activities of organisation and institutions is weak-
ened, there such ugly features as bureaucracy and degenera-
tion, and even the corruption of individual sections of the:
party apparatus invariably appears.”* : :
However, one cannot but admit the fact that inspite of his
opposition to’ bureaucracy, he could not pay full attention to-
check its ugly growth. What was worse, the cxtraordiﬁary
situation that prevailed in the Soviet Union after the death of"
Kirov, compelled Stalin to depend on those very bureaucrats
whom he himself hated. It is true that some of the bureau--
crats took advantage of the freedom they obtained then and
committed many mistakes in handling the situation. But all
these events should be seen in the context of the menace of
fifth columnists whose threat was indeed real and called for
stern and swift action. Writings of the journalists1¢ like:
Anna Louis Strong and John Gunther who were direct
witnesses to the developments that took place in Russia during
those days, reveal that there were large scale subversive:
activities all over Russia, instigated by German agents.
Reflections of the then American ambassador John Davies*®
show that the convicts were tried duly in accordance with law
and in many cases in the presence of foreign journalists and
other dignitaries. However, one need not rule out the
possibilities of excesses in such situation. But it would be:

S
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highly subjective to criticise Sfalin for all mistakes committed
by the bureaucrats as if all of them had the sanction of Joseph
Stalin. On his part, Stalin never tried to hide the mistakes.
Long befor Krushchev ‘revealed’, Stalin' himself accepted
this fact in the Seventeenth Congress of the C.P,S. U.
Stalin never argued that the Soviet state should continue to
depend on bureaucracy even in the ordinary conditions. If
the evils of bureaucracy continue to dominate the Russian
Society even thirty five years after his death, then it is the
post-Stalin leadership—not Stalin—who had to be blamed.
If they were really serious, nothing would have stopped post-
Stalin leaders bent upon de-Stalinisation to wage a successful
struggle against the bureaucracy. ‘But an impartial study
would reveal that the so called command management
method of working, which Gorbachev in Russia and his
friends in India point out, actually spread its tentacles after
Stalin’s death. '

At this critical historical juncture, when counter revolu-
tions have become world wide phenomena, it becomes all
the more essential to have a fresh look at Stalin’s contribu- :
tions to the theory and practice of socialism. Far from being
metaphysical in approach, such an effort must evaluate
Stalin’s role, within the historical context in which he had
to act. But it appears that most of the criticisms made
against Stalin are either ahistorical or highly subjective. Our
effort to reread Stalin, however, makes us conclude that
Joseph Stalin had a better understanding of the economics
and politics under the dictatorship of the prolctariat than any
of the socalled critics. He was right in dispensing with
the NEP and co-operatives and the socalled excesses
assosiated  with  the collectivisation were not the
outcomes of Stalin’s policy. “Contrary to what many
critics make us believe, Stalin did not advocate bureaucratic
method of working and he was very well aware of the

3
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loopholes within the Bolshevik Party.

These necessary assertions are not in any way aimed to
conceal the mistakes or limitations of Stalin. It was indeed
a blunder on the part of Stalin to consider that after
collectivisation all the exploiting classes had ceased to
exist. He could not initiate the much needed cultural
revolution within the party to elevate the ideological
and cultural standards of the rank and file. In spite
of his opposition, he could not succeed in checking
the power of bureaucracy. Though  Stalin cannot
be personally blamed, one may even admit the fact that
there were excesses during collectivisation and also at the :
time of the purges. But such limitations or excesses are
unavoidable in any revolution, more so in countries like the
Soviet Union which was experimenting with the dictatorship
of the proletatriat for the first time in this era of imperialim,
Stalin might have committed mistakes, but when one looks
at his positive contributions—i. e. his defense of the essence
of Leninism, his fight agamst rightist and leftist distortions
of Marxism, hls contributions to the uuderstanding of
nationality questlo,n, linguistics and economic problems
of socialism ; his role in the economic development of
the Soviet Russia and above all his inspiring leadership
during the Second World War which turned the destinies of
not only the Soviet Union but of the whole world—then his
‘mistakes’ or limtations appear to be insignificant.*® It was
precisely the reason why Mao-tse-tung, inspite of his dis-
agreement with Stalin on certain issues, regarded Stalin as a
Marxist authority and gave him his due, at a time when
the imperialists and the revisionists were hurling abuse at
Stalin.

Except 2 few revolutionaries like Mao-tse-tung, all other
critics utilised the mistakes or limitations of Stalin, not to
set right the things, but to initiate a vulgar revisionist line.
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By unleashing the vernom of anti-Stalinism, Krushchev came
-out with revisionist ideas and practices such as the state and
party of all people, material incentives to the workers and
“peace’ with the imperialists. Eurocommunists used blind
hatred against Stalin to do away with Leninist theory of the
party and dictatorship of the proletariat and started dreaming
-of peaceful revolution to socialism, that too in those countries
with the most powerful state machineries. By discarding
Stalin, the East European nations became the victims of
. narrow nationalism and failed to overcome market economy
and bourgeois culture associated with it. Finélly, Gorbachev
made use of anti-Stalin hysteria to‘implement his ‘perestroika’
and ‘glasnost’ which further widened the sphere of commo-
'dity production and speculatlon strengthened ‘the idea of
profit motive, reestablished private ownership of land,
‘weakened the central authority and ultimately paved the
way for restoration of capitalism in the Soviet Union.
By magmfymg the mistakes or the socalled excesses, the
revisionists and the imperialists succeeded in hiding the
positive contributions of Stalin which have great relevance to
the proletarian struggles all over the world. Stalin’s name
‘was invoked only to unleash the most unjustifiable revisionist
onslaught on Marxism Leninism. As such, anti-Stalin
hysteria has done more harm than good to the world
proletarian movement. Hence it becomes all the more
important for all true Leftists to bring Stalin back to rigorous
 theoretical discourse, neither to worship him nor to crucify
him, but to learn objective lessons for strengthening the
international communist movement once again.

[ Dr. H. Srikanth, the author,is a faculty member of the School of
International Relations, Mahatma Gandhi University at Kattayam in
Kefala. He had submitted this article to XVI Indian Social Science
Congress, Pune, 1991. —Editor: Trend.]
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