 PAGE 
1

Stalin Versus Stalinism: Uncovering Stalin’s Edits to the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks): Short Course
Stalin’s Master Narrative: A Critical Edition of the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks), Short Course, edited by David Brandenberger and Mikhail Zelenov, New Haven, Yale University Press, 2019, 768pp., £45, ISBN 978-0300155365
In the history of European ideas, a book called the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks): Short Course played a tremendous role. Written under the direct supervision of J. V. Stalin, who acted as chief editor, the Short Course codified the Soviet leader’s interpretation of Bolshevik history and Marxist theory. Published in October 1938, at the height of the ‘Great Purge’, it became mandatory reading for the Soviet intelligentsia; and codified the guiding political and philosophical principles for communists worldwide. The Short Course is widely seen as the most authoritative and influential ideological document released during Stalin’s leadership of the Soviet Union. It became both the chief historical textbook and the chief form of education in the fundamentals of Marxism. At the time of Stalin’s death in 1953, over fifty million copies had been produced. 
The historians David Brandenberger and Mikhail Zelenov have led the way in analyzing the Short Course. Whereas most scholars of Soviet history have marginalized the text, Brandenberger and Zelenov have highlighted its significance for understanding the Stalin era. It is fitting, therefore, that it was they who published Stalin’s Master Narrative: A Critical Edition of the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks), Short Course. This volume is not merely a reprint of the original. Its unique value lies in the fact that it offers an English language translation of the text highlighting Stalin’s edits, which he made between May and August 1938. Yes, the Master Narrative reveals the extent, nature, and purpose of Stalin’s contribution to the Short Course. Instead of trusting the often scant summaries of secondary sources, readers can now see for themselves that Stalin dictated the formation, structure, and content of the text. He intervened in every section, by deleting some parts, reformulating others, and adding in much of his own material. The Short Course was truly Stalin’s master narrative. 
In their lengthy introduction, Brandenberger and Zelenov provide an illuminating overview of Stalin’s contribution, by summarising his major edits chapter by chapter. They want the Master Narrative not to provide the final word on the Short Course, but to instead facilitate a new wave of scholarly discussion over it. By exposing Stalin’s influence, they encourage researchers to re-analyse the text, and in doing so rethink their assessments of the Stalin era. 
In fact, one can go further and argue that the Master Narrative demands a reconsideration of Stalin himself, specifically his ideology. This claim is warranted because the Short Course- to reiterate- was ‘the defining document of Stalin’s rule and political mentality’.
 A careful study of Stalin’s edits can further uncover his thought process and world outlook. 
In this regard, the most significant aspect of the Master Narrative is that it complicates Stalin’s relationship to Stalinism, the political system established under his leadership between 1927 and 1953. Since Stalin established near absolute power during these years, many assume that Stalinist policies accorded with his principles and beliefs. The two are frequently seen as synonymous. However, Stalin’s edits to the Short Course undermine this conflation. They do so by repudiating three characteristic features of Stalinism.
One such feature is Stalin’s personality cult. Scholars routinely accuse Stalinism of venerating Stalin as a messiah, and many claim that this adulation is the central theme of the Short Course. The text allegedly gave Stalin the most credit for building the Bolshevik Party, leading the October Revolution, and guiding the construction of Soviet socialism. This narrative found its most vocal expression in Nikita Khrushchev’s secret speech to the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, titled ‘On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences’. Since Khrushchev delivered this speech in 1956, studies have generally associated Stalinism and the Short Course with the worshipping of Stalin himself.

Stalin’s edits to his Master Narrative undermined this Stalinist principle. In their draft of the text, the sycophantic editors Y. M. Yaroslavsky and P. N. Popselov adulated Stalin to the skies. They made Stalin the central focus of the book, especially in the chapters detailing his time as General Secretary. In that sense, Yaroslavsky and Popselov were true Stalinists, promoting the legend of Stalin’s greatness. Stalin, however, edited their draft with the precise intention of erasing this narrative. He systematically deleted entire sections referencing himself, or else downplayed his own role significantly. This is a consistent theme that Brandenberger and Zelenov identify in their commentary.  Due to Stalin’s interventions, they claim that his personality cult is absent throughout the book.
It is noteworthy that Stalin downplayed his adulation to a greater extent in the chapters detailing his leadership of the Soviet Union. In these chapters, he deleted the most references to himself. This is significant, because if Stalin fully endorsed his personality cult, one would expect him to leave the praise for himself in these later chapters intact. The fact that he didn’t shows that Stalin did not always view himself as a God. Although he may have let others present him in this manner- such as in his official biography- Stalin himself did not do this in the definitive textual representation of his ideology. Whilst Stalinism may have consistently promoted Stalin’s cult, the man in question didn’t. In fact, Stalin opposed his cult in his most treasured ideological text; at a time when the regime was trying its hardest to elevate it, 

A second characteristic of Stalinism is the paranoid promotion of conspiracy theories. A popular narrative maintains that Stalinist discourse presented the party’s enemies as a united counter-revolutionary cabal, working in league with foreign capitalists. Stalin himself has been accused of being driven by an unhealthy persecution complex that made him see conspiracies in every direction. Many of these conspiracies were allegedly imagined or trumped up by Stalin. He used these conspiracies as a tool of his dictatorship; he traced the genesis of these conspiracies to before the October Revolution; and he connected these internal and external threats to his power into a monolithic, omnipresent, all-encompassing conspiracy.
 
Once again, Stalin rejected this Stalinist tendency in his edits to the Short Course. He consistently crushed references to united conspiracies. Stalin repeatedly distinguished between the various anti-party groupings and showed that they were often isolated from one another. He showed them to be weak and desperate groups, not strong and well supported ones. Whenever Popselov and Yaroslavsky attempted to conjure up powerful united foreign backed conspiracies, Stalin downgraded them into a fragmented and ineffective domestic revolts, doomed to failure. This is another key theme identified by Brandenberger and Zelenov. In fact, it is the key theme they identify in Stalin’s edits throughout the book. 

It is important to note that Stalin showcased this scepticism in the Short Course during the Moscow Show Trials, when the party used conspiracy theories more than ever to implicate and persecute alleged counterrevolutionaries. Some of Stalin’s strongest critics, who present him as a paranoid conspiracy theorist, concede that the threats against the Soviet Union were real during this time. ‘The environment around him in the 1930s really was a threatening one ... he had plenty of reason to feel that he and his regime were under menace’.
 These internal and external threats ‘fit into a grisly logical whole’.
 It is all the more remarkable, therefore, that Stalin chose to play down rather than exaggerate these threats. It is particularly remarkable given the political context and climate at the time when Stalin was editing the Short Course. And yet Stalin resisted the temptation to further demonise his ‘enemies’. He instead edited the Short Course in a way that dismantled and neutralized what would have otherwise been presented as an all pervasive and coordinated mass conspiracy. Although Stalin may well have shown symptoms of paranoia- symptoms that were perhaps understandable, given the isolated positions the Soviet Communist Party and state were in- he did not display this paranoia in the core text of his ideology. While, therefore, paranoid accusations of united conspiracies were commonplace under Stalinism, Stalin himself did not always endorse them. 
A third characteristic of Stalinism is its dogmatic interpretation of Marxism. The Soviet regime transformed the theories of Karl Marx, Frederick Engels, and Vladimir Lenin into an all-embracing ideology - Marxism-Leninism- and tolerated no deviations from it. The Short Course is often presented as the shining example of this dogmatism. The text has been accused of presenting Marxism-Leninism as an infallible theory, one that was universally true, and which offered certain knowledge to those who mastered it. This vulgar codification of Marxist theory denied the possibility of its own falsification, philosophical development, or revision. It claimed to provide the one and only truth for all peoples, times, and places.
 In promoting this narrative, scholars often highlight section two of Chapter Four, titled ‘Dialectical and Historical Materialism’. Stalin himself wrote this section, which outlined the philosophical foundation of Marxism-Leninism. It was subsequently published as a separate pamphlet, and has earnt a notorious reputation as the quintessence of his dogmatic Marxism.
 
Although Brandenberger and Zelenov don’t notice it, Stalin edited the Short Course with the intention of opposing Stalinist dogmatism. In the Conclusion, Stalin inserted a section highlighting anti-dogmatism as a fundamental principle of Marxism-Leninism, and as a take-away lesson of the book. First, Stalin highlighted the necessity of mastering Marxist-Leninist theory, but he then warned against a rigid interpretation of the doctrine. He opposed the tendency of memorising quotations from Marx, Engels, and Lenin, and then hoping that these quotations would provide solutions in every situation. Stalin emphasised that Marxism was not a collection of dogmas but a science, and like any science, it required revisions in accordance with new data. Marxism would need to be enriched with new experience and knowledge, and its conclusions would change over time in accordance with the evolving historical conditions. Instead of clinging to the letter of Marxism, it was necessary to master its substance, and that meant replacing old and antiquated formulas with new ones that matched the conditions of the time. Marxism was not a dogma, but a guide to action (pp. 646-47). 

Stalin proceeded to give two examples of anti-dogmatism in action. The first concerned the political structure of socialism. Prior to the October Revolution, most Marxists identified a parliamentary republic as the best form for socialism. Upon examining the course of the Russian Revolutions, Lenin identified the Soviets as the best form, thereby enriching Marxism. Stalin’s second example was the doctrine of socialism in one country. Upon the basis of studying mid nineteenth century Europe, Marx and Engels concluded that socialism in one country could be successful only alongside a worldwide socialist revolution. By studying the success of the Soviet state under a new epoch- imperialism- Lenin affirmed the possibility, and indeed, the necessity, of building socialism in one country. In both instances, Lenin maintained the substance of Marxism, if not the letter, by revising its propositions in accordance with the concrete conditions. In summary, Stalin argued that opportunism consisted not only of repudiating Marxism, but also of clinging to outdated formulas, which retarded its scientific development (pp. 647-49).

These contributions to the Short Course Conclusion demand a re-evaluation of the section on ‘Dialectical and Historical Materialism’. If this section is read in isolation, as it must be in the separate pamphlet, it can indeed be interpreted as a dogmatic interpretation of Marxism. However, by reading this section in conjunction with the Conclusion, the reader may finish the Short Course with a more flexible, less rigid understanding of Marxism. Of the six take home lessons outlined in the Conclusion, Stalin’s promotion of anti-dogmatism is the longest and most detailed. This fact further showcases its importance to him and the text. The significance of this re-evaluation cannot be understated. If, under Stalinism, the Short Course was promoted dogmatically as an unchallengeable guide for Marxism, this practice violated the essence of the text itself, which opposed the practice of treating Marxist texts as infallible. Whilst Stalinism may well have advanced a dogmatic interpretation Marxism, Stalin himself was a militant critic of dogmatism in the text most often seen as the chief expression of it.
These three themes of the Master Narrative are significant in evaluating a more general tendency in the scholarship on Marxism. To this day, it is common practice to conflate Marxist figures with codified ‘isms’ named after them. Marx is conflated with Marxism, Lenin is conflated with Leninism, Mao is conflated with Maoism, and so on. These conflations are often misleading and unhelpful. According to Engels, Marx was so annoyed by the falsifications of his would-be followers that he himself declared that he was ‘not a Marxist’.
 Indeed, if Marx were alive today, he would surely recoil in horror from much of what passes for Marxism. The more scrupulous scholars have long highlighted the cardinal importance of distinguishing the real Marx and his ideas from the theories, movements, organisations, and political systems claiming to uphold his ideological legacy.
The key message of the Master Narrative is that what is true for Marx is also true for Stalin. The editorial themes show that Stalin’s ideology does not neatly correspond with Stalinism. This may seem obvious to some, but many still fail to acknowledge it. If Stalin were alive today, he would surely distance his ideology from much of what is often described as Stalinism, and he would be justified in doing so. Unlike Stalinism, the system established under his leadership, Stalin did not consistently promote his personality cult, Stalin did not consistently endorse paranoid conspiracy theories, and Stalin did not consistently endorse dogmatic Marxism. Although, to be crystal clear, Stalin may well have displayed these tendencies on occasion, it is significant that he did not do so in the Short Course, the most authoritative expression of his ideology.
And that begs the question: What are the best textual sources for learning about Stalin and Stalinism? In order to understand the essence of Stalinism, there are few better works than Animal Farm. Although technically a novella, George Orwell’s 1945 classic did a great job of popularising- in an easily digestible form- the classical characteristics of Soviet Stalinism outlined in the sometimes less accessible scholarly literature. Napoleon’s (Stalin) personality cult, paranoia, and dogmatism, loom large in this allegory of Stalin’s Russia. To understand Stalin’s ideas, by contrast, there are few better works than the Master Narrative. By highlighting Stalin’s edits to this iconic text in the Marxist-Leninist canon, Brandenberger and Zelenov enable readers to separate Stalin from Stalinism. The Master Narrative offers a unique insight into a man whose ideology and world outlook have been routinely caricatured and misinterpreted. For that reason, it is an important addition to the literature on the history of European ideas.
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