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In this exclusive interview with
Jonathan Steele, Yuri Afanasyev
discusses the prospects for an honest
approach to Soviet history

Autonomous enterprises will manage the public means of production

Yuri Afanasyev is the rector of the
Moscow State Historical-Archive Institute and a leading champion of glasnost. The interview took place in
Moscow recently.
You h»K recently vvritten that the truth
about the revolution must be taught
better. What aspects have not been taught
well up till now?

A lot of aspects need a deeper, more
comprehensive, and more truthful elucidation - to start with, there is the
problem of the origins of the October
revolution. We must reassess what our
textbooks and publications say about
the specificity of Russia's historical
development at the end of the 19th and
early 20th century. For a long time
many scholars were concerned with the
problem of how Russia's actual historical development corresponded to what
Marx thought. They wanted to depict
reality in accordance with Marx's
views - how he had seen the level of
Russia's economic development. This
led to dogmatism in the explanation of
many quests concerning the October
revolution.
It should be said that some scholars,
particularly the late Konstantin Nicolaevitch Tarnovsky, who is sometimes

defined as the leader of the so-called
'new trend' in the interpretation of the
revolution, did a lot to correct this some
years ago. Tarnovksy pointed out that
capitalism developed in second-rank
countries differently from in countries
of the first rank. It did not follow the
same pattern of economic development. As a result, different relationships developed among classes and
social groups. This in turn led to an
idiosyncratic development of the revolutionary process: the working class
emerged as the vanguard of the revolutionary movement, which also led to a
particular kind of marxist party in our
case. The way Tarnovsky studied these
questions was extremely fruitful and
productive, but by the end of the 60s,
due to administrative pressure from
above, these studies were all but
stopped - and, where continued, they
were not carried out in such an
intensive way as during the 60s. But
now the possibility of this kind of
research has opened up agaui.
Then there is the extremely important
issue of the proletariat's allies in the
revolution. In the late 20s and early 30s,
Stalin seriously distorted this question.
He declared the Mensheviks and Social
Revolutionaries to have been the fun-
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The contradiction iMtween communist words and highly un-conununist deeds continues

damental enemies of the Bolsheviks. I
believe this issue also needs deeper
research.
Or take the heroes of the revolution. It
looks strange that activists such as
Bukharin, Trotsky, Zinoviev and
Kamenev have disappeared, or nearly
disappeared, from the publications
about the history of the October
revolution. If they are ever mentioned,
it is to present them as men with evil
intentions who consciously tried to
damage socialism in Russia. These
were, of course, mere fantasies of
Stalin, which have no bearing in reality.
We have to establish the truth. Trotsky
played a positive role, for example,
when he presided over the Petrograd
Soviet or when he presided over the
Soviet Republic during the civil war.
And we should say so. This does not
mean that we have to start an apologia
of Trotsky and ignore the negative
aspects of his activity. We have to tell
the truth about him, and all the other
people who were later repressed, the
real heroes who were involved in the
revolution alongside Lenin.
The reverse side of the coin is to admit
that Lenin made mistakes. Sometimes in
the West there is an impression that in the

Soviet Union there is a cuit of hrfallibility
surrounding l«nin, that he never made
mistalces. Is that too crude an analysis, or
are historians here beginning to say that
Lenin was not ahfvays correct?
First, let me say that the interpretation
of the history of the revolution in our
writings contains a kind of fatalism.
Students have the impression that the
revolution was the only possible line of
development of our history. It is as
though from the period of feudalism
onwards history developed in such a
way that it inevitably led to the October
revolution. Recently this has been
looked at critically so that now there is
a real picture of the alternatives which
can happen in a historical process.
Now about attitudes towards Lenin.
Unfortunately, Lenin was treated as an
icon. He was always right. He never
made mistakes. None of his words have
become out-of-date. We cannot continue with these lies. Truth is somewhere else. Truth is to be found in the
way one judges what Lenin created, in
the light of how it was later carried
forward. This is what should be looked
at, not with the aim of being surprised
but, not least, in order to understand
the scale of Lenin's genius. After all,
one can think of hundreds of cases

*We
frequently
compare
per&troika
with the

revolution
itself, to
stress the
historic scale
of this
phenomenon*

when Lenin himself used to talk about
the mistaken nature of some of his
views, but unfortunately we are still
not shown Lenin arguing with himself,
working out difficulties, searching for
answers. This side of Lenin is not seen
here much - Lenin as a living person,
but also as a thinking person. A
thinking person is not a machine. He is
always on the look out. He lives by
asking questions, not by giving pat
answers. With Stalin we got used to
living the other way round, with
answers and not questions. This habit is
retrospectively transferred to our relationship with Lenin. We reproduce
Lenin as a man who knew all the
answers before he even dealt with a
precise historical situation.
But Lenin didn't have all the answers.
Sometimes he rejected something
which had seemed to him unquestionable. One example is the change
towards the New Economic Policy
(NEP). The search for the correct road
for the development of socialism was
tortuous. In 1920-1 Lenin had to reexamine much of what he had thought
in 1918 or earlier - the commoditymoney relationship, relations between
the working class and the peasantry,
the duration and continuity of the
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stages for building socialism - all this
was examined and a radical new model
for the socialist project was worked
out, namely NEP. NEP took into
account the new correlation of class
forces in Russia, and the fact that the
peasantry did not agree with the
developments that took place under
war communism. Or take the international situation. As it became clear that
Europe was not taking a socialist road,
and that socialism would have to be
built in a backward country, so Lenin
re-examined his previous views, or, in
your words, he recognised the mistakes
in his previous views on many issues.
Were the historical issues we are discussing now already being talked about in
Khruschev's time, or have you gone
further than historians did during that
period?

Khruschev thought it was enough to
uncover the wrong doings of Stalin and
to erase his memory by calling him
names. In that way, Khruschev thought
the 'cult of personality' surrounding
Stalin would be ended. But practice
showed that without a thorough analysis of the economic, social, ideological
and emotional structures which made
this phenomenon of the 'cult of the
personality' possible, it could not be got
rid of. Indeed the very expression, 'cult
of the personality' is in some ways
misleading and inappropriate. The 'cult
of the personality' refers to a specific
type of society, the sum total of
economic, social and ideological structures which were formed from the late
20s, or maybe, to a degree, earlier. To
try and remove these structures, and
the system of which they were a part,
only by criticising Stalin will take us
nowhere.
Surely one of the reasons for this
inadequacy was that Khruschev and the
other people around him were tftemsehres
active in Stalin's time, it was too early for
them to assign blame properly.
This is one reason. They were products
of their time and products of specific
conditions. For them to look at what
was happening from a distance or from
above was difficult, even impossible,
unfortunately. But it is also true that
Khruschev did not intend to look at
things more thoroughly. There were
marxists at that time who were researching more profoundly, for example
Togliatti, who was defining already the
need for an analysis of the economic
and social structures which made the
cult of the personality possible.
Khruschev, if I remember correctly,
thought that collecthrisation had been a
good idea in spite of Stalin's crimes. Do
Soviet historians now look at collecthrisation with a more critical eye?
They started to look critically at
Stalin's concept of collectivisation even
when it was being born. I'm sure you
know that Bukharin in particular, but
others also, said that total collectivisation was a step back from Lenin's

f he Story 0§
Yhe Purges
Mikhail
Gorbachev
has
announced that there are to be
no more 'blank spots in Soviet
history'; and on October 9 the
Institute of Marxism-Leninism
in Moscow held a news conference to announce a new review
of Communist Party history.
Moreover, it is expected that
the November celebrations
will see the formal rehabilitation of Bukharin as a hero of
the revolution, almost 50 years
after his execution.
These represent the most significant moves yet in a long and
uncertain process of historical
reassessment:
1923-4: Start of Stalin's campaign against Trotsky; Lenin's
final illness and death.
1927: Trotsky expelled from
CPSU.
1929: Trotsky exiled.
1936: Kamenev and Zinoviev
tried and executed for allegedly plotting against the Soviet
state in collusion with Trotsky.
1938: Bukharin and Rykov
tried and executed for antiSoviet conspiracy and terrorism. Publication of the Short
Course in Soviet history detailing the struggle against 'the
Bukharin-Trotsky gang of
spies, wreckers and traitors'.
1940: Trotsky murdered in
Mexico.
1913: Stalin dies.
I9S6: Khnischev's
'secret
speech' condemned the Stalinist terror, but defended the defeat of dissidents in the 1920s.
1961: Stalin's body removed
from mausoleum.
1964: Fall of Khruschev;
Brezhnev succeeds as general
secretary.
I98S: Gorbachev
elected
general secretary.
1986: Gorbachev
stresses
need for democratisation;
some dissidents freed.
1987: Rehabilitation
of
Bukharin?

^Wehaveto
tell the truth
about Trotsky
and all the
other people
who were
later
repressed'

has to be changed: the image of them as
evil-minded, the notion that in all their
actions they were motivated by evil
intentions, with the aim of damaging
the revolution and the building of
socialism in our country. Of course,
they were different people and cannot
all be put on the same level, but the
charge that they were criminals has to
be removed. I think this will be done.
Similarly, we need a reappraisal of the
true role and place of these people in
the revolution.
It probably won't ever be possible to
determine exactly the number of victims
during Stalin's era. But how many victims
do Soviet historians think there were?

Nobody as far as I know, among Soviet
historians, has worked out such figures. Maybe some time in the future
they will be established, but I wouldn't
like to speculate when. This is a
difficult issue, not only in terms of
historical research, but also at a moral
level. One thing is clear, there were
many victims, and much innocent blood
was spilt. This is a difficult aspect of
our history, but we must not turn away
from it. We have to see it in a realistic
way, each Soviet person has to go
through this moral re-examination.
Some people mistakenly feel it important to state that they did not participate in those crimes. They like to take a
distance and claim that it does not
concern them. This may be simpler,
and for some more comfortable, but it
is always irresponsible. I hold to the
position that all this history we have to
acknowledge and accept, in the sense of
learning and understanding it. We have
to go through all of this, make it ours
and it will only be then that we will be
able to understand and know ourselves
better. Although I was affected by all
this only very marginally as I was a
small child, the consequences of these
events matter to me, so why should I
distance myself from the answer to
these events, I don't think that would be
right.
What is the difference between Khruschev's policies and Gorbachev's perestrolksa

premises and proposals on collectivisation, that Stalin's collectivisation was a
distortion of Lenin's plan. They did not
use those precise words, but this was
their meaning. Soviet historians started
to write about this again during the 60s,
notably Viktor Petrovich Danilov. But
they don't enjoy a wide readership
here. Danilov argues that collectivisation was implemented in such a way
that it put the very idea itself into
question. And this is what really
happened.
Do you think that there will be an official
rehabilitation of such figures as Bukharin,
Kamenev, and even Trotsky in the future?

In terms of withdrawing these imaginary accusations of criminality, the
rehabilitation of all of them is a real
possibility, and quite soon. Everything

The differences are enormous. We
frequently compare perestroika with
the revolution itself, to stress the
historic scale of this phenomenon.
Gorbachev and others have talked
about it in these terms. They mean a
perestroika or fundamental restructuring of all of our society, of the economic
social, ideological and spiritual structures, so that there is more socialism,
more democracy, more glasnost. It
means we have to get rid of the
deformations of socialism that occurred during Stalin and after Stalin. In
sum, there is talk that in the process of
perestroika the distortions of Stalin
must be removed from our economic
and social structures. This is where the
revolutionary nature of perestroika is
to be found. Now a tendency towards
ridding ourselves of the deformations
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Just a few of the perks we offer our
women members

BENEFITS

HOLIDAY PAY

HEALTH-CARE

TIME-OFF

There was a time when none of these were on offer to people with a job, never mind those without. Unions
hkc the T&G changed that.
Now many working people take them almost for granted. And surely that's how it should be.
Now the T&G tries to improve what rights our members already have. Wc also try to ensure that they are
available to all full-time and part-time staff
Wc don't just deal with the nitty-gritty of pay and the defence ofjobs. The quality of life of our members is a
wider concern.
Someone has to put the case for leisure and holidays. These are essential if you want to enjoy your job; getting
the most out of it. Who else will advise you of your entitlement to benefit, and inform employers on your
statutory rights?
Recently we've negotiated agreements with employers to allow screening for cervical and breast cancer. It's
no exaggeration to say wc actually helped save lives.
If all this sounds surprising, then surprise yourself with some of the publications we produce to keep
members up-to-date with their rights. . .
'A Woman's Place is in her Union', 'Maternity Rights at Work', 'Claiming Equal Pay', 'Combatting Sexual
Harassment', 'Part-Time Working', 'Fight Against Breast and Cervical Cancer', write to J. Mowatt, Women's
Advisory Committee, TGWU, 1 Crescent, Salford, M5 4PR. Send here too for more details on specific
events we organise for women members. The next one, 'Current Health Issues for Women' is a two-day
event open to all women T&G members in the North West.
Tuesday 17 and Wednesday 18 November 1987 at TGWU, Transport House, Islington, Liverpool.

?

Wally Nugent, Regional Chairman ^

Bob Owens, Regional Secretary-

REGION 6 TRANSPORT AND GENERAL WORKERS UNION
lan W Bo
24

MARXISM TODAY NOVEMBER 1987

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

and negative elements which took place
under Stalin was already apparent at
the time of Khruschev. But Khruschev
was not sufficiently aware of the
Stalinist administrative system. He did
not fully understand what he was
dealing with, the extent to which the
system of running the country was
deep-rooted, well-entrenched, bureaucratised. And because this was not fully
understood, the Stalinist system could
not be removed completely. This is
what is happening now. But this process will not be at all easy.
What guarantees are there to prevent
perestntta being reversed? What safeguards or changes on an institutional level
are needed?

One of the first tasks is to win
understanding of what perestroika is
and why it matters at a broader level of
the population. The second task is the
democratisation of our society and the
active participation of everybody. This
is also not a simple matter. The third
task is the need substantially to restructure the party.

have to apply this principle to the way
we look at Soviet history. We have to
remind ourselves that there has always
existed the possibility of choice, a
choice of which road to take. Some
choices took place, others didn't. We
must always admit that there are
unfulfilled possibilities, unfulfilled
choices. What became a reality in the
20s, Stalin becoming the head of the
party and government, was not the
result of fatalism or determinism.
There were other alternatives. In this
sense, the rethinking of our history is a
necessary task. I don't think any Soviet
citizen regrets the essence of the road
undertaken, but a critical re-evaluation
of the path we have trodden is absolutely essential. We are not disillusioned
about socialism and our socialist ideals.
This is perhaps the major achievement
of this 70-year-old road. We are
disillusioned, if that is the right word,
by real existing socialism, in a socialism that was deformed, which started
with Stalin and whose origins may be
even further back. •

the problems of the economy on its
own. There is also a lot to examine in
the relationship between the party and
other social organisations and the
Soviets. You are asking about guarantees and safeguards, and I am talking
about conditions. I think if the conditions are met, they will turn into the
safeguards for perestroika.
You have written that pluralism of
thought, the dwersity of views is very
important.

I write and talk about it, but I believe
that this has not yet happened. Without
pluralism of thought, a normal life in
our society is not possible. For many
years we have declared that our society
is united, but when glasnost erupted in
our lives, it turned out that people are
different in principle. These are not
superficial differences but substantial
ones. I think this is wonderful, people
think differently, and see themselves in
society differently. But on this premise
we have to recognise that our society's
unity is based on differences.

'Without
pluralism of
thought, life
in our society
is not
possible*

Translated by Anna de Skalon

Secret elections within the party?

How do you evaluate the achievements of
the revolution?

No, I don't mean such details, I mean
the principles of the party's construction, creation and formation: for example, democratisation, glasnost, selfcriticism and these kind of things. It
means abandoning the notion in the
leadership which tends to take everything upon itself, which wants to solve

We must rethink the road that the
Soviet Union took after the October
revolution. Not only in the sense that
we now have new information as
historians and are working with new
methods. But also, given that the
ordinary person lives by means of
questions and not answers, then we

On Saturday November 7, Marxism Today is
sponsoring Ten Hours that Shook the World at the
Riverside Studios, Hammersmith, London W6. Live
Soviet tv pictures from Sam will feature tlie '70tli
anniversary of the Russian Revolution' celebrations
in Red Square, including speeches from Ortega,
Castro and Gorbachev. In the afternoon three Soviet
films will be shown including October and Sixth of
July. There will also be poetry, a poster exhibition
and a music video. Performing in the evening will be
A Certain Ratio, Hope Augustus and Joi Bangia
Sound. Further details and tickets: Riverside Studios
01-748 33S4.
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PETER TATCHELL

FRANK CHICKENS
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DEFENCE
CLARE
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HOTLINE: 021 643 8082
D I W O l l D LIKE FURTHER DETAILS
DIINWAGED/STIIDENTS, i,2.00
n WAGED TICKETS, i.^.OO
D 1 AM LIKELY TO BRING
CHILDREN
AGED
TO THE CRECHE
D BRUM UNLIMITED T-SHIRT: RILL COLOLiR;
EXCLUSIVELY DESIGNED BY DADA DESIGN V'XLiS.SO,XXXLi6.50

NAME
ADDRESS
TELEPHONE
Please make clieques K ) s pa\ablc to BRUM UNIIMITED, SEND TO
BRUM UNLIMITED, FREEPOSf, I3S DIGBETH, BIRMINGHAM BS HSR
(no stamp required).
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Women
Behind
Bars

W

The Left continues to
argue about the causes
of crime. But Melissa
Benn and Chris
Tcliaiicovsky argue that
no-one has yet come up
with a criminal policy
for the 1980s that comes
to terms with the
consumer culture in
which we live and the
reality of the woman
criminal

A

masked man stands high
up on a roof. Defiant, he
wields a hammer over the
head of a captive prison
officer. A woman sits alone in a cell,
her body hunched, her face turned
away from the camera's lens. These
contrasting images of criminal man
and criminal woman - one from the
Peterhead prison hostage-taking in
October this year, the other from an
article on women in prison in the
national press that same week - do
more than describe a reality. They also
re-create, for a millionth time, that old
polarisation between 'true' male and
'true' female. The one: bold, defiant,
angry and dangerous if provoked. The
other: bowed, subdued and ultimately,
isolated.
Throughout the process of criminalisation - from the commission of a
crime through arrest and trial, to
imprisonment - we see such distorted,
and often contradictory, notions of a
proper femininity and proper mascuhnity at work. The effect on the
criminal woman is insidious. Generally,
non-existent in the public imagination
she will suddenly emerge; a cold and
calculating icon or a helpless, hopeless,
victim.
Worse, her crime is seen to

'want' (ie, cheque card fraud). And
women commit very little violent
crime, although the figures are rising
(and
particularly
among
young
women). Finally, despite the fact that
the crime of 'rape' is considered
technically impossible for women,
overall very few women are in prison
for any kind of sexual assault.
hy do women commit so
much less crime than
men? Why, when women
are so much poorer than
men by any of the economic indices
available (wages, ownership of capital
and receipt of social security benefits)
should they steal so much less than
men? Why, too, should they commit so
little violence? Moreover, theories akin
to the 'cycle of deprivation' would
suggest that those who are most
deprived or abused are those most
likely to be the abusers in later life. Not
so with women and sexual abuse.
One part of the answer must lie in the
psychic meaning of social femininity.
The more crippling definition of femininity means to be acquiescent rather
than active, to give rather than to take,
to not do rather than to do, or to do
wrong. And it means increasingly
conceiving of yourself in these terms:
as held in, belonging as someone else as
much if not more than to yourself, in
being willing to make do rather than
make change. This is a tricky argument. For in another way, the absence
of women from crime is exemplary.
The positive sides of the socially
induced femininity we're talking about
involve women in greater awareness
and respect of other people's bodily and
spiritual integrity and make them,
however reluctantly, the bearers and
maintainers of much of social life. Most
women wouldn't even contemplate an
act like burglary which, however
casual and opportunist a crime it may
be, can have a devastating effect on
those so invaded.

speak of something wrong with her
very being, her transgression of a true
womanhood. The trouble is that that
same true womanhood can look dangerously like a condition of dependent and
unbreakable passivity.
So who is the criminal woman and what

crimes does she commit? The criminal
woman has too often been forgotten by
Left and Right alike. Both have come to
represent the essential problem of
crime as one of men's crimes versus
woman's victimisation. Thus, a form of
conservative chivalry meshes with the
eager and only slightly guilty efforts of
a new left anti-sexism. Both seek
protection of women as a priority. What
follows from that is the disappearance
of both male victim (for most crimes
are committed against men) and criminal woman (for women do committ
crime).
Women commit almost every kind of
crime: they just don't commit very
much of it. Their crimes are mainly
economic, and fall in the category of
'fraud and theft'. But as the home office
don't distinguish between one type of
crime and another within this category,
we have no way of telling how much
women's crime is from need (ie, social
security fraud) and how much from
26

This said, we want to turn the
argument around a little, and suggest
that women's lack of presence in the
crime figures is representative of
women's lack of presence in other
spheres - for example, in paid and legal
employment, in politics and in finance.
Take the qualities needed to be a
professional criminal, an area where
women figure very little. Crimes like
fraud or bank robbery require the
taking of initiative, forward planning, a
willingness to take huge risks, an
ability to manage people, as well as a
fast and confident execution of the
deed/s. These are all learned skills. And
they are skills more easily learned and
more easily used by men. Just as they
are in the outside world.
So, just as women don't tend to be
professional criminals so they are not,
on the whole, top level managers, or
directors of companies, or top politicians, or top police officers for that
matter. Where women appear, if at all,
in professional crime is in the supportive role: as the mink-swathed girl-
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