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5
Beyond Binaries: Popular Opinion

in Stalinism

Jan Plamper

The question of how people perceived the Stalinist world they inhabited has
been at the centre of Western Soviet Studies from their beginnings in the late
1940s.1'2 The ‘Smolensk Archive’—a Party archive of Smolensk administrative
division covering the years 1917-38, captured by the Germans during the
Second World War and later passed to American hands—contained most of
the source genres that seemed to offer a glimpse into popular attitudes about
the Soviet order and that would be ‘discovered’ on a larger scale during the
‘archival revolution’ after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.3 These
sources included reports (usually to higher-up institutions) on popular moods
gathered by various organizations and informers, and citizen letters (many of
them complaints and denunciations) to Party leaders, organizations and news
outlets. In the opinion of the early interpreters of these sources— the founding
fathers of the so-called ‘totalitarian school’ —distortions severely compromised
the validity of the letters and reports. Distortions arose for various reasons,
including fear of repressive measures that not only might fall on the person who
spoke but could also extend to the person who recorded, or because the recorders
emphasized negative impressions in self-justifying efforts to legitimate their jobs.
For example, a secret police officer might blow out of all proportion the wrongs
he would later rectify.

How did the first Western interpreters of the sources on popular attitudes
configure the Soviet subject? Early members of the totalitarian school framed the
Soviet subject as one that usually (but not always) said what it thought. What the
Soviet subject did, however, was not a major concern for these scholars, since they
considered the potential for human action in ‘atomized’ Soviet society minimal.5
They ook one thing for granted: the Soviet subject could not harbour multiple,
overlapping and conflicting opinions at the same time. The Sovier citizen who
shed tears over Stalin’s death on 5 March 1953 and later in the day told an andi-
Stalin joke would have seemed an utter paradox to them.$ Thus early totalitarian
school scholars allowed for the existence of separate spheres of thought on the one
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hand and utterances on the other (1o a lesser extent, action), but they configured
these spheres as monolithic rather than disaggregated, fragmentary entities.

As for the terms that described the phenomenon of popular artitudes, both
‘public opinion’ and ‘popular opinion’ had a very specific ring to totalitarian
school writers. Public opinion in Stalinist Russia was an oxymoron. There was no
true public opinion, only manufactured public opinion, the end-product of Soviet
propaganda. Fittingly, Alex Inkeles’s Public Opinion in Soviet Russia (1950), the
first volume in Harvard University Press’s Russian Research Center series, carried
the subtitle A Study in Mass Persuasion. To Inkeles and his collaborators Soviet
public opinion and propaganda were synonymous. Indeed, the entire purpose of
the Harvard Interview Project, a major sociological opinion survey of displaced
persons who did not return to the Soviet Union after the Second World War,
was 10 ascertain ‘authentic’ public opinion.”

This changed decisively in the late 1970s, when historians (who would later
be designated ‘revisionists’) began to challenge the totalitarian school paradigm.
In their minds too, authentic popular opinion existed out there, yet it could
not be gleaned from interviewing Soviet defectors in Cambridge, Massachusens,
but rather from reading the available documents—above all the Smolensk
archive—with different eyes.® Once the Cold War blinkers were removed, they
argued, these sources actually revealed thar ordinary people were vocal and
expressed a wide range of views. Indeed, the urterances of average Russians were
proof of massive ‘support from below” and some popular ‘resistance’.? Thus the
revisionists shifted agency from the Party-state to the people.

This discovery of popular agency was of course a reflection of the social
movements of the 1960s and 1970s and the consequetices that the socio-
political changes of those decades created for the discipline of history. History's
purpose was to give voice to the people and empower the downirodden and
invisible-~~workers, women and peasants. It should be written from bottom-up
rather than top-down. This was history-writing as an Exodus narrative: historians
liberated suppressed social groups from caprivity.!¢ In writing the history of those
who had none, historians vicariously took part in the socio-political struggles of
their day. To be sure, this kind of historiography was wrapped in the mantle
of ‘objective’ social science as opposed to politicized, ‘subjective’ Cold War
totalitarian scholarship.!!

The revisionists claimed that proponents of the rotalitarian school had denied
the Soviet people its voice and reduced it to accommodating, passive yea-sayers.
An antithesis to ‘accommodarion’ was born: ‘popular agency’, a term flexible
enough to encompass notions ranging from ‘support from below’ to ‘resistance’.
But, like the binary opposition of ‘totalitarianism’ vs. ‘revisionism’, the binary
of ‘accommodation’ vs. ‘popular agency’ missed a great deal of continuiry and
overlap. In particular this binary missed the fact that totalitarian scholars had
always suffered from ‘modal schizophrenia’ when it came to conceptualizing
popular attitudes toward the Stalinist regime: on one hand the masses were
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atomized and incapable of putting up a fight, on the other the regime was a priori
illegitimate and often laughable; by implication, legitimacy—and agency —did
rest in the people.!? Perhaps no case illustrates this ambiguity better than arch-
totalitarianist Robert Conquest’s Stalin: on one hand Stalin was a demonic figure
who usurped power after Lenin’s death and brutally forced the revolution from
above on the unassuming, passive Russian peasantry; on the other hand Stalin
was a psychopath whose illegitimate power could never overcome the massive
resistance it met from below, from the Soviet demos.1? Or, on one hand, Stalin
was ‘a vast, dark figure, looming over the century’, while, on the other, *One of
his outstanding characteristics was, in many respects, a profound mediocrity.”4
Modal schizophrenia in fact made the totalitarian paradigm malleable and
ultimately recyclable, as would become clear during the 1990s.

Revisionists conceived of the Soviet subject in different ways from their
totalitarian counterparts. When they read through the Smolensk Archive they
were much more ready to believe what people were recorded as having said.
Still, like their totalitarian school antipodes, revisionists did not allow for the
coexistence of multiple attitudes in a single subject within short windows of
time. The revisionists too believed that a subject could be either active or passive,
resisting or compliant. A subject who was resisting one minute and compliant
the next had no place in their framework. The person who cried on the morming,
of Stalin’s death and told an anti-Stalin joke in the evening thus was no less
paradoxical for the revisionists than for their totalitarian predecessors.

When the Soviet archives started opening in the late 1980s, and especially
after 1991, specialists were astonished by the magnitude of sources on popular
sentiments. Had the cohort of young Ph.D. students doing archival reseacch
d}mnig those years paid more attention to the Smolensk Archive and the existing
hxst'onography, their excitement perhaps would have been more the thrill of
fedlsc-overy rather than discovery. But that was a period of collective archival
inebriation and orgies of document fetishism. The hangover only set in during
the latter part of the decade. In retrospect, the real discovery about the archival
documents that materialized was their variety. Few cared to look closer and
beyond binaries, but to those who did, it became clear that the contents of
a type of document entitled ‘special report on the moods of the population’
S.gaebfvodka ob)obshr_hestumn_ykh nastroeniiakh) could vary greatly. Sometimes this
special report” was instigated by a political crisis like a strike against worsening
work copdmons during the First Five-Year Plan when it was crucial to the Party
leadeﬁhlp to understand what was happening on the ground outside Moscow;!3
someumes it was generated by local organizations who used it to advance their
Own interests in tl"le centre—for example, the case where the report described a
situation where things had gone amiss and could only be solved by better staffing
or a move to a larger building; sometimes the report belonged to the ongoing

surveillanc.e eﬂ'ort' and was produced quite simply because of the tenacity of
bureaucratic practices.
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A heated, often acrimonious scholarly debate ensued. This debate touched
on many kinds of popular mood sources but it soon zoomed in on what
came to be collectively called svodki (singular, svodka). The debate had several
highpoints, two of which must be mentioned: (1) the publication of Sarah Davies,
Popular Opinion in Stalin’s Russia: Terror, Propaganda, and Dissent, 19341941
{Cambridge, 1997), and (2) a 1997 Yale conference ‘Assessing the New Soviet
Archival Sources’ organized by Andrea Graziosi (including the resulting special
issue of the journal Cabiers du Monde Russe (1999)).%¢ 1 will concentrate
on the Davies book. This study was based on her doctoral research at the
Leningrad Party archive (which at that time had been renamed as St Petersburg's
Central State Archive of Historico-Political Documentation, TsGA IPD). In
the collections on the communication of Leningrad’s Party leadership (Obkom)
with the secret service NKVD she found scores and scores of svodki. Her
interpretation constituted what one might call a form of neo-revisionism or even
hyper-revisionism. Like her revisionist predecessors, Davies saw not a passive,
atomized populace, but an active, vocal one. She emphasized, however, resistance
more strongly and more starkly than the original revisionists.!” Davies found
a resisting populace pitted against a repressive state, a condition of ‘Us against
Them’, and, with nods to Mikhail Bakhtin and Fredric Jameson, called this
relationship a ‘dialogue’.18 Thus the Soviet Union as a nation of resisters came
into being.

Yet, as even her fiercest critics were ready to acknowledge, in reality Davies
had uncovered a far greater, and more multifaceted, variety of ‘opinions’ in the
svodki than anyone else had hitherto done.!? For the first time the fact that svodki
record multiple, conflicting and overlapping utterances made by a single person
over very short periods of time jumped out at the observer. Almost tragically,
she continued to shoehorn this abundance into the binary schemas of ‘resistance’
vs. ‘accommodation’, ‘people’ vs. ‘state’, and ‘positive’ vs. ‘negative opinion’.
For example, Davies subsumed a panoply of responses to the Stalin cult under
chapters entitled ‘Affirmative Representations of the Leader and the Leader Cult’
and under ‘Negative Representations of the Leader and Leader Cult’.2°

Davies was soon criticized for not paying enough attention to the political
and epistemological factors that shaped the production of svodki. As one critic
put it, ‘these reports are more telling about the secret police and its interests’
than about the events they purport to chronicle.?! And yet, none of Davies’s
critics showed how the svodki ‘are more telling about the secret police and its
interests’. While these critics produced concrete readings of similar sources for
earlier periods (more below), they never set out their own interpretations of the
Stalin-era svodki. For the most part, they used different sources, such as diaries
and official aurobiographies.22 What is more, their approach suffered from a
specific variant of ‘modal schizophrenia’ 0o, even though it was of a different
kind from that of the toulitarian school scholars of the 1950s and 1960s. It
assumes that the svodki are not authentic enough and therefore cannot be read
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as reflecting real popular sentiment. What the svodki can do is authentically tell
us something about which categories the regime deemed important to report
in and in what kind of language the reporters did record. Having said that,
the entire approach is embedded in the sediment of poststructuralism, which
ultimately disposes of the authenticity question. Poststructuralism levels sources,
reducing them to text. Seen as text, the svodki might very well be subjected to
decontextualized readings thar seek truth at the surface.?

While Davies soon gravitated toward Sheila Fitzpatrick and the ‘Chicago
school’, her critics were grouped around the opposite pole of Stephen Kotkin
and the ‘Columbia school’. Kotkin had not only written Magnetic Mountain:
Stalinism as a Civilization (1995), a case study of the Stalin-era metallurgical
town Magnitogorsk and arguably the most influential work on Stalinist Russia of
the 1990s, but as an assistant professor at Princeton had taught with Mark von
Hagen a legendary graduate seminar at Columbia University, where the students
read classics on Western Europe alongside classic work on Soviet history and
tried to find out how the former could speak to the latter.24

Some of the graduate students who took part in Kotkin’s 1991 Columbia
seminar extended his research interests to their own archival work. Peter Holquist
deserves to be singled out, because his work is directly relevant to the svodki
question. During 19912, while researching a dissertarion on the Revolution and
Civil War, in the windfall from the archival revolution, Holquist came on caches
of White svodki that often predated those of the Bolsheviks.2> How could this
arch-Bolshevik, Stalinist invention have existed in White territories during the
Civil War as early as 19182 Svodki, Holquist argued, were part of the beginning
of surveillance practices that began with the First World War and the larger
shift 10 a different, modern, mass-based definition of politics, in which the
population’s opinion became an entity of importance— to be created, measured,
and ‘sculpted’. This enveloped all political parties, including the Whites. The
Bolsheviks were only one part of this larger shift. Victory in the civil wars
permi_ tted the Soviet state to pursue surveillance more fully and within its explicitly
Marxl_st framework. Yet the practices themselves had been elaborated by the
lfnpenal state in its total-war manifestation and constituted a common heritage
tor all movements of the civil wars’, writes Holquist.26 So while the meta-question
of what the Stalin-era so0di tell us abou the regime if they don’t tell us anything
about the people was never answered, Holquist answered questions of where they
camc‘from, how they emerged, and what they tell us about the regime(s) during
the First WOf‘ld War, the Civil War, and NEP. Holquist’s strategy soon became
part of a rubric that included similar approaches, suggesting that the Soviet Union
should be compared with contemporancous states and movements. This was a
different kind of comparing from that done by the totalitarianists. For the latter
there had_ never been any doubt that the Soviet Union was a prioti backward
and deﬁcfent'- The new comparativists argued thar this need not be so, that
only by viewing comparable phenomena in a single space would commonalities
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and differences emerge in sharp relief. This approach— institutionally based
at Columbia—was tagged ‘plural modernity’, ‘modernities’, or ‘modernity’
school.?” In fact, Davies’s support base at Chicago did not object to comparing;
indeed, the members of the Chicago school actively engaged in comparisons.
However, the Columbia and Chicago methods of comparison differed: Columbia
comparativism was historical-genealogical and inspired by Michel Foucault,
whereas Chicago comparativism was structural-morphological and inspired by
political science. More importandy, members of the Chicago school drew
different conclusions from their comparisons. For them the ‘neo-traditionalist’
elements secemed to ourweigh the modern ones. In the letters, svodki, and
denunciations, they saw elements of distinctly non-modern societies— patronage,
clientelism and other elements of patrimonial society—which were far from the
Weberian image of modern bureaucracy.?® Nonetheless, there was more overlap
between the two ‘schools’ than they cared to admit at the time. At any rate,
after the totalitarian vs. revisionism binary of the 1980s, by the end of the 1990s
the field of American Soviet Studies once more had a binary— Columbia school
plural modernity vs. Chicago school neo-traditionalism.

As for making sense of the svodki, the new binary created an interpretive
standstill. The Chicago side continued to privilege resistance and, because it
clung to the concept of an auronomous subject, could not accommodate the
coexistence of multiple, conflicting recorded utterances by individuals. The
Columbia side could have accommodated such fragmented individuals because
it had forsaken the autonomous subject and adopted the image of a multiple,
fluid, unstable one. But for some reason it did not and only carried out its maxim
for the pre-Soviet and very early Soviet period, stopping short of Stalinism.

AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH I: SOURCE
CRITICISM, PRACTICES AND CONCEPTUAL HISTORY
{BEGRIFFSGESCHICHTE)

I believe we would be well served if we extended to the NEP, Stalin and post-
Stalin periods the kinds of meta-questions Holquist has posed for the period
of the First World War through Civil War. What kinds of logic governed the
making and circulation of the svodks? What functions did they serve? Whar does
this tell us about the regime and its aspirations??® To put it in old-fashioned
terms, we need more source ctiticism. Such an extension of Holquist's project
to the Stalin and post-Stalin eras could build on the meticulous groundwork
neo-revisionist scholars have laid. To be sure, their agenda was a different one,
namely to soften the impact of the inbuilt ‘distortions and biases [that} may have
entered them [the svodks] at the different stages of their construction’ in order
‘to approximate “the past as it really was” .30
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Specifically, this should involve a search for documentation; first, on who
recorded the svodki (Informers? If so, recruited how? Party workers? Of whart
educational background? What were other formative, socializing experiences?);
second, on the guidelines those who did the recording received from (which?)
higher-up authorities; third, on how the recorded utterances were pur to use
(Information for the regime? Secret service prosecution purposes?); and finally,
on how all of these factors changed over time. Even more specifically, future
research on the svodki will benefit from looking for the actual templates into
which informers recorded what they purportedly heard. Which categories and
rubrics were available in a given document? In other words, we would profit
from looking beyond the ocean of surveillance reports we encounter in the
archives to search for the rare documents that allow us to reconstruct bow they
were produced, much like Jean-Jacques Becker uncovered the categories given to
French school teachers, who were then expected to push ‘public opinion’ during
the First World War into these state-supplied rubrics.3!

We know that the anti-Stalinist utterances recorded in the Leningrad svodki
that Sarah Davies used could lead to the prosecution of those who uttered them,
but we have not yet explored this question in more detail. Were some of these
utterances made up to incriminate people in the eyes of the secret police anyway?
Were certain things t0o taboo to record on paper, and would their incriminatory
power transfer itself to the person who did the recording? The absence of direct
parallels between the Hider and Stalin cults in Informationsberichte, the East
German equivalent of svodki, is instructive here.32 Such parallels are so patently
absent as to suggest the existence of a deliberate taboo, related to a comparison
that was deemed too sensitive to be recorded on paper. The population must
have made the analogy, because it was exposed to Western media that made
precisely this kind of comparison for propaganda purposes. And we know for
certain that such East German intellectuals as Alfred Kantorowicz and Viktor
Klemperer noticed the similarity berween the two cults.3® Put simply, we know
far too little about these questions, and the little we do know has never been put
together.

Throughout our analysis of the problem we have to build on the post-1991
insight that there is a grear variety of svodki that were vastly different in nature.
These different svodki tell us different things and possess different degrees of
truth-value. I do not see how we can avoid introducing such a hierarchy of
truth-value (and thus moving away from radically levelling textual approaches).
The Ivanovo-Voznesensk province secret police svodka about a 1925 combine
spinners’ strike in a textile mill, a document that was instigated at the behest
of the centre in Moscow and constituted the most important informational
channel about this potentially threatening social action in a crucial area of the
young Soviet Union, can more or less be read at face value 3¢ The Leningrad
svodka about “anti-Soviet incidents among Middle School students’ during the
1935 purge of “Trotskyites’ following the December 1934 Kirov murder cannot.
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Seventh-grader Zinov’ev, who was said to have ‘agitated among the students for
a demonstrative school lunch boycotr’, in fact was suspicious enough before this
alleged action.3s The document characterizes him (in square brackets) as a ‘son of
a servitor to the cult’, that is, a priest’s son.3¢ Perhaps Zinov'ev ended up within
the purview of the secret police on the basis of this family background. Perhaps
his father was being prosecuted in the 1935 purge and Zinov'ev Junior failed
to denounce him. Perhaps the charge was fabricated and adduced as supporting
evidence in his father’s case. Perhaps his last name was the actual crux of the
matter, as there were many cases of people who wete indicted because they
happened to share the last name of one of the members (Zinov'ev, Tomskii,
Rykov) of the 1920s Stalin oppositions who ended up in the maelstrom of the
show trials and purges of the 1930s.

The question then becomes how we decide which svodka to read at face value,
which not. As the case of the Leningrad svodka and seventh-grader Zinovev
demonstrates, our best option still is a maximum of contexrualization. The
date and author of the document may matter. The immediate context in the
document can be important. The title of the document, its genre, its specific
category of ‘document production’ (deloproizvodstvo) might play a role.3” The
archiving practices that assigned it to the archival collection we retrieve it from
can provide further clues. The many historical contexts we can access through
other sources might be illuminating,

A further issue is the relevance of resistance to various actors, that is, the
question of resistance not as a thing itself, but as an object of the state. Did it
matter from the perspective of the state? The answer will of course vary according
to historical moment. The kinds of resistance the regime was willing to tolerate
in, say, 1937, 1957, 1977 and 1987 differed widely. And what the regime was
willing to tolerate in turn impacted the kinds of resistance the population put up.
It is perhaps a truism that under Stalin the regime was much more interested in
moulding people’s ideologies, in forming new Soviet men and women, whc.reas
during late real-existing socialism under Brezhnev in the early 1970s the regime
often contented itself with co-opting the bodies of its citizenry for symbolic
practices. Under Stalin people needed to march in the May Day parades and
‘believe’ in the ideology offered to them. Telling an anti-Stalin joke, if detected,
could not go unpunished, for Stalin stood symbolically for the ideology. In thos'c
years telling an anti-Stalin joke was always potentially lethal. Under Brezhnev it
did not matter much if someone told an anti-Brezhnev joke, even if det::cted. As
long as people marched duly in the May Day parades and offered r.h.cu' bodies
for the mass-media representation of power to the regime and the outside world,
the regime was content.33 o

One caveat: this is not to deny the fruitfulness of explicitly constructionist
approaches that look in official sources for keys to the discursive constitution of
Stalinist reality. With another research agenda, one might well read the Ivanovo-
Voznesensk province svodka on the 1925 strike or the Leningrad svodka on the
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anti-Soviet actions among schoolchildren as developing categories of collective
actors— ‘spinners in the textile industry’ or ‘sons of servitors to the cult’—thar
in wrn became self-ascribed and thus constitutive of reality.3® Or one might
see these documents as textually creating conspiracies in which people actually
believed and which thus had concrete, truth-producing effects.

Ultimately these meta-questions will lead to a larger history of concepts and
institutional history of ‘public opinion’ and ‘popular opinion’ across cultures.
What such a Begriffi-cum-institutional history might look like was intimated by
Istvan Rév in his paper for the Siena conference upon which the present volume
is based. In his paper Rév sketched out some of the milestones in the tangled
path of American research of ‘popular opinion’. After ctheir emigration from
Germany several members of the Frankfurt School collaborated at Columbia
University in the study of contemporary American culture. Later some of them,
including Leo Lowenthal and Paul Lazarsfeld, moved to the United States Office
of War Information (OWI) and worked on propaganda warfare on both the
domestic and European fronts. Then, after the Second World War, these very
people moved on to study Eastern European and Soviet public opinion. In
so doing they brought their old categories and methods to bear on their new
object of research. What is more, popular opinion research continued to be
inextricably intertwined with attempts to shape this very opinion. Léwenthal’s
seven-year tenure as research director for Voice of America serves as a case
in point.

_ As Holquist has shown, the ‘meta’ line of enquiry in the svodki is best taken up
in a compararive context. Nazi Germany, fascist Italy, the authoritarian East and
Central European regimes of the inter-war period, the postwar Eastern European
Soviet satellite states, but also the Western advertisement and polling industries
are natural points of comparison—some of the other essays in this volume go
a long way in opening up such comparative vistas. Thus, commonalities and
c%xffcrences will emerge. The comparative framework will introduce an important
time-space vector into the question of the genealogies of which the surveillance
practices the svodki were part. For instance, was Stalinist Russia of the 1930s
simply ‘learning’ and in a case of political mimicry, imitating, its Nazi and fascist
counterparts? Qr was it continuing its own version of pan-European practices
PlOn.CC.red du‘rmg the First World War, as Holquist’s own research suggests? Or
was It inventing entirely new kinds of practices for its own purposes? Probably a
combination of all of the above, but the question is an empirical one that ought
w0 be pursued. And the precise amalgamation has yet to be determined.
S a?isnifs:x :ztl}i;lrsstl;: equivalents of ‘popular f)pinion’ or ‘public opinion’, in
sppeared under Kb m:lrmh nor [hz, concept existed, as'far as I_can fel'l. It only
wich it also appeared sof:ialcv as o bcbes-wmnae mnenie (public opinion) ax?d,
i reveanch e e fsmenc:: studxes- afxd opinion research.4® Along with
complaint books h $ tor .POP“-Iaf opinion were introduced, such as the
P at were laid out in stores for customers to register their
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criticism. 4! The history of obshchestvennoe mnenie as a concept and the history
of the new institutions and institutional practices of obshehestvennoe mnenie have
yet to be written. Those who do write it would do well to remember Pierre
Bourdieu’s insight—true, for democratic societies— that popular opinion is not
a reflection of some genuine popular opinion that is out there, but rather an
active entity that shapes the political. Politicians use, for instance, a 51 per cent
figure in an opinion poll (often based on small samples and done under dubious
circumstances) as proof of majority support for their position. The ‘consensus
effect’, in Bourdieu’s words, ‘creates the idea that a unanimous public opinion
exists in order to legitimate a policy, and strengthen the relations of force upon
which it is based or make it possible’.42

AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH II: TOWARD
A MULTIDIMENSIONAL SUBJECT

When it comes to actually making meaning of the svodk: we might be well advised
to move away from the autonomous subject. The time to do so actually is quite
opportune. If works during the mid- to late 1990s noted a strong dichotomous
division of sources in ‘us’ (the people) vs. ‘them’ (the regime) and generally broke
the sources down into binaries of accommodation vs. resistance, affirmation vs.
dissent, and consensus vs. coercion,3 in the early 2000s voices that questioned
this binary division of popular opinion grew louder, arguing that ‘resistance can
be highly ambiguous’ and ‘multidimensional’, that its definition ‘is a difficult
question which evades an easy answer’.# There now seems to be a consensual
willingness to move beyond binaries like resistance vs. accommodation and to
destabilize the larger binary of state vs. society in which these other binaries are
ultimately embedded. Eigen-Sinn and other concepts of German Alltagsgeschichte
are widely employed to grasp how individuals ‘colonized’, that is, adapted and
reshaped, official discourse.4 And identities are, of course, considered multiple
and fluid. To be sure, when we get to concrete historical studies, the situation is
quite different. Here we see historians falling back into ‘pro’ and ‘con’, ‘positive’
vs. ‘negative’ attitudes. On the ground the accommodation vs. resistance binary
still reigns triumphant.

Thus one of the first things to be done is to translate this conceptual willingness
into concrete historical studies. The autonomous subject is a construct with a
history of its own rather than a serviceable analytical category. In truth people
can think many different things at the same time, say many different things that
contradict one another over short periods of time, and act in many different
ways that contradict one another. Another problem thar the revisionist and
neo-revisionist research shares is that it rends to overly aggregate individual
voices into groups. According to the svodi ‘iextile workers think’, ‘Red Army
women of battalion N believe’, ‘Muscovites complain’, and ‘Kazakhs find’. To be
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sure, group aggregates are importani—and highly specific—from a state point
of view, which believes groups to be acting differently from individuals. The
important question then becomes how exactly the state constructs its groups.
This does not mean that we need to adopt the state’s aggregation of individual
voices into groups.

CONCLUSION

To recapitulate, according to the totalitarian school what was recorded was not
necessarily what people meant, and even if it was, it didn’t marter. The revisionist
approach assumed that what was recorded was what people meant, and it
mattered a lot because what people say always marters. These were the days of
‘history from below’. The neo-revisionist approach was a hypertrophied version
of the revisionist approach; it introduced new documentation that bolstered the
old thesis and shifted the emphasis to resistance. The poststructuralist approach
was that what was recorded did not mean that people actually said, let alone
meant it; and even where it did constitute what they had said and meant, this
didn’t really martter. What matters is how it was recorded—and this tells us
something about the regime. My own point has been that what was recorded
as having been said sometimes was what people said, sometimes not, and it
sometimes was what people meant, sometimes not. In those cases where what
was recorded as having been said conflicted with something else recorded as
having been said, this is very much possible and the historian should be open
to this kind of heteroglossia and resist pushing it into binaries because of the
assumption that there is an underlying autonomous subject.

Ultimately the picture will not be complete without also taking into account
the issue 9f memory and the contemporary socio-political relevance of the pop-
ular opinion question. Memoty and popularity—was Italian fascism ‘popular’
among the people?—vary enormously from culture to culwure, but they always
influence the ways in which scholars approach issues of popular opinion. In
contemporary Italy the view of some historians that there was accommodation
under f.ascnsm——the ‘consensus’ thesis— legitimates the Mussolini regime post
Sactum in the eyes of many contemporary Italians and, by extension, also legiti-
mates neo-fascist parties in today’s Italy. In Germany the conclusion of historians
tha_t many Germans willingly followed Hitler does not translate into post factum
legitimacy for the Nazis, nor does it help right-wing parties in the contemporary
Federal Republic. F'or Stalinism the situation is quite different from the Italian
and Gf:rman cases. The discussion inside the historical discipline about accom-
mﬁd;mon./ resistance to the Stalin regime has been restricted 1o Anglo-American
slj f’a‘s}:“g' Unlike Italy and Germany, before 1991 historians from the Soviet
SomPnUa' no part in this discussion, and after 1991 historians from the former

viet Union participated only to a very limited extent. Post-Soviet Russia simply
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never produced such a debate, therefore how contemporary Russia influences
what historians do with regard to popular opinion is a moot question. And yet,
as | hope to have demonstrated, the Anglo-American discussion has been grearly
influenced by contemporary developments. Revisionists, for example, during
the 1970s and 1980s were influenced by the social movements of their day
and set out to re-empower the Stalinist subject, changing it from the atomized,
Cold War totalitarianist image to a powerful agent. The situation of Russianists
studying popular opinion today has improved considerably. The Cold War, and
thus the immediate impact of Cold War culture, is over. Whar is more, there is
no tradition—and this compares favourably with Iralianists—of the relevance
of their field of study (popular opinion in the Sovier Union) to contemporary
Russia. When they talk about the question of popular opinion, Russianists have
the luxury of developing specialist language, detached from the contemporary
socio-political field. Their very insularity amounts to a comparative advantage.
They should use this advantage wisely, as they push the popular opinion question
into the post-Stalin years.46 They will profit from doing so with a concept of
the subject not as autonomous and monolithic, but rather as multidimensional.
Only such a concept will be able to accommodate the mind-boggling diversity
of human thought, utterance and action. Only such a concept will integrate a
Sovier subject who pushed his way through the crowds toward the Mausoleum
on the morning of 5 March 1953 and cried profusely, told an anti-Stalin joke in
the evening, and went on to live another half-century.
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