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Editor’s Statement 
 

 

One morning I joined the archivists of a Moscow archive for tea. Discussion 

turned to Trotsky and what difference it would have made had he rather than 

Stalin succeeded Lenin. The group concluded that in domestic policy there 

would have been little difference. Trotsky would have imposed industrialization 

and collectivization. His harshness would have brought terror, if not the Terror. 

But a few argued that he differed from Stalin in one respect. Trotsky would nev-

er have trusted Hitler and would therefore have spared the country some of the 

worst horrors of World War II. 

Other questions underlay the discussion that morning, all relevant to a jour-

nal devoted to the NEP era. Were the 1920s a foundation for the Soviet period, 

setting the stage for the decades to follow? Or do those years stand alone, an 

anomaly when compared to what followed? A founding decade naturally juxta-

poses continuity to change, consistency to inconsistency.  In and of itself a first 

decade is important. 

It is the premise of this journal that to focus the attention of scholars on the 

NEP era is a worthy enterprise. We are not alone in that conviction. As I noted 

in my introduction to an issue of Russian History/Histoire Russe, vol. 27, no. 4 

(winter 2000) entitled “New Perspectives on the NEP Era,” in the last decade 

(and into our own) a significant amount of scholarship devoted to the Soviet 

1920s has appeared both in Russia and the West. 

I also observed that a divide existed between the type of scholarship pro-

duced in Russia and that produced in the West, more particularly in the U.S. 

Russian scholars tend to explore political history; Westerners focus on society. 

This journal hopes to bridge that gap, encouraging both social and political his-

tory in the belief that social history informs the study of political developments 

and political history adds clarity to study of society. William Rosenberg made 

the latter point a decade and a half ago. (Russia in the Era of NEP: Explorations 

in Soviet Society and Culture [Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Universi-

ty Press, 1991] p. 320). 

The journal hopes to do more. Benedetto Croce’s British disciple, R. G. Col-

lingwood, argued that the job of the historian was “to re-enact the past in his 

own mind.” (R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History [New York: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 1956] p. 282). That process, honed in the focus of this publication, 

will raise questions and provide answers that may otherwise have eluded schol-

ars of the 1920s. We seek contributions on the NEP era that treat “either foreign 

or domestic issues or both.” We are as concerned with the center as with the re-

gions and welcome all fields of scholarship in a collective effort to understand 

the Soviet 1920s. 

Submissions should be sent to: Dr. Alexis Pogorelskin, Department of Histo-

ry, University of Minnesota-Duluth, 1121 University Drive, Duluth, MN 55812-

2496. 
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In the current issue Markku Kangaspuro uses hitherto unexamined archival 

collections to recount the events of 1921-1922 that led to the formation of the 

Soviet Socialist Autonomous Republic of Karelia. He places the founding of 

Soviet Karelia in its domestic as well as international context, revealing that a 

division existed within the Soviet leadership that pitted Petrograd and Moscow 

against each other regarding Karelia.  Moscow sought to consolidate its hold on 

the region while conciliating Finland. It supported Karelian autonomy.  Petro-

grad sought expansion via revolution in Finland and opposed autonomy. 

Schliapnikov’s biographer, Barbara Allen, relies on archival records to re-

count the debates among disaffected metal workers that led to the Letter of the 

Twenty-Two. Sent to the Comintern Executive Committee in February 1922, the 

letter condemned bourgeois influence, suppression of dissent, and increasing bu-

reaucratization within the trade unions and the party. Dr. Allen shows the hither-

to unknown links among the signatories of the letter and draws a vivid portrait 

of Shliapnikov, committed to “worker empowerment” and hopelessly out of step 

with NEP.  She argues that the events surrounding the letter figure in the transi-

tion from the dictatorship of the party to the dictatorship of its General Secre-

tary. 

Parallels exist between the events that Markku Kangaspuro and Barbara Al-

len describe. The so-called Laskikapina or attempt to ignite a revolution in Fin-

land starting in Lapland occurred just weeks before the Comintern Executive 

Committee received the Letter of the Twenty-Two. The Comintern supported 

the revolt, a policy clearly at odds with Moscow’s foreign policy. Similarly, Dr. 

Allen shows that Shliapnikov and his allies turned to the Comintern not only in 

defense of Soviet workers, but to condemn “the ideological compromise that 

NEP entailed.”  Her work confirms Dr. Kangaspuro’s point that starting in 1921-

1922, ideology had become “a sort of matrix or model . . . [rather] than a . . . 

source of policy.” Compromise born of necessity had become the order of the 

day in the transition to NEP. 

Irina Takala examines Soviet alcohol policy in the 1920s, describing a pat-

tern similar to the one noted above.  A compromise “curtailing anti-alcohol 

measures” followed the “dictatorship of sobriety.” Dr. Takala recounts how 

counter-revolutionary leaflets revealing the addresses of wine storehouses 

helped fuel chaos at the end of 1917.  The regime then struggled to impose so-

briety.  NEP encouraged the contradictory policies which ensued from 1921-

1930. The sale of alcohol both pleased the peasantry and brought the state sig-

nificant revenue. In the end, as Dr. Takala shows, the subsequent “alcoholization 

of [Russian] society” had its roots in NEP. 

Bulgakov scholar Edythe C. Haber raises the important question of the roots 

of NEP satire, placing the foundation of the genre in “the years immediately 

preceding the revolution” and suggesting avenues of research for the whole NEP 

era.  The period not only poses questions of continuity and discontinuity with 

the decades to follow but raises the question of its own origins, as Dr. Haber 
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notes. Focusing on the relationship between two great satirists, she demonstrates 

the influence of Teffi’s “laughing words” on Zoshchenko along with her ability 

to combine the comic with the tragic and, as Haber is the first to observe, create 

a “dark…kingdom of fools.” For Zoshchenko, Teffi’s example provided an “al-

ternative path” to a new proletarian literature during NEP. 

The essay on Kamenev’s tenure as Soviet ambassador argues that the ten 

month period had greater significance than its brevity would suggest.  Kamenev 

1) forged a partnership with Christian Rakovsky 2) developed a surprising 

closeness with the conservative Italian ambassador  in Moscow, Vittorio Cerruti 

3) took the example of Benedetto Croce, whom he may have met, subsequently 

opposing Stalin the same way that Croce fought Mussolini.    

 

 

 


