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In the autumn and winter of 1922/23 some one hundred renowned Russian 

scientists, philosophers, doctors, engineers, artists, and authors were forced to 

emigrate. Additionally, dozens of representatives of what the regime regarded as 

“anti-Soviet intelligentsia” were deported to the periphery of the newly estab-

lished Soviet Union. The years 1922 and 1923 marked a first climax in the con-

flict of the new rulers with the “old intelligentsia” which was composed of aca-

demic professionals, and artists, as well as members of the Menshevik, Socialist 

Revolutionary, and Cadet parties. Stuart Finkel describes several major areas of 

conflict. Paradigmatic for the relations between the new rulers and the representa-

tives of the “old intelligentsia” was, according to Finkel, the foundation of the 

All-Russian Committee to Aid the Starving, a private initiative established paral-

lel to the public famine relief committee, Pomgol. The All-Russian Committee 

pursued the objective to bring together prominent intellectuals and high-ranking 

Bolsheviks to recruit help both at home and abroad for the starving population of 

the Volga region. Increasingly alarmed by the swift organization of a Russia-

wide network, by appeals to students and the church to join the fight against hun-

ger, by rumors among Russian emigrants insinuating that the Committee was the 

basis of a post-Bolshevist proto-government, and by possible contacts of the or-

ganizers with Western public figures, the regime finally dissolved the Committee, 

arrested and deported its initiators. Further conflicts described by Finkel include 

those between university professors, trade unions, agricultural cooperatives, and 

associations of doctors, scientists, and agronomists as well as artistic, literary and 

religious-philosophical societies with representatives of the Bolshevik regime. 

Some of these societies had only been established after the fall of autocracy as 

mutual aid organizations to relieve the omnipresent poverty.  

As the core issue of all these conflicts, Finkel identifies opposing ideas of 

“obshchestvennost”. He asserts that the representatives of the “old intelligentsia” 

had defended their newly acquired right to form interest groups as well as their 

right to heterogeneity of opinion, autonomy, and public commitment, and had on 

the whole shared and appreciated the value of “obshchestvennost’,” whereas the 

Bolsheviks had generally, though to a varying extent, aimed at abolishing any po-

litical heterogeneity or any independent social commitment and at imposing con-

formity on the public which they enforced mercilessly and with an increasing use 

of force. Finkel regards NEP not as a period of relative cultural freedom, but as a 

time of increasing inroads by the state. He not only explicitly contradicts Sheila 

Fitzpatrick’s influential evaluation of NEP as a time when, unlike the late 1920s 

and 1930s, an official “soft line” had dominated the cultural sector, but he also, 

though implicitly, disagrees with Russian historians and social scientists empha-
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sising the emancipatory potentials of early Soviet “obshchestvennost’,” the fur-

ther development of which they had hoped for.  

This section of the book has left an ambivalent impression on the reviewer. 

Finkel has exploited an impressive amount of published sources and archives, 

and is therefore able to exactly name the actors and present some new findings, 

for example, that Lenin was determined to expel several hundred persons and that 

his eagerness could be restrained by the former Chekists Feliks Dzerzhinskii and 

Iosif Unshlikht, i.e., by two figures who were certainly not known for having 

scruples. Despite these inconsistencies and his intensive work with the archives, 

Finkel writes the classical story of the imposition of conformity (Gleichschal-

tung), of a process involving two clearly defined opposing groups - the Bolshe-

viks and the “old intelligentsia,” the perpetrators and the victims – with the mem-

bers of each group mainly in agreement with each other. Although his wish to 

trace and acknowledge the tragedy of the victims and their shattered lives is high-

ly understandable, other research into the relationship between the “intelligent-

sia” and the Bolsheviks and into the mentality of the Russian political class, for 

example by Barbara Walker and Peter Holquist, has raised doubts as to Finkel’s 

results. The cataclysmic effects of the civil war on social and political relations 

are largely ignored in his study. All in all, we hear little about the ideological 

conflicts and disagreements inside both camps, particularly with respect to “ob-

shchestvennost’,” as well as about cultural patterns concerning public commit-

ment, social transformation and state interventionism implicitly shared by the 

members of both groups. Such an analysis would probably help to better explain 

why Bolsheviks such as Kamenev, Lunacharskii, and Tomskii, who had initially 

been more willing to compromise, finally followed the radical approach of their 

comrades.  

In the second half of the book, the analysis of the emerging and further devel-

oping security and surveillance apparatus, of the NKVD, the OGPU, the Work-

ers’ and Peasants’ Inspectorate (Rabkrin), the Glavlit censorship office, their per-

ception patterns, methods and strategies, however, is excellent. Finkel thoroughly 

describes what made the individuals and groups suspicious in the eyes of the rep-

resentatives of the evolving control apparatus: it was initially their ideological 

position, but in particular their networking ability. Foreign contacts were espe-

cially suspicious and often resulted in accusations of espionage. The methods 

used included forced registration or denial of registration of societies, co-

operatives, interest groups and their members, the fragmentation of “anti-Soviet 

groups” by establishing parallel organisations, the collection of personal data, es-

pecially on “conspiratorial” contacts with other groups or individuals, the use of 

political labels for suspects such as “counter-revolutionary,” “White Guard” or 

“anti-Soviet,’ the condemnation of an individual prior to the collection of “evi-

dence,” and the fabrication of false accusations. Whether an individual catego-

rized as an opponent was deported or allowed to stay mainly depended on his or 

her concrete practical skills, i.e., on his or her usefulness for the new regime. 

Members of practical professions such as engineers and other experts in general 

had a better chance of not being expelled. The repressive methods tried out on the 
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“anti-Soviet intelligentsia” combined with the strengthened extra-legal authorities 

of the OGPU created the structures that ruined some of their inventors as early as 

1923 during the campaign against “Trotskyism” and which finally, in the second 

half of the 1930s, made many Bolsheviks accomplices to their own, though now 

physical destruction. A strength of Finkel’s book is that it draws our attention to 

these continuities which really shed a different light on the NEP period.  
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