
                                                                The NEP Era: Soviet Russia 1921-1928, 7 (2013), 23-32. 

BOOK REVIEW ESSAY/КРИТИЧЕСКАЯ СТАТЬЯ 
 
 
Olga Velikanova. Popular Perceptions of Soviet Politics in the 1920s: 

Disenchantment of the Dreamers. Basingstoke and New York: Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2013. xv, 251 pp. $85.00 (cloth). ISBN-13: 978-137-
03074-0. 
  
Olga Velikanova’s new book is situated at the confluence of two cur-

rents in the historiography of the interwar Soviet Union. The first is the 
study of popular opinion, made possible by post-1991 access to reports on 
the “moods” of the population prepared by secret police (Ob’’edinennoe 
Gosudarstvennoe Politicheskoe Upravlenie, or OGPU) officials for the 
benefit of party leaders; to the countless letters and petitions sent to the 
authorities and preserved in the archives; and (less often) to diaries and 
private papers. While Western scholars, most notably Sarah Davies and 
Jochen Hellbeck, pioneered the use of the first and last types of these 
newly available sources to tap into the enigmatic inner worlds of ordinary 
Soviet citizens in the 1930s, Russian social historians such as Aleksandr 
Livshin and Igor Orlov have explored the ostensibly more penetrable, but 
also more polyphonous “opinionscape” of the first decade-and-a-half af-
ter 1917.1 The second historiographical trend informing Velikanova’s 
study, similarly facilitated by the gradual declassification of formerly se-
cret archival documents, is the growing recognition of the centrality of 
security concerns to the thinking and conduct of the Soviet leadership, 
concerns that the regime’s propaganda and policies imparted to the popu-
lation at large, shaping popular attitudes and behaviors.2 

For Velikanova, the Soviet leadership’s fears of foreign aggression, 
publicly manifested in recurrent “war scares” throughout the 1920s, af-
forded party leaders – and future historians – the chance to gauge popular 
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support for the regime at moments of perceived crisis, and she devotes 
fully three of the book’s five chapters to this theme. The OGPU’s grow-
ing surveillance apparatus collected rumors, outbursts, and denunciations; 
it scrutinized correspondence and confiscated leaflets. The resulting di-
gests (svodki) purported to supply the party leadership with a picture of 
popular sentiment. While much secret police material remains tucked 
away in the archives of Russia’s Federal Security Service, a succession of 
document publications over the past fifteen years has given researchers an 
unprecedented ability to see things from the perspective of the “eyes and 
ears of the regime.”3 In addition to mining these records, Velikanova has 
augmented her source base with unpublished OGPU reports unearthed in 
the course of her own research, primarily in the former party archives in 
Moscow and St. Petersburg. Mindful of the many pitfalls and limitations 
of police sources, Velikanova nonetheless argues emphatically for their 
utility, seconding Vladlen Izmozik’s view that “in the 1920s, when the 
game’s rules were not yet fixed and the OGPU competed with judiciary 
organs,” their reporting was more “objective.” (p. 19)  Moreover, Velika-
nova makes extensive and commendable use of the reports of foreign dip-
lomats (primarily British), who were also less constrained in their interac-
tions with the Soviet population than their successors would be in the 
1930s. The broad “consonance” (p. 21) between these and other sources, 
Velikanova argues, testifies to their reliability.      

The book’s opening chapter, “The Foreign Threat: Leadership and 
Popular Perceptions in 1923 and 1924,” offers the most complete account 
to date of the Soviet Union’s first “war scare” after the conclusion of the 
Civil War. Drawing on archival sources, Velikanova paints a picture of a 
panicked Bolshevik leadership scrambling to preserve order and quell any 
“counterrevolutionary disturbances” (p. 27) in the wake of Lenin’s paral-
ysis on March 10, 1923. Although Velikanova oversteps the bounds of 
her evidence in claiming that Soviet leaders “felt like invaders in captured 
territory” and “came close to introducing martial law,” (p. 26) the tele-
grams sent out from the Kremlin and Lubianka to local party, OGPU, and 
military officials over the subsequent days offer a palpable sense of anx-
iety at the top. Velikanova argues persuasively that Lenin’s paralysis is 
crucial to understanding the leadership’s panic that May after Lord Cur-
zon, the British Foreign Secretary, presented the Soviet government with 
an ultimatum demanding an end to the Communist International’s (Com-
intern) activities in India, Persia, and Afghanistan, while the Soviet dip-
lomat Vatslav Vorovskii was assassinated in Switzerland by a White 

                                                            
3. To borrow from the title of Vladlen Izmozik, Glaza i ushi rezhima: Gosudarstvennyi 

politicheskii kontrol’ za naseleniem Sovetskoi Rossii v 1918-1928 godakh (St. Petersburg: 
Izd-vo SpBUEF, 1995). 



Book Review Essay/Критическвя статья                                                                                    25 

émigré. Velikanova argues that “Lenin’s illness and the Curzon ultima-
tum were closely associated in the minds of Soviet leaders,” who viewed 
the British move as a response to the Kremlin’s perceived weakness; this 
link explains “why Soviet leaders overestimated the foreign threat and 
began a campaign of political mobilization,” including massive demon-
strations, newspaper articles, and subscription drives to finance air force 
squadrons. (p. 29) She finds that the campaign fanned war rumors that 
had already been swirling since February, “probably linked to waves of 
famine” (the topic of a 2012 article by Velikanova) and “galvanized” by 
news of Lenin’s illness. (p. 33) Crucially, Velikanova argues that “[b]oth 
British intelligence and OGPU documents show that war, in the popular 
imagination, was linked with the inescapable and desirable fall of the So-
viet regime,” and theorizes that a feedback loop between war rumors and 
bellicose propaganda might have magnified the crisis: “[t]he revelation of 
the anti-Soviet character of these rumours in February 1923 may even 
have contributed to the panic among the upper leadership in March.” (pp. 
34-35)  

War rumors resurfaced in force following Lenin’s death in January 
1924, and persisted until the end of the year, rekindled by the German po-
lice raid on the Soviet trade mission in May, bellicose Comintern rhetoric 
in July, publications devoted to the tenth anniversary of the First World 
War in August, and the threatened rupture of commercial relations with 
Britain over the publication of the so-called “Zinoviev letter” in October. 
A “distinctive feature” of the accompanying campaigns, Velikanova ar-
gues, was a “focus on the horrors of a future war.” (p. 39)  The corre-
spondents of Krestianskaia gazeta seem to have been particularly en-
thralled with the destructive potential of modern technology, running 
alarmist articles on purported western military developments, from “a 
rocket of death” that would unleash “a rain of fused metal” to “a beam” 
that could “stop aircraft engines in mid-air.” (p. 40) Velikanova notes that 
chemistry in particular “became a huge topic of interest,” as “[m]obile la-
boratories demonstrated to the public striking experiments featuring 
sparks, smoke, and hissing,” and Trotsky inaugurated the establishment 
of the Society of Friends of Chemical Defense (Dobrokhim). (pp. 40-41) 
Uncovering this little-known dimension of early Soviet efforts to bring 
“science to the masses,” her finding that popular fascination with ad-
vanced Western weaponry helped fuel defeatist sentiments for years to 
come offers a striking testament to the unintended consequences of the 
fusion of early Soviet military and scientific propaganda. 

Despite its somewhat awkward title, Chapter Two, “The War Scare of 
1927: Power Discourse” (“diskurs vlasti” does not translate felicitously 
into English) significantly enriches our understanding of the context, in-
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stitutions and personalities shaping the Soviet leadership’s behavior dur-
ing the Soviet Union’s next major war alarm. To begin with, Velikanova 
reminds us that “[a]t the end of 1926 and into 1927, the USSR witnessed 
economic and political crisis.” (p. 46)  Unemployment ranged “from 14 to 
23 per cent of the employable population”; the number of unemployed 
rose every month from October 1926 through April 1927, an overall in-
crease of some 38 percent. (pp. 14, 46) Velikanova cites archival sources 
that paint a picture of “demonstrations, street riots, and attacks on em-
ployment offices,” as well as a record number of strikes, prompting some 
foreign observers to declare the position of the government “as critical as 
it was in 1920 during the Polish war and Wrangel.” (pp. 13-14, 46) This 
is important and often overlooked context for understanding the Soviet 
leadership’s growing anxiety over the course of 1926-27, from 
Pilsudski’s coup in Poland in May 1926, to the military coup in Lithuania 
that December, the massacre of Communists in China and the Chinese 
police raids on the Soviet embassy and consulate in April 1927, the Brit-
ish police raid on the Soviet trade mission in May, and the terrorist at-
tacks by White émigré combatants in Moscow and Leningrad and the as-
sassination of the Soviet Ambassador to Poland in June. She pays close 
attention to the differing views emanating from the military, the OGPU, 
the Commissariat of Foreign Affairs, and the Comintern, reasonably con-
cluding that “the Politburo received conflicting information.” (p. 49) “We 
can imagine Stalin’s feelings when the OGPU information about the Brit-
ish-Polish ‘war machinations’ and accidents in industry lay on his office 
desk together with the svodki about peasants’ threats,” (p. 80) Velikanova 
muses, arguing persuasively that “[t]he besieged fortress mentality of So-
viet leaders prevailed over pragmatic economic interests” (p. 55), as they 
blithely ignored the negative fallout that should have been predictable 
based on the experience of the 1923 and 1924 war alarms – damage to 
foreign trade, hoarding of goods by the population, and reduced sowings 
and grain marketing by the peasantry. Unfortunately, Velikanova’s po-
lemical conclusion, that “the war scare was at its origins a spontaneous 
panic by the rulers who perceived themselves as accidental usurpers in 
the face of a discontent populace [sic]” (p. 81) needlessly overstates her 
case. At the same time, her assertion that “[s]ecret personal correspond-
ence . . . between Stalin and Molotov in June 1927, when the Politburo 
voted twice to exclude Trotsky and Zinoviev from the TsK [Party Central 
Committee – CC], contains no evidence that the war scare was a con-
scious manoeuvre to crush the opposition” (p. 47) perpetuates a false bi-
nary between a frightened and scheming Stalin. Although Stalin was gen-
uinely alarmed by what he perceived to be ominous and connected devel-
opments, he wasted no time in turning them to his own political gain, in-
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sisting in a telegram to Molotov on June 14 that “it is impossible to 
strengthen the rear while encouraging the dastardly role of the meddlers 
in the center” (i.e., Trotsky and Zinoviev), and again on the 17th, arguing 
for the expulsion of the opposition leaders “in order to strengthen the 
rear.”4   

Chapter Three, “The War Scare of 1927: Popular Perceptions,” seeks 
to demonstrate that, despite “igniting a rise in patriotism among young 
men, the “militant propaganda” again “ignited powerful defeatist and an-
ti-Soviet sentiments” that “signaled an acute crisis of legitimating in 
power-society relations [sic].” (p. 82) Velikanova makes extensive use of 
unpublished OGPU svodki from the archives that duly documented and 
tallied instances of “defeatist agitation” overheard in village council halls, 
factory shop floors, and Red Army barracks throughout the country. Ve-
likanova convincingly demonstrates that such sentiments were voiced by 
members of most Soviet social groups, although the limitations of an im-
pressionistic source base generated by agents in search of sedition inevi-
tably soften the impact of her generalizations. While Velikanova 
acknowledges these sources’ shortcomings, she unflinchingly reproduces 
the OGPU’s reported results with a degree of confidence rivaling that of a 
Gallup poll (e.g., “the peasantry was most active in dissent – 69.5 of all 
defeatists; of these, 55 per cent were kulaks, 37 per cent the middle, and 8 
per cent the poor”). (p. 84) Besides the problems inherent in deploying 
Bolshevik police categories in historical analysis, Velikanova offers no 
consideration of the differences in the OGPU’s surveillance capacity 
across Soviet space, its evolution over time, or of the changes to the tar-
gets and thematic foci of the agents’ reports – all of which are prerequi-
sites for drawing meaningful conclusions from secret police data.5 More-
over, an exploration of the possible causes behind the “[g]eography of de-
featist agitation” (table, p. 84) might have strengthened Velikanova’s 
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analysis: e.g., how closely did such instances map onto the geography of 
anti-Bolshevik resistance in the Civil War?  Did the high incidence of 
“defeatist agitation” in Ukraine and the Western region reflect seething 
discontent or these border areas’ frontline vulnerability? Finally, the sheer 
breadth of sentiments shoehorned by the OGPU into the category of “de-
featist agitation” seriously undermines its value as a litmus test for the 
myriad shades of support, acquiescence, or hostility to the Soviet regime; 
indeed, as Velikanova herself perceptively notes, “from the early 1920s . . 
. the OGPU censors treated all war rumours as ‘provocative’ – despite the 
fact that such rumours might have been the logical result” of official 
propaganda. (p. 35) Velikanova is more convincing when documenting 
the decline in party and Komsomol enrollment and the growing hemor-
rhaging of members during the first half of 1927, a potentially powerful 
testament to the reverberating shock of the war scare; indeed, she cites ar-
chival evidence indicating that top party officials were concerned about a 
“mass exodus from the party” and called for discussing the problem at the 
CC Plenum in July 1927. (p. 98) On the other hand, as Velikanova’s own 
data show, party enrollment had been slowing since 1925, and the per-
centage of voluntary withdrawals remained very low, suggesting that oth-
er factors were at play here as well – an issue deserving of further explo-
ration.  

Velikanova’s other notable conclusion in this chapter is that the war 
alarm led peasants to hoard grain, prompting the momentous Stalinist turn 
to requisitions in the winter of 1927-28. Arguing that “[c]urrent historiog-
raphy underestimates the war scare as a factor in the grain crisis,” Velika-
nova cites Anastas Mikoian’s testimony at the XVth Party Congress in 
December 1927 indicating that the war scare had engendered an unprece-
dented spike in demand for manufactured goods that spring and summer, 
exacerbating grain procurement difficulties in the fall. Nonetheless, Ve-
likanova’s assertion that “OGPU reports and party documentation identi-
fied ‘war expectations’ among the peasantry as the main cause of de-
creased procurement” (pp. 86-87) rests on an exceedingly inventive 
treatment of the sources. Thus, Velikanova claims that the leadership’s 
“understanding of the connection between war alarm and the hoarding of 
grain was embodied in a decision by the Politburo from December 24, 
[1927] ordering newspapers to curb alarming reports that would destabi-
lize the markets and decrease procurements.” (p. 88)  In fact, the cited 
Politburo document says nothing about the war scare; the closest it comes 
to the subject (in item 9 of 11) is in a broad reference to the “presence in 
the press of a range of notices that serve to disorganize the market”; it 
calls for the publication of notices “about the market” – i.e., economic 
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“news” – that would facilitate grain procurements.6 Similarly, Velikanova 
insists that the “role of the war scare was recognized by Soviet officials,” 
including “Deputy Minister of Supply G. V. Chuhrita [sic]”7and “Deputy 
Minister of Finance M. I. Frumkin . . . All correspondents explained the 
grain strike by the expectation of war.” (p. 87) However, Chukhrita’s re-
port is replete with discussion of prices and weather and says nothing 
about the war scare.8  Frumkin’s report is similarly focused entirely on 
prices, the availability of manufactured goods, and the vagaries of the 
weather; indeed, item 16 of 17 notes almost in passing that officials “did 
not cite talk of possible military complications” in explaining their failure 
to meet grain procurement targets.9 Given how tempting it must have 
been for local functionaries (to say nothing of their republic- and union-
level superiors) to blame procurement shortfalls on developments beyond 
their control, Frumkin’s report is a striking affirmation of the diminished 
significance of war expectations as a factor in procurements that fall and 
winter. Indeed, Mikoyan himself admitted that “the war threat … has 
nearly ceased to impact demand directly,”10 a point that Velikanova omits 
from her reshuffled rendition of the larger quote. (p. 87) 

In chapter 4, “Rural Consolidation against Soviet Politics: the Peasant 
Union Movement in the 1920s,” Velikanova shifts her focus from war 
fears to peasant aspirations. The justification for including this chapter in 
the book is to demonstrate that peasants were sufficiently unhappy with 
Soviet policies to try mobilizing themselves into “peasant unions” to de-
fend their interests. As Velikanova admits, however, the peasant union 
movement “remained one mainly of discourse.” (p. 158) To be sure, even 
if little actual organizing was actually done, peasant support for the idea 
can still tell us something about popular sentiment, and the chapter offers 
a representative if unsurprising panoply of peasants’ complaints about 
high taxes, unfavorable price ratios of agricultural and industrial goods, 
preferential treatment accorded to workers, and underrepresentation in 
government. Velikanova convincingly demonstrates that calls for peasant 
unions emanated from among “all strata of the village and throughout all 
geographic regions.” (p. 158) As in prior chapters, however, a lack of 
consideration of the evolution of OGPU surveillance undermines Velika-
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nova’s generalizations. Thus, reproducing a table illustrating the “univer-
sal and powerful” (p. 150) growth of agitation in favor of peasant unions 
across the country over the period 1924-1928, Velikanova neglects to 
mention the accompanying admission by the responsible OGPU official 
that while the numbers point to an “undeniable growth in agitation . . . to 
a significant extent, this growth [of numbers] reflects improved tracking 
of individual cases.”11 Moreover, OGPU data indicate that the bulk of 
such calls were directly tied to economic demands; while these were 
clearly enmeshed with resentment against the prevailing system of power 
relations between city and countryside, they hardly amounted to the kind 
of political groundswell against the Soviet system that Velikanova at-
tempts to read into them. Indeed, the conclusion is so rife with overstate-
ments that it overshadows the chapter’s empirical contribution. Drawing 
on obvious peasant dissatisfaction with their lot under the kolkhoz system 
as well as on a single quote from a peasant letter broaching the idea of a 
peasant union amid the public discussion of the ‘Stalin’ Constitution in 
1936, Velikanova infers that “[t]he idea of a Peasant Union was deeply 
entrenched in an awakened peasant consciousness.” (p. 159) The chap-
ter’s concluding sentence – that “the [Peasant Union] movement, per-
ceived as a threat and opposition by authorities, could have contributed 
strongly to their decision to start collectivization” (p. 159) – soars even 
more freely from its evidentiary foundations. 

The book’s fifth and final chapter, “The Crisis of Faith: Popular Reac-
tion to the Tenth Anniversary of the October Revolution,” seeks to 
demonstrate that, as the author puts it, “[t]he people’s reaction to the offi-
cial campaign revealed a crisis of faith in the generation that spearheaded 
the revolution in a pipe dream of socialism.” (p. 160) Drawing on the 
work of Richard Stites and other cultural historians, Velikanova sets the 
stage with a consideration of Russians’ enthusiastic participation in the 
“global upsurge of utopian hopes” (p. 161) at the turn of the century and 
through the revolutions, although her retelling sometimes borders on the 
caricaturish (“Gullible crowds perceived the facile promises of the revo-
lutionary leaders as promising the instant arrival of a new life.” [p. 162]) 
Velikanova warns ominously that “[s]uch an enormous gap between an-
ticipation and reality is potentially dangerous for those in power, as, ac-
cording to Tocqueville, it can fuel a new revolution.” (p. 168) This point 
is left hanging, however; there is no further discussion of any actual at-
tempts at rebellion. Instead, the chapter offers a compendium of com-
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plaints (about high prices, food shortages, etc.) in response to festivities 
and other official undertakings. More intriguing is the account of disturb-
ances during the November 1927 demonstrations marking the tenth anni-
versary of the October coup – “a unique case in Soviet history when the 
protest against Soviet regime [sic] spilled out onto the main squares of the 
two capitals.” (p. 182) Velikanova’s major contribution here is her ar-
chivally-based description of the disorder on the Palace Square in Lenin-
grad, where eighty-one people were arrested at the jubilee demonstration 
on November 7th. Unfortunately, Velikanova offers no serious analysis of 
this episode, other than to comment that the counter-demonstration “was 
intended to acquire a broader symbolic meaning – a rejection of the basic 
principles of the Soviet state” (p. 183) – even though the protests in both 
Moscow and Leningrad coalesced around the intraparty opposition!     

As some of the foregoing quotes suggest, English is not the author’s 
first language, and the editors should have paid more attention to gram-
mar and style, particularly to false cognates and literal translations. Oth-
erwise, readers learn that “an escapist practice existed” in response to 
conscription (p. 100); that “the Politburo introduced repressions to fight 
diversions” (p. 53); that peasant unions “discussed the questions of all-
national competence” (p. 153); that the OGPU hounded “scholar-
agrarians” (156); and that, “even in the face of economic devastation and 
Bolshevik restrictions, the Russian peasantry showed extraordinary re-
productive capabilities” (p. 121); etc. Throughout the book, arguably in-
cluding its title, “politics” is used where “policies” would be more appro-
priate (the Russian “politika” covers both); the same is true of “power” in 
place of “the authorities.” On the other hand, avoiding other slip-ups, 
such as translating “Lenin” as “Stalin” in the text of a chastushka, or 
treating Western Belorussia as a part of the Soviet Union in 1927, is 
probably the author’s responsibility. (p. 181) The language and occasion-
al gaffes distract (if not always unenjoyably) from the book’s substantive 
contributions, as does the author’s penchant for exaggeration. Despite its 
uneven quality and presentation, however, Velikanova’s study illuminates 
a crucial dynamic shaping the history of the interwar Soviet Union. 
“Whatever the objective level of social animosity,” Velikanova con-
cludes, “Soviet authorities . . . subjectively perceived a negative mindset 
in society, reported by different agencies, as a threat to their power.” In 
the context of longstanding fears of foreign intervention, “[f]ear of foes 
inside finally pushed the regime to resort to raw force and to mass arrests 
in the summer of 1927.” (p. 190; italics in the original) The “vegetarian 
times” were “manifestly over.” (p. 187, quoting Akhmatova, misattrib-
uting to Nadezhda Mandelstam)   
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Velikanova’s book will be of especial interest to scholars pondering 
the interplay of the Kremlin’s security concerns with popular attitudes 
and behaviors, but students of Soviet popular opinion, peasant political 
mobilization, and the sociopolitical history of the NEP era more broadly 
will all find something in it for themselves as well. Nonspecialists in par-
ticular however should approach the author’s claims and conclusions with 
caution, checking against other secondary works and published primary 
sources where possible. 
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