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Abstract 

 

Amid the Ruins: The Reconstruction of Smolensk Oblast, 1943-1953 

 

Travis Michal Gray, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisor:  Charters Wynn 

 

The first Red Army soldiers that entered Smolensk in the fall of 1943 were met 

with a bleak landscape. The town was now an empty shell and the countryside a vast 

wasteland. The survivors emerged from their cellars and huts on the verge of starvation. 

Amidst the destruction, Party officials were tasked with picking up the pieces and 

rebuilding the region’s political, economic, and social foundations. To understand how 

this process unfolded is the chief concern of this study. It is my hope that an analysis of 

the physical and ideological reconstruction of Russia’s western frontier will contribute to 

a more realistic view of Soviet power in the postwar period. 

The history of Smolensk’s reconstruction addresses fundamental historiographic 

questions about the Party’s role in postwar society as well as its relationship with 

liberated communities. It examines how local officials tried to reassert the Party’s 

authority and re-Sovietize individuals whose loyalties were now in question and whether 

these tensions could be overcome in pursuit of the regime’s wider postwar economic 

goals. It approaches from a new perspective the question of whether collective wartime 
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experiences brought the Party and its subjects closer together and created the foundations 

of a mature socialist state. This study asserts that the Party’s relationship with local 

residents in Smolensk Oblast was extremely unstable in the immediate aftermath of the 

war and defined by internal divisions and conflicts. 
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Introduction  

SMOLENSK AS CASE STUDY 

The first Red Army soldiers that entered Smolensk in the fall of 1943 were met 

with a bleak landscape. The town was now an empty shell and the countryside a vast 

wasteland. The survivors emerged from their cellars and huts on the verge of starvation. 

Amidst the destruction, Party officials were tasked with picking up the pieces and 

rebuilding the region’s political, economic, and social foundations. To understand how 

this process unfolded is the chief concern of this study. It is my hope that an analysis of 

the physical and ideological reconstruction of Russia’s western frontier will contribute to 

a more realistic view of Soviet power in the postwar period. 

A detailed analysis of Smolensk’s postwar history helps redress an imbalance in 

the historiography of late Stalinism. Studies of the postwar period are usually oriented 

toward Moscow or Leningrad while Russia’s provincial regions have been completely 

overlooked. This concentration on Moscow and Leningrad is understandable, their 

sources are usually of better quality and readily available to scholars, but a thorough 

examination of the Russia’s borderlands is still necessary. Without regional studies, the 

scholarship on Late Stalinism runs the risk of creating a generalized narrative that ignores 

major local differences and similarities. 

In this regard, Smolensk’s experiences were typical of other Soviet provinces that 

fell under German occupation during the Second World War. Smolensk Oblast bore 

witness to an unimaginable wave of destruction and terror. It is estimated that the region 
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suffered 135,000 Red Army and civilian deaths, tens of thousands of wounded and sick, 

as well as the destruction of more than 90 percent of the city.1 In addition, 87,000 men, 

women, and children were deported from the Smolensk area to “Greater Germany” as 

forced laborers, many of whom never returned.2 Like in other areas of occupation, only a 

minority of the population actively collaborated with or resisted German power. Instead, 

most chose to accommodate their new German masters, at least outwardly submitting to 

their power. The harsh conditions of occupation as well as an extremely coercive German 

regime forced people into this mode of behavior. In addition, pre-war life under Soviet 

rule bred popular habits of demonstrative obedience that continued to operate during the 

occupation.  

Like other Soviet provinces, Smolensk Oblast also suffered from extreme 

shortages in housing, food, water, and other basic necessities after the war. 

Unfortunately, the return of Soviet power did not bring an end to these hardships. As this 

study shows, the Party’s initial concern was not restoring or improving living conditions, 

but rebuilding its authority and purging unreliable elements from the region. This was 

done by arresting suspected war criminals and collaborators as well as providing 

survivors with opportunities to express their newfound loyalties to the state. Moreover, 

the government seemed unwilling to make the necessary investments in technology or 

                                                 
1 Laurie, Cohen. Smolensk Under the Nazis: Everyday Life in Occupied Russia. (Rochester, New York, 

2013) p. 7. 
2 Ibid. 
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manpower to fully restore Smolensk Oblast since its local economy was based primarily 

on agriculture, and thus, not a high priority in the regime’s reconstruction plans. 

A lack of experienced Party cadres combined with severe shortages in resources 

produced dismal results in Smolensk Oblast. Not only did these local officials lack 

specialists and materials for reconstruction, but their poor planning and political illiteracy 

made their postwar mobilization campaigns largely ineffective. Likewise, the Party’s 

attempts to re-Sovietize liberated areas with political reeducation programs were poorly 

received—this was especially true in the countryside where the peasantry remained 

largely hostile or indifferent to the regime. The systematic incompetence of Party organs, 

moreover, meant that reconstruction would be conducted without the state’s supervision 

and mostly relied on the efforts of local communities.   

   Ultimately, Smolensk Oblast was a typical postwar community that bore the 

scars of a long and devastating war—a bleak environment where shortages in basic 

necessities made survival a difficult prospect. Unfortunately, Smolensk was also typical 

in that it would remain in a state of semi-disrepair for more than a decade after its 

liberation. The incompetence of local officials would only make this situation worse and 

serve to destabilize the Party’s relationship with its subjects. The case of postwar 

Smolensk, therefore, suggests that the regime struggled to reestablish itself in provincial 

areas even after its victory in the Second World War. 
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A HISTORIOGRAPHICAL REVIEW 

 

 Smolensk not only serves as an important case study for examining late Stalinism 

in provincial areas, but also revises longstanding assumptions about the Party and its 

relationship with liberated communities. Although earlier studies of late Stalinism 

emphasized how the state consolidated and expanded its power after the war, my study 

suggests that the Party’s relationship with its subjects was severely strained by economic 

hardships as well as a general feeling of indifference toward the regime’s reconstruction 

plans.      

Historians of the postwar period  often stress how the Great Patriotic War created 

new forms of solidarity within Soviet society. Vera Dunham, for example, produced a 

highly insightful analysis of late Stalinist social relations based on evidence in Soviet 

fiction. Wartime experiences, according to Dunham, created a new form of group 

solidarity independent of the Party. As a result, postwar Stalinism was a regime in crisis: 

“searching for a model that would allow it to retract the freedoms granted during the war 

without losing the popular support that had accrued.”3 Arresting demobilized soldiers and 

members of the intelligentsia were temporary solutions. Eventually, they offered peasants 

and workers opportunities to advance into upper level management positions, thereby 

creating a stable base of popular support for the regime.4   

                                                 
3 Vera Dunham, In Stalin’s Time: Middleclass Values in Soviet Fiction (Durham, North Carolina, 1990), p. 

xiii. 
4 Ibid. p. 13 
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Dunham designates a clear line of continuity between pre-war and postwar 

Stalinism, whereby repression was followed by conciliation and normalization. She 

suggests that the regime’s methods for protecting and strengthening their power remained 

largely unchanged after the war. In a similar vein to Stalin’s First Five-Year Plan, the 

party-state eliminated potential opposition and stimulated the growth of the middle class 

through technical training, Party membership, and access to higher education.5 According 

to Dunham, “The middle class did not weaken in the period of national devastation. On 

the contrary, it managed to add to the gains it had made in the thirties as a result of the 

country’s modernization.”6 

This was followed by Elena Zubkova’s work which further developed Dunham’s 

idea of a “stolen victory” after the war. Zubkova argued that systematic repression 

became the basis of a “normalized” postwar society. Like Dunham, she suggested that the 

Party targeted groups that were viewed as potential vehicles for social change. 

Demobilized Red Army soldiers, for example, had grown accustomed to acting 

independently on the frontlines, witnessed the relative wealth and prosperity of Central 

Europe, and enjoyed new feelings of self-confidence as the ones who had won the 

victory. Fearing a grass-roots reform movement among veterans, the Party moved 

                                                 
5 On the growth of the Soviet middle class, see Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a 

Civilization (Berkeley, 1995); and Shelia Fitzpatrick, The Cultural Front: Power and Culture in 

Revolutionary Russia (Ithaca, 1992). 
6 Dunham, In Stalin’s Time, p. 5.  
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quickly to squash this potential source of opposition through mass arrest and labor 

conscription.7  

These repressive policies were also extended to the intelligentsia who, according 

to Zubkova, would become their primary victims. By accusing artists, writers, and 

scholars of catering to “Western” or “cosmopolitan” influences, the regime sent a clear 

message that the Party apparatus was solely responsible for determining correct thought 

and action. Thus, tightening its relentless grip around a population that was already 

thoroughly demoralized and depoliticized by postwar material shortages, disease, and 

starvation. In contrast to Dunham, there was no conciliation or “Big Deal” between the 

Party and the mases after the war. Instead, repression bolstered anti-Soviet sentiments 

and created a nascent anti-Stalinist movement that came to fruition during the 

Khrushchev Era.8 

 As Dunham and Zubkova suggest, Stalin and his lieutenants were obviously 

concerned about the war’s social consequences. However, as this study will show, some 

of Dunham and Zubkova’s central arguments are not supported by postwar realities in 

Smolensk. Dunham’s contention that the regime dealt with postwar opposition by 

stimulating the growth of the middle class, for example, is not really applicable to semi-

industrialized provinces like Smolensk Oblast where a large middle class did not develop 

until the 1960s and 70s. In addition, Zubkova seems to overestimate postwar demands for 

                                                 
7 For a detailed discussion of Red Army veterans in Late Stalinism, see Robert Dale, Demobilized Veterans 

in Late Stalinist Leningrad: Soldiers to Civilians (New York, 2015). 
8 Elena Zubkova, Russia After the War: Hopes, Illusions, and Disappointments, 1945-1957 (New York, 

1998), pp. 109-129. 



 7 

political change. While some individuals expressed feelings of optimism that victory 

might result in an easing of restrictions, Smolensk Party records suggest that most 

individuals were ambivalent on political issues and were primarily concerned with 

attaining basic improvements in housing and living standards. It also appears, within 

provincial regions like Smolensk Oblast at least, that repression was not a response to 

pressure from below, but rather a tactic that was used to either highlight the authority of 

the state or to liquidate pervasive postwar social problems. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the opening of Party archives in the early 

1990s brought to light new details and interpretations about the war’s effects on Soviet 

society. Amir Weiner, in his study, Making Sense of War, came to rather different 

conclusions when examining returning Red Army soldiers in Vinnitsa province in 

Ukraine. In contrast to Dunham and Zubkova, he examined how wartime service in the 

Red Army forged crucial bonds between Ukrainian soldiers and the regime. Whereas 

Vinnytsia province had previously been viewed as politically unreliable due to its 

nationalist sentiments, the official narrative of the Great Patriotic War allowed 

Ukrainians to merge their nationalism within a broader “Soviethood” that emphasized 

harmony and unity through shared wartime experiences. According to Weiner, this helps 

to explain the weakness of Ukrainian nationalism in that province in the early postwar 

period.9 

                                                 
9 Amir Weiner, Making Sense of War: The Second World War and the Fate of the Bolshevik Revolution 

(Princeton, 2001), pp. 43-82. 
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Whereas Dunham and Zubkova viewed the postwar repressions as akin to prewar 

repressions (i.e. targeting and purging potential sources of political opposition), Weiner 

contends that Russia’s victory in the Second World War changed the Party’s perception 

of which groups were considered “unreliable” or “impure”. Rather than focusing on class 

and political enemies, Stalin and his lieutenants began a new purge against unreliable 

elements within Russia’s minority communities during the postwar period. Ethnic 

minorities—especially Jews—were targeted as potential traitors who either fled the 

German advance or were exposed to anti-Soviet propaganda in areas under occupation.10 

 As with Dunham and Zubkova, the postwar history of Smolensk undermines 

several of Weiner’s core arguments. Despite the Party’s repeated claims that the Great 

Patriotic War produced tighter bonds between the regime and the Soviet population, the 

archival evidence lends little support to this view. Smolensk Party records clearly 

demonstrate that the constant strain of postwar shortages caused tensions between 

officials and locals  to escalate after the war and occasionally resulted in bitter 

confrontations. In addition, the Party’s ad hoc ideological campaigns were poorly 

received by the general public and produced little enthusiasm for planned reconstruction. 

Feelings of hostility and apathy ultimately broke down any semblance of unity between 

officials and the local population on Russia’s western borderlands. This was the case 

even among Smolensk Oblast’s veteran community since they not only suffered  the 

                                                 
10 Ibid. 221. 
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same hardships as their civilian counterparts, but were now specifically targeted for arrest 

and imprisonment.       

Recently, scholars have begun to approach the postwar period through different 

disciplines. Donald Filtzer added to the discussion of postwar political crisis and 

repression by approaching the issue from an economic perspective. Discussing the social 

history of the postwar labor movement, he argued that the regime’s terror campaigns 

were closely tied with state economic goals and especially the revival of Soviet industry. 

The use of slave labor, according to Filtzer, was necessary to compensate for the Soviet 

Union’s extreme losses in capital and manpower during the Second World War. 

Repression often went hand in hand with broader efforts to rebuild and discipline the 

labor pool amidst the chaos of the immediate postwar period. Thus, according to Filtzer: 

“Living standards were forced down; millions of peasants were conscripted, cajoled, or 

driven by economic necessity into abandoning the land for work in industry and 

construction…all so that ‘capital’ and labour power could be concentrated in the core 

sectors of mining, iron and steel, construction, and machine-building.”11 Filtzer agrees 

with Zubkova’s point that postwar political repression had long-term consequences for 

the regime. However, this instability rested more on the Soviet Union’s inherent 

economic problems as opposed to a nascent anti-Stalinist movement. Repression and 

material deprivation—through which the elite attempted to demoralize society and 

thereby to render it harmless—made it impossible to build an efficient labor force to 

                                                 
11 Donald Filtzer, Soviet Workers and Late Stalinism: Labour and the Restoration of the Stalinist System 

After World War II (Cambridge, 2004), p. 7.  
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drive reconstruction or other postwar economic goals. This, above all other factors, 

according to Filtzer, made the postwar Soviet system extremely vulnerable to long-term 

economic instability and popular discontent.12 

Scholars have also pointed to the dual roles of myth and memory in building a 

“normalized” postwar society. Lisa Kirschenbaum, for example, examined how the 

Leningrad blockade was transformed into national myth through popular memory, urban 

space, and public commemoration. Kirschenbaum argued that wartime myth became the 

primary means through which the party-state mobilized the population, and legitimized 

its rule in the postwar period. As opposed to Dunham, who emphasized the Party’s 

reliance on material goods and social advancement, Kirschenbaum suggested that the 

Party used wartime events—like the siege of Leningrad—to invest certain localities and 

groups with symbolic meaning and significance. The survivors of the Leningrad 

blockade, for example, were enshrined as national heroes—their sacrifices immortalized 

in stone monuments and ritualized ceremonies. These simplistic myths, in a similar vein 

to Weiner’s argument, enmeshed individuals in the broad agendas and language of the 

regime and allowed for the creation of personal Soviet identities that, in turn, produced 

tighter bonds between the regime and the postwar population. However, Kirschenbaum 

notes that wartime myths became less stable over time as disillusionment with the regime 

became more widespread in the late Soviet period.13 

                                                 
12 Ibid. p. 9. 
13 Lisa A. Kirschenbaum, The Legacy of the Siege of Leningrad, 1941-1995: Myths, Memories, and 

Monuments (Cambridge, 2006). pp. 264-285.  
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This study builds on Filtzer’s contention that the tensions and instabilities that 

defined the postwar period in Smolensk Oblast were shaped by the region’s declining 

economic fortunes. The archival evidence indicates that rebuilding and improving the 

province’s economic foundations were a major concern of both local officials and 

residents. The fact that Smolensk’s Party organs ultimately failed to rebuild the economy 

was obviously a point of contention that destabilized the regime’s authority on the local 

level. However, the Party’s concerns were not purely economic, but ideological as well. 

Unlike other Russian provinces that remained under Soviet rule during the war, 

Smolensk’s brief occupation by the Wehrmacht contaminated its population. From the 

state’s perspective, the entire province was suspected of collaboration and largely hostile 

to the return of Soviet power. Thus,  the regime’s terror and reeducation campaigns were 

ideologically motivated to a certain extent since they usually targeted individuals that the 

state categorized as “politically unreliable.” 

It is also on this issue of purity that many of Kirschenbaum’s broad 

generalizations about the postwar period fall flat. Unlike the survivors of the Leningrad 

blockade, the residents of Smolensk Oblast would not be enshrined as national heroes. 

Whereas Leningraders were successful in repelling the German invaders, the people of 

Smolensk ultimately failed in this regard and would be severely punished as a result. The 

myths and ritualized ceremonies of the Great Patriotic War, therefore, were only reserved 

for a select group of Soviet citizens who either successfully overcame the Germans or 

died fighting against them. Consequently, this study suggests that the feelings of 

disillusionment that Kirschenbaum points to started almost as soon as the war ended in 
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Smolensk Oblast. Likewise, elements of martial symbolism only became prominent in 

1985 when the city of Smolensk was awarded the title of “hero city” as official 

recognition of its unique achievements during the Second World War. The timing of this 

award was by no means coincidental. It coincided with the declining image of the Party 

amidst economic stagnation at home and a growing military fiasco abroad. As a result, 

Gorbachev and other top officials sought to fortify the Party’s mythical and nationalistic 

foundations by making wartime myths more inclusive of formerly occupied areas. Thus, 

an eternal flame for Smolensk now burns in Moscow’s Red Square, and “Golden Star” 

medallions decorate a number of the city’s official buildings, such as the main railroad 

station.   

SOURCES AND ORGANIZATION 

The major primary sources for this study were government documents, the local 

Party press, reports of local Party organs, as well as health and sanitation commissions. 

Government documents that proved useful include a wide variety of official reports, 

especially internal police investigations that monitored the mood and attitudes of the 

general population, memorandums sent between central and local Party organs describing 

postwar policies as well as their successes and failures, and reports from the 

Extraordinary State Commission on War Crimes in Smolensk Oblast which detailed the 

interrogations of German war criminals, suspected Russian collaborators, and witnesses. 

Also useful were reports from district propaganda departments that detailed the Party’s 

approach toward political education in the immediate postwar period. Although these 
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government reports sometime exaggerate local successes and cover up failures, local 

officials were surprisingly open with their superiors about the difficulties they 

encountered implementing Moscow’s postwar plans. Moreover, departmental reports 

paint a clear picture of the Party’s volatile relationship with their subjects—especially at 

public meetings and other communal gatherings. Overall, the archival sources in 

Smolensk and Moscow provide a diversity of perspectives in which to describe and 

analyze high Stalinism on the local level. 

 There were, of course, gaps that I encountered in the archives as well. I was not 

granted access to information relating to the postwar famine in Smolensk. It is likely 

though, given the number of other documents that point to food shortages throughout the 

province, that the famine was quite severe—particularly in the countryside. I was also 

barred from consulting documents relating to the use of German POWs as forced labor. 

Their numbers, however, must have been significant since they were sometimes 

mentioned in district economic reports. Although these sources would be invaluable for 

fleshing out Smolensk’s postwar history, it will probably be decades before this 

information is made available to researchers.       

This study is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 deals with the pre-war history 

of Smolensk Oblast, its economic development and rise as a critical transportation hub 

between East and West in the late nineteenth century, as well as its experiences during 

the NEP era, the First Five-Year Plan, the initial stages of Operation Barbarossa, and 

German occupation. Chapter 2 covers the immediate postwar period and the Party’s 

efforts to reassert its authority in Smolensk Oblast through war crime investigations that 
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not only targeted German soldiers but suspected Russian collaborators as well. Chapter 3 

looks at the demobilization and return of Smolensk’s veterans and how they eventually 

became victims of arrest and exile. Chapter 4 examines local election campaigns for the 

Supreme Soviet and suggests that these rituals became focal points for criticizing the 

regime’s postwar policies. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the physical reconstruction of 

Smolensk’s cityscape and how the Party’s efforts to control this process proved 

unsuccessful.  
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Chapter 1:  Underdevelopment, Pre-war Tensions, and Occupation 

INTRODUCTION 

When revolution swept through Russia in 1917, the Bolsheviks inherited a 

socially and economically underdeveloped empire. Industrialization and modernization 

was still confined to a few select cities and regions like Moscow, St. Petersburg, and the 

Donbas-Dniper Bend. The vast majority of its citizens lived in small rural villages and 

towns that dotted the vast expanses of western Russia, eastern Ukraine, and Belarus. In 

this respect, the Bolsheviks faced a crucial political question once they assumed power: 

how exactly would the Party—as a movement that represented the interests of the urban 

working class—appeal to a citizenry that was overwhelmingly rural? This chapter will 

seek to answer this question by looking at one of these semi-industrialized provinces 

located on Russia’s western periphery—Smolensk Oblast. Through a detailed local study 

of Smolensk Oblast’s prewar and wartime history, this chapter will argue that although 

the Bolsheviks initially gained significant popular support among the lower classes, the 

Party was largely hostile to underdeveloped regions like Smolensk Oblast and pursued 

policies that not only caused economic stagnation but alienated the local community.  

The historiographical debate over this question of Soviet power in Smolensk 

Oblast has typically devolved along two lines of thought. Merle Fainsod’s Smolensk 

Under Soviet Rule, argued that the Bolsheviks lacked the means to govern the region 

effectively and that Party policies were difficult to implement due to transportation and 

communication problems as well as widespread corruption among local officials. 

Likewise, terror and oppression were the primary tools through which Soviet authorities 
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attempted to solve these problems.14 In contrast, more recent scholarship has attempted to 

revise Fainsod’s totalitarian model by arguing that Party policies in Smolensk Oblast 

were a primarily local affair with little input from Moscow.15 The following chapter, 

however, will present a slightly different view of Soviet power in Smolensk Oblast. A 

comprehensive analysis of the archival materials suggests that the Party’s position in 

Smolensk was under constant strain due to its inability to deliver on its revolutionary 

promises of improved living standards, better working conditions, and a more equitable 

distribution of wealth. Thus, confrontations between Party and non-Party factions were 

fairly common throughout the province—especially in the countryside where Party 

authority was disparate and poorly organized. Ultimately, these ongoing conflicts 

devolved into a full-scale war as Stalin sought to sacrifice Russia’s rural communities in 

an effort to accelerate the industrialization process.    

This chapter is divided into seven sections. The first section provides a brief 

review of the history of Smolensk Oblast and helps shed light on its economic 

development and how this affected the Party’s approach to the region. The second 

section, covers the economic, technological, and social changes that late nineteenth 

century industrialization unleashed in the region. The third section details the Bolshevik 

seizure of power in October and characterizes its success in Smolensk’s urban areas as a 

combination of rising social division and declining living standards. The fourth section 

                                                 
14 Merle Fainsod, Smolensk Under Soviet Rule, (New York, 1963), pp. 3-15. 
15 See: Roberta Manning, “The Great Purges in a Rural District: Belyi Raion Revisited.” Russian History 

16 (1989), pp. 409-433; Getty, J. Arch. “Party and Purge in Smolensk: 1933-1937.” Slavic Review 42 

(1983), pp. 60-79. 
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explores the failures of NEP and the First Five-Year Plan as well as rising tensions 

between Party and non-Party factions. The fifth section details the beginning of 

Operation Barbarossa and the Battle of Smolensk. The sixth section examines the 

German occupation regime and the final section deals with the partisan movement in the 

Smolensk countryside. 

OVERVIEW 

The city of Smolensk stands on the rugged uplands of western Russia perched on 

the upper reaches of the Dniper River, a remote area surrounded by rolling hills and deep 

forests. For centuries, the rough terrain acted as a formidable barrier against attack and 

attracted Slavic and non-Slavic tribes fleeing from hostile nomadic groups. The region 

was originally inhabited by the Krivitchians, a proto-Slavic tribe whose members, 

according to the Primary Chronicle, “live[d] at the headwaters of the Volga, the Dvina, 

and the Dniper, and whose city [was] Smolensk.”16 In the ninth century, the Krivitchians 

were forced to pay tribute to the Vikings as they made their way into the Russian interior 

by way of the Dniper. The city would then be conquered by the Rurikid king, Oleg I, and 

recognized as a domain of the Kievan Rus. Ultimately, Smolensk’s conquest would have 

a profound impact on its economic and demographic development as a fortress city 

centered on trade, handicrafts, and agriculture.   

The city of Smolensk soon became a center of east-west trade as the Dniper 

became a main artery in the Varangian-Byzantine trade network from the late ninth to the 

                                                 
16 Samuel Cross and Olgerd Sherbowitz-Wetzor (Trans.), The Russian Primary Chronicle: Laurentian 

Text, (Cambridge, 1953), p. 55. 
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mid-twelfth century. Handicrafts were the first non-agricultural industry to develop and 

included the production of jewelry and glass.17 These activities would become staples of 

the local urban economy for over a millennia and helped to subsidize low agricultural 

production in a poor grain growing region. Likewise, agriculture dominated the local 

economy, but the region’s crops differed significantly from the Ukraine’s black earth 

region. Instead of grain, the local population focused on producing flax, peat, honey, 

wax, and tar.18 Chronicle accounts and archeological findings indicate that Smolensk 

merchants were well connected with a growing international clientele of buyers and 

sellers. Archeologists, for example, uncovered a wide array of coins and trinkets scattered 

throughout the region which originate from Byzantium, Northern Arabia, and Western 

Europe; Medieval German sources also make frequent mention of “Smolensk skins" and 

"Smolensk furs".19 The region’s imports, on the other hand, consisted mostly of cloth and 

other luxury goods such as stockings, ginger, candied peas, almonds, smoked salmon, 

cod, sweet wines, and salt.20 Ultimately, the Varangian-Byzantine trade not only 

established Smolensk Oblast’s local economy, but the industries it promoted would 

remain key staples of its economy well into the modern era. The region’s economic 

development, however, was uneven throughout its long history. Momentary prosperity 

would ultimately bring war and destruction, stunting the area’s economic growth and 

destabilizing its political institutions. 

                                                 
17 M.V. Fekhner, K Voprosu ob ekonomicheskikh svi͡ azi͡ akh drevnerusskoĭ derevni, (Moscow, 1959), p. 

165.  
18 V.A. Bulkin, O poli͡ avlenii normannov v Dnepro-Deinskom mezhdurech’e, (Moscow, 1977), p. 103. 
19 Ibid. 
20 L.V. Alekseev, Smolenskai͡ a zemli͡ a v IX-XIII vv., (Moscow, 1980) pp. 121-125. 
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From the beginning of the thirteenth century, the city of Smolensk would become 

a battleground between rival regional powers. Lithuanian and German invasions from the 

west were followed by Mongolian incursions from the east which had severe 

repercussions on the region’s wealth and political aspirations. Although the city was 

never directly attacked by Mongol forces, the destruction of Kiev cut a vital trade route 

and led to severe declines in population. As Lawrence Langer writes: 

It is quite startling to compare the settled populated areas before and after the 

Mongol invasions. In the south and southwest the heavily settled areas along the 

Dnestr, Dnepr and their tributaries, and the areas to the west of the Pripat' and 

Uzh Rivers in the Kievan era, all show severe declines in the thirteenth century. 

Even the northern Dnepr around Smolensk and the upper reaches of the Dnestr all 

reflect a severe decline in population.21 

 

This dismal picture is further reflected in church construction: only one small church near 

Vladimir was built in the whole of Russia between 1237 and 1262, and only four 

churches (two in Novgorod and two in Suzdalia) were built between 1263 and 1287. 

Construction recovered briefly between 1288 and 1337, but the total, as David Miller has 

shown "was well below that for the fifty years before the invasions."22 

The Mongols would remain for two centuries, finally withdrawing their 

suzerainty over their Russian domains in the mid-fifteenth century. However, the wars 

over Smolensk would continue unabated as Muscovy and Lithuania vied for regional 

dominance. The city of Smolensk would change hands many times between the fifteenth 

and seventeenth centuries—blurring the Lithuanian and Russian border in the process.  

                                                 
21 Lawrence Langer, “Mongol Taxation and the Problem of Mongol Rule in Rus’”, Russian History, Vol. 

34, No. 1/4, "FESTSCHRIFT" FOR RICHARD HELLIE: Part 1 (Spring-Summer-Fall-Winter 2007 / 

Printemps-Été-Automne-Hiver 2007), p. 112. 
22 Ibid. p. 113. 
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Annexed first by Lithuania in 1402, it was eventually regained by Moscow’s Grand 

Prince Vasili III Ivanovich roughly a century later in 1514. Smolensk would remain in 

Moscow’s hands for another century and although the city’s fortifications were 

significantly improved during Boris Gudinov’s reign, it was eventually taken by King 

Sigusmund III of the Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1611. This occupation, 

however, would be relatively brief and Smolensk would be seized again by Russian 

forces during the Second Great Northern War in 1654. 

During these periods of war, Smolensk Oblast would once again experience 

severe declines in wealth and population as its residents fled each new occupying army. 

Whereas the city had an estimated population of 70,000 in 1581-82, by the time it was 

annexed into the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1650 this number had dropped to 

around 10,000 people.23 By 1656, “two years into the next Polish-Russian war, the local 

burgomasters complained that only 200 burghers remained.”24 The other towns of 

Smolensk province also suffered similar declines and by the mid-seventeenth century, the 

villages of Dorogobuzh, Krasnyi, Belaia, and Roslavl’ all had populations smaller than 

3,500 people.25   

  The region would experience similar losses and damages during Napoleon’s 

invasion of Russia. In the summer of 1812, as the Grande Armée advanced toward 

Moscow, the Russian high command decided to make Smolensk the sight of its first 
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major engagement with French forces. Although Russian forces fought hard to defend the 

city, withering French artillery fire and coordinated assaults by German and Polish 

regiments ultimately forced the Russians to abandon the city to its fate. This tactical 

retreat, like those before it, was also accompanied by a scorched earth policy whereby 

Russian forces burned everything that could be of use to the enemy. Thus, when 

Napoleon’s forces finally entered Smolensk on August 18th, they found a devastated 

city—its buildings, shops, and fortifications reduced to burning wreckage. Overall, the 

city’s losses amounted to 1,401 stone and wooden buildings, 317 shops, 200 factories and 

only 350 out of 2,250 homes remained. The financial losses incurred by the citizens of 

Smolensk were estimated at 6,292,396 rubles. The population of the city fell from over 

13,000 to 10,000.26 

Ultimately, these wars kept the region’s population small and its economy in a 

state of underdevelopment. As the twentieth century dawned, the city of Smolensk looked 

more like a glorified village than a provincial center. The population was relatively small 

compared to other Russian provincial centers with a population of 46,500 by 1897.27 The 

population, according to census records, was strictly divided between “privileged” and 

“non-privileged” estates. Peasants made up 37 percent of the city’s inhabitants, and 

another 45 percent belonged to the meshchanstvo (petty urban estate). Nobles, merchants, 

and other landed elites comprised seventeen percent of the total urban population.28 

                                                 
26 GANISO, f. 92, op. 1, d. 31, l. 3. 
27 GANISO, f. 116, op. 2, d. 60, l. 16. 
28 Ibid. l. 18. 
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Agriculture and trade, not industry, continued to be the basis of the local economy and so 

few of the city’s residents were employed in factories or other heavy industries: 

At the outbreak of the war [World War I], Smolensk's factories and plants 

employed only around fifteen hundred workers. Small artisanal workshops 

dominated local manufacturing, and artisans outnumbered industrial workers. 

Clerks and other employees at Smolensk's five banks, two score trade houses, and 

government offices also outnumbered industrial workers. In addition, the city's 

population included well over a thousand shopkeepers, carters and casual 

laborers.29 

 

Similarly, the small number of enterprises that existed in Smolensk Oblast developed 

slowly as “induced” industries; that is, they involved the processing of raw materials like 

flax, dairy products, and peat which were, for the most part, locally produced. 

 Most importantly, the Smolensk region lacked key resources such as coal or iron 

ore deposits which were crucial for promoting Russia’s late nineteenth century 

industrialization drive. Tsarist authorities, therefore, were largely uninterested in 

modernizing the local economy through state-sponsored investments. As a result, 

Smolensk Oblast did not witness the rise of a large urban working class or an 

industrialized economy, but remained primarily rural with a social structure that reflected 

its pre-industrial character. Nevertheless, even though the region’s economy was 

backward, and its urban environment lacked a well-developed working class, it was not 

isolated from the wider economic, technological, and social changes that industrialization 

unleashed. 
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INTO THE WHIRLWIND 

This change, of course, was brought about by the construction of five major 

railroad lines (the Riga-Orel; the Nikolaevskii; the Moscow-Brest; and the branch lines of 

the Riazin-Urals and Moscow-Vindavo- Riabinsk) in the city that once again made 

Smolensk Oblast a center of east-west trade after centuries of economic decline.30 With 

the railroad, of course, came new merchants, goods, industries, and—most importantly—

a burgeoning population that more than doubled from 46,500 in 1897 to 85,000 in 1914.31  

A massive influx of non-Russian nationalities followed the opening of its main 

rail lines. Smolensk’s Jewish community, in particular, expanded rapidly during the 

nineteenth century. Although Jewish communities had inhabited the region since the 

sixteenth century, declining economic opportunities in the Pale of Settlement combined 

with the province’s general economic recovery incentivized Jewish families to seek 

employment in the Russian interior.32 Apart from economic reasons, Smolensk also 

offered an environment where Jews could escape the repressive social and religious 

norms of Judaism. The well-entrenched Jewish communal authority, “which based its 

power and authority on a rabbinic heritage and was generally unwilling to accommodate 

the demands and pressures generated by more intimate contact with the gentile world,” 

was weak if not entirely absent in Smolensk.33 Intermarriage between Jews and non-Jews, 

                                                 
30 Laurie Cohen, Smolensk Under the Nazis: Everyday Life in Occupied Russia, (Rochester, New York, 

2013), p. 45.  
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for example, was fairly common in the Smolensk region, especially in the city which 

seems to indicate a community that was fairly well integrated into the social fabric of 

urban life.34    

Thus, by 1880, the region’s Jewish population reached “3579, two-thirds of whom 

lived in towns and the rest in villages. They had come to work and trade: nearly two-

thirds were registered as artisans, and there were a dozen Jewish First Guild merchants in 

the city of Smolensk alone.”35 In doing so, Smolensk Jews gradually became a driving 

force in the local economy and—despite the protests of landed elites and harassment 

from Tsarist police forces—quickly established workshops, trade companies, Yiddish 

language newspapers, synagogues, and elementary schools both within the city and in 

neighboring districts. Smolensk’s Jewish community was also extremely diverse in its 

social and religious composition. As Laurie Cohen writes, “Some Jews were secular, 

some Zionist (Paolei Tsion), and others more or less observant: Hasidim, followers of 

Ba’al Shem Tov, who had reformed adherence to strict Jewish rituals; and Misnagdim, 

believers in Jewish intellectual and religious ritual.”36 

Whereas the non-Russian population was steadily increasing throughout the 

nineteenth century, the Russian population, by contrast, appeared to be declining. 

Russians remained the majority nationality in Smolensk province, but their numbers were 

distributed unevenly within the region—most Russians and Belarussians—were confined 
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to rural areas while their presence in the city was limited.37 This meant that the Jewish 

and Polish presence in urban areas was much greater than their Russian counterparts in 

relation to each community’s size. Moreover, large numbers of Russians throughout the 

province were leaving their villages in mass for seasonal factory work in the empire’s 

major industrial centers like Moscow, St. Petersburg, and the Donbass-Dniper Bend. The 

Sychevka district in Smolensk province, for example, was one of the largest centers of 

otkhodnichestvo in the Russian Empire and by the end of the nineteenth century, “35.3 

percent of the male population of all ages was normally away working outside the 

district.”38  It is not surprising then, that by the turn of the century many of the city’s 

Russians expressed growing alarm at a demographic shift that threatened to de-Russify 

Smolensk. They were particularly concerned about the increasing Jewish presence in the 

city and what they perceived as a proliferation of wealthy Jews who were blamed for 

declining economic opportunities.  

As the Russian Empire industrialized during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries,  social and economic inequality came to define urban and rural life. 

This was the case both in the empire’s urban centers like Moscow and St. Petersburg as 

well as smaller provincial cities like Smolensk. The victims of modernization in these 

provincial areas, however, were not industrial workers, but a large subset of urban and 

rural laborers who  received few benefits form the new emerging economy. As we shall 

see, these individuals were initially attracted to the socialist cause and viewed revolution 
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as an instrument for rectifying their long-standing economic grievances against the 

Tsarist elite.  

As Smolensk’s urban population continued to expand and its labor market became 

more competitive and crowded, animosity between the city’s landed elites and its 

working poor began to grow in the decades leading up to World War I. These inherent 

class differences were reflected in almost every aspect of daily life, but nowhere was the 

stark contrast between the rich and poor more evident than in the city’s layout: 

Smolensk’s social and economic elite lived in the [city] center—around 4,000 

nobles and nearly 2,000 members of the families of merchants. It was also home 

to 1,500 zemstvo and duma employees and their families, and as many doctors, 

lawyers, teachers, and clergy. A canopy of trees shaded its paved and lighted 

streets, broad sidewalks ran through parks and gardens, and splendid churches 

stood on every hill. The center boasted expensive shops and cafes, elite schools, a 

library, a concert hall, and several theaters.39  

 

Beyond the fashionable central streets of the First District, however, Smolensk harbored 

sprawling shantytowns where the lower classes were crammed into overcrowded 

courtyards or ramshackle huts. Lacking even the most elementary sanitary facilities, 

disease proliferated throughout these areas. Typhus, smallpox, and cholera epidemics 

repeatedly swept through Smolensk’s working-class communities killing thousands. 

Criminal classes plied their trades in broad daylight, while roving gangs ruled the 

alleyways at night. Smolensk’s governing authorities, for their part, lacked the funds and 

resources to counter these growing social problems because the imperial government had 

restricted their power to tax property. Consequently, impoverished city residents were left 
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to fend for themselves in a world where alcohol, gambling, and fighting were central 

aspects of daily life.  

These social and economic disparities would only grow worse during the First 

World War as drastic wage cuts combined with rising prices caused living standards to 

plummet throughout the city. Under these circumstances, as was often the case 

throughout the Russian Empire, it was the urban and rural poor that suffered the greatest 

deprivations. The is clearly reflected in how ration stations were distributed in the region: 

“At the end of 1916, the First and Second Districts each had more food-ration distribution 

points than did the entire, larger Third District; women waiting for bread in Rachevka 

frequently complained that residents of the center did not have to stand in long lines.”40 

In addition, several of the Third District’s small-scale manufacturing plants, which could 

not be converted to wartime production, were forced to close causing the city’s 

unemployment rate to rise exponentially on the eve of the October Revolution.   

The city’s proximity to both the Eastern front and the Jewish Pale also contributed 

to the population’s growing resentment toward the war and the Tsarist regime. The 

German army’s rapid advance into Eastern Europe prompted the evacuation of Jewish 

communities throughout the former Pale of Settlement and many of these refugees were 

forced to take refuge in the Smolensk region. Predictably, Jewish refugees were not 

welcomed in the city or the countryside because they required additional food and 

housing which local communities were unwilling to provide. The refugee crisis, in turn, 
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stoked ethnic tensions in the region as many Russians viewed Jewish refugees as a source 

of labor competition, once again blaming them for lower wages and growing 

unemployment.41  

Smolensk’s wartime shortages were further compounded by its large wartime 

garrison of nearly 25,000 soldiers. The Russian Army originally intended to use 

Smolensk as a major staging ground for the western front. As Michael Hickey explains: 

At the outset of the war, Stavka (Supreme Headquarters of the Russian Army at 

the Front) designated Smolensk a staging base for the western front. Then, in 

1915, the Minsk Military District Staff fell back to Smolensk during the Great 

Retreat….Its two largest barracks complexes,…compounded neighborhood water 

and sanitation problems, while milling soldiers (especially those facing transfer to 

the front) introduced a volatile element in taverns and tea houses and at the 

bazaar.42 

       

Ultimately, the growing number of soldiers and refugees created an unbearable strain for 

Smolensk’s civilian population. Housing shortages, food shortages, declining wages, and 

growing animosity toward a wealthy elite that remained largely untouched by wartime 

hardships destabilized imperial authority in the region. Consequently, popular support for 

socialism and other political movements increased exponentially as its members used 

local grievances to advance their political agenda and consolidate their power. 

PROVINCIAL REVOLUTION 

At first glance, it seemed unlikely that a socialist movement would take root in 

the Smolensk region. Without a large industrial workforce, it appeared as if Smolensk 

lacked the kind of constituency that the socialists claimed to represent. Additionally, the 
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socialist presence in provincial Russia was extremely weak prior to the October 

Revolution. The Smolensk Bolshevik Party, for example, had an estimated membership 

of  200 people, no newspaper, and its political agitation remained sporadic and 

disorganized.43 Although Party leaders in Moscow and Petrograd tried to create a 

coherent organizational structure to expand its political operations in the city of 

Smolensk, the Bolsheviks lacked leadership and resources when compared to other 

regional political parties like the Kadets.44 However, as the war progressed and Russia’s 

economic problems became more pronounced, the socialist movement was able to 

monopolize revolutionary discourse in Smolensk Oblast by transforming local discontent 

into a coherent plan for revolutionary action. 

 Two groups in particular played crucial roles in spreading socialist ideals 

throughout Smolensk province. In the city, lower class workers—mainly those laid off 

from small-scale manufacturing jobs—became active in labor disputes and were 

receptive to socialist propaganda and agitation.45 In the countryside, thousands of 

seasonal factory workers returned to their villages having been radicalized by labor 

disputes and deplorable working conditions in St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Krondstadt. 

Returning migrants, in turn, exerted considerable influence over some peasants and 

altered the political climate in village communities.46 Most importantly, the socialists 

portrayed themselves as staunch allies of Smolensk’s lower classes and convinced them 
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that the more moderate political parties were in league with their oppressors. As M.V. 

Vasiliev, a twenty-year-old peasant who served as the secretary of Miliukovo county later 

wrote in his memoirs: 

SRs, Mensheviks, and Bolsheviks soon arrived in Miliukovo County, as in other 

counties in the district. Each of them brought along various sorts of literature and 

agitated for their own party’s program. Newspapers of all political tendencies 

were reread more than once and everyone took an interest in the land question, the 

war, and the Constituent Assembly…. Bolsheviks, who came from Petrograd, 

talked about Lenin, the Bolshevik program, land for peasants without having to 

purchase it…And when the SRs…and others, came to the village and began to 

propagate their point of view…I refuted their program. I already understood…the 

injustice of having to pay for the land…I understood…that at the head of the 

Provisional Government stood the henchmen of the big bourgeoisie, and that the 

SRs…went along with them.47 

As food and other basic necessities continued to dwindle and news from the front 

grew worse, Smolensk residents began to consciously identify themselves as workers and 

relied on the moderate and radical socialist movements to guide them in the fight against 

their bourgeois enemies. SR and Bolshevik candidates, for example, swept local duma 

elections throughout Smolensk province on the eve of the October Revolution and the 

socialist parties, in turn, supported popular movements to seize the land and property of 

Tsarist elites.48 Whom the lower classes characterized as bourgeois, however, was 

extremely vague. Estate owners were obviously a target for peasant land seizures, but many 

workers and peasants directed their animosities toward Jews and Poles as well.49 The 

Bolshevik’s seizure of power in October, therefore, was supported by many in Smolensk 

Oblast as the next logical step toward protecting the lower classes from future exploitation. 

                                                 
47 Ibid. p. 49. 
48 Hickey, Rise and Fall, p. 26. 
49 Hickey, Revolution on the Jewish Street, pp. 823-850. 



 31 

THE TRIBULATIONS OF LENINISM AND STALINISM 

The initial optimism in which Smolensk residents greeted the Bolshevik seizure 

of power proved to be short lived. Although the Party delivered on several of its major 

pre-war promises, like redistributing estate lands and elevating certain members of the 

peasantry and working class into positions of authority, Smolensk province as a whole 

gained very little in the aftermath of the revolution. Whereas most believed that socialism 

would bring about considerable improvements in living standards as well as a more equal 

distribution of wealth, the Civil War and War Communism quickly dispelled these 

notions. Russia’s borderlands once again became a battlefield that left Smolensk Oblast 

in a precarious state as it fended off potential invasions from first the Whites and then the 

Poles. The province would gradually be transformed into an armed camp and its residents 

would suffer unprecedented shortages and tribulations. At a meeting of the bureau of the 

Smolensk gubkom on February 11, 1920, it was reported that there were 2,500 cases of 

typhus in Smolensk alone and the epidemic was still spreading.50 Industrial production 

was virtually at a standstill. Labor productivity was reported as having fallen to 8 to 10 

percent of normal.51 Labor unrest was growing exponentially as the region’s major flax 

and textile factories went on strike for better wages.52    

 Discontent was especially rife in the countryside where confrontations between 

Party and non-Party residents were becoming more intense. Local Party organs were 

especially concerned about “peasant grumblings” against the Soviet government and the 
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Communists.53 Party heads in these villages were largely incapable of controlling these 

groups and the head of the guberniya department for village work acknowledged that the 

Party had virtually no influence in the rural cooperatives and sovkhozes, which, 

according to him, were dominated by kulaks and priests.54      

The Bolsheviks introduced the New Economic Policy in the spring of 1921 to 

ameliorate these instances of unrest by ending food requisitions from the countryside and 

eliminating tight restrictions on private trade and production. These measures, in turn, 

proved vital for Russia’s economic recovery and led to dramatic increases in wages, 

living standards, as well as the quantity and quality of goods. The American industrialist, 

Armand Hammer, described the transformation in ecstatic terms: 

Its [NEP’s] immediate effect was to bring forth untold quantities of goods of 

every variety which suddenly appeared as if by magic. The shelves of stores 

formerly empty were overloaded with articles which had not been seen since the 

days of the Bolshevik revolution four years before. In addition to a great variety 

of food products and delicacies, one could buy the choicest French wines, liqueurs 

and the best of Havana cigars. The finest English cloth lay side by side with the 

most expensive French perfumes. It took the magic of NEP to bring forth these 

goods from their hiding places in cellars, barns and secret hoards.55 

 

The Smolensk region did see some marked improvements in the local economy—

especially in agricultural productivity and light manufacturing. Nevertheless, the archival 

evidence suggests that the New Economic Policy’s effects varied considerably from 

region to region. Cities that had a large industrial or agricultural base before the 

revolution like Moscow, St. Petersburg, and Kiev prospered during the NEP era. 
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Smolensk Oblast, however, saw relatively few benefits in comparison and its residents 

still struggled with low wages, poor living conditions, and an incompetent police force 

struggling to keep order in the countryside.  

 A resolution passed by the city council on July 10th, 1929, for example, indicated 

that unsanitary conditions were still the norm throughout the province in both urban and 

rural areas. It noted that, “the city’s infrastructure is in an unsanitary and ruined state, and 

that lack of a sewage system has carried pollutants into streams that flow through 

populated areas. As a result, the soil has become saturated with sewage and now waste 

swims in the streets and in people’s gardens.”56 Local authorities were largely unable to 

improve the situation due to intermittent power shortages and a lack of technical 

equipment which prevented construction of a modern sewage system. As a result, 

epidemic diseases continued to spread unchecked, especially in the city, where cases of 

dysentery, cholera, and typhus were becoming increasingly common.57  

 The city’s infrastructure and institutions were also in dire need of renovation and 

modernization. As one observer noted, “roadways, streets, and squares are in a 

dilapidated state, and in some districts there are no paved roads at all; there are not 

enough street lights and those that exist are poorly maintained, the outskirts of the city are 

not illuminated. ”58 Damaged roads and bridges in turn went hand in hand with a severely 

damaged transportation system that was in no way adequate to meet the daily needs of 
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the urban population. Although Smolensk had been a major transportation hub before 

World War I and possessed one of the first trolley systems in Russia, they now stood in a 

state of disrepair. 

The Smolensk region was also extremely volatile during the NEP era. Bandits 

roamed the countryside and the city became a breeding ground for gangs who robbed and 

murdered their unfortunate victims in broad daylight.59 These crimes went largely 

unpunished because the Soviet police force was overburdened and poorly paid which, 

predictably, created little incentive to enforce the law and encouraged systematic 

corruption. Official data from late 1925, for example, indicated that even after significant 

wage increases over the course of a year, volost militiamen still received only twenty-

three rubles per month, or less than half the salary of an average textile worker.60 

However, as Neil Weissman shows, “This aggregate figure concealed wide regional 

variations…. One NKVD specialist noted in 1925,…that while rural policemen in 

Moscow and Leningrad were relatively well off at monthly wages of up to thirty-five 

rubles, their counterparts in Smolensk…and elsewhere received twelve rubles or less.”61 

Smolensk Party officials were also dealing with new waves of discontent within 

the countryside.  Although the NEP era is often viewed as a period of relative prosperity 

for the Russian peasantry, the Smolensk countryside was stricken by a series of bad 
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harvests in 1926 and 1927.62 As a result, peasant uprisings were once again becoming 

more common: 

In Roslavl, owing to insufficient supplies of flour in the Central Workers’ 

Cooperative, the local populace and some of the peasants broke the doors and 

counters of two shops of the Central Workers’ Cooperative. The interference of 

the police was necessary. In Smolensk in one of the meal shops of the Grain 

Products Organization up to 700 peasants assembled to buy oats, and all kinds of 

indignant outbursts and complaints were made against the employees of the meal 

shop…In connection with the rumors about war and the grain crisis the anti-

Soviet elements of the city and the country became noticeably more 

active…There were completely inadmissible actions also on the part of individual 

farmers, for example, cases of refusal to deliver grain because of the 

disadvantageous selling conditions, which also made the situation worse.63 

 

As the report above indicates, tax regulations were loosened during the NEP era, but 

peasant communities were still reluctant to pay them. Moreover, local tax collectors were 

sometimes reluctant to collect them. Since many village Party members were poor 

peasants themselves, they sympathized with their fellow villagers and either refused to 

collect or accepted a smaller bribe. As several reports noted, a Party member’s 

competency often declined the farther one traveled outside of the city.64 

 For the most part, however, Lenin and the Bolsheviks primary concern was to 

maintain order in the western border regions. As a result, serious efforts were made 

during the NEP era to reform the local police and security organs as well as to liquidate 

any acts of banditry or labor unrest from the countryside and the city. However, 

fundamentally transforming the region’s economy or raising living standards by a 
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significant degree was never seriously considered by the Party. For the most part, the 

Kremlin saw Smolensk as a transportation hub and nothing else. As long as its railroad 

station was functioning and facilitating the transport of goods and resources, it didn’t 

really matter if the Party had a firm foothold in its rural or urban areas. All that was 

needed from Lenin’s point of view was the threat of swift reprisals against any potential 

uprisings. 

 It’s not surprising then, that during the NEP era Moscow provided local officials 

with few resources to confront the region’s economic problems. As a result, the economic 

picture that emerges for Smolensk during the New Economic Policy is not one of 

prosperity or growth but of stagnation. Indeed, for many observes, Smolensk remained as 

undeveloped as it had been during the nineteenth century.    

Stalin’s Five Year Plan, as it was envisioned by local authorities, was designed to 

not only shift the basis of the local economy from trade to industrial production, but to 

modernize the city’s infrastructure and create a competent local administration. Hence, a 

new city plan was unveiled by Smolensk’s Central Committee in 1930 which sought to 

accomplish the following objectives: “1. Divide…the city according to each area’s 

productive function. 2. Transform Smolensk into a socialist city. 3. Implement 

engineering and technical solutions aimed at improving public services. 4. Rebuild the 

old city’s housing stock.”65 Smolensk officials, in turn, made considerable progress 

toward improving the city’s infrastructure and productive capacity. On paper, at least, the 
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rate of construction was extremely impressive given the extreme shortages in resources 

and technical expertise. Between 1931 and 1934, for example, “206 new construction 

projects were completed, including: 9 industrial complexes, 152 residential houses, 15 

cultural buildings, and 21 public buildings.”66 Significant improvements were also made 

in heavy and light industry—especially in munitions, textile manufacturing, and hemp 

production which absorbed 45.8 percent of the industrial workforce by 1929.67 The pace 

of development, however, remained extremely slow when compared to other 

industrialized regions. This is most likely due to Moscow’s reluctance to invest a 

considerable amount of capital into industries that specialized in hemp and peat 

production as opposed to iron and coal.  

Improvements in the region’s industrial sector, however, were not accompanied 

by significant improvements in living standards. Aggregate consumption and wages did 

increase for Smolensk’s urban working population, but these increases were offset by 

noticeable declines in living standards—mostly due to overcrowding—as well as severe 

shortages in food and other basic goods which soon became defining aspects of daily life 

throughout the Soviet Union. Indeed, the supposed triumphs of Stalin’s Five-Year Plan 

masked a dark reality. The construction and industrialization rates that local Party 

committees boasted of were only possible due to a large influx of manual labor from the 
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countryside. These peasants were fleeing to urban areas to escape forced collectivization 

and the subsequent famine which swept through Smolensk province in 1932-1933.   

Indeed, the situation in the countryside had deteriorated to new lows in the wake 

of severe requisitions throughout the province. It is not an exaggeration to say that Stalin 

and his cadres declared war on the Russian peasantry in 1928 and were determined to 

destroy them in order to build the foundations of an industrialized economy. In the 

Smolensk region, however, local officials struggled to obtain satisfactory grain quotas 

and were frequently admonished by Moscow. As a result of the increased pressure placed 

on local authorities, they soon resorted to violence and intimidation to get what they 

wanted from the villages. In this sense, the Party’s approach to the countryside resembled 

that of an occupying military force. Stagnation and starvation in the region, moreover, 

was met with indifference by central Party organs despite pleas from some local leaders 

to reduce acquisition quotas.68 Ultimately, the collectivization drive would only serve to 

drive a deeper wedge between the Party and the countryside as well as between central 

and local Party organs. 

The failures of the First Five-Year Plan were profoundly disorienting for Stalin 

and his supporters. In March 1930, Stalin made an unexpected tactical retreat and blamed 

local officials for these failures creating an insurmountable rift between the upper and 

lower levels of the Party.69 Shifting the blame, however, was a dangerous gamble as it 
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would allow discontent to grow within the Party rank-and-file, possibly leading to an 

open revolt against Stalin’s leadership. Following Sergei Kirov’s murder in December 

1934, Stalin decided to strike first and purged the Party of any “politically unreliable” 

elements who might threaten his hold on power. As a result, during the Great Terror of 

1937-1938, 341 members of the Smolensk Communist Party—around eleven percent of 

its total membership—were arrested and executed.70  Most of these individuals were 

ethnic minorities including Poles, Jews and Lithuanians who local authorities were more 

than willing to cleanse from Russia’s western borderlands. 

THE BATTLE FOR SMOLENSK 

For decades the German dictator, Adolf Hitler, had written about the inevitable 

struggle between Soviet Russia and Western civilization. It was to be a war of 

annihilation [Vernichtungskrieg] that would save Europe from the “Jewish-Bolshevik” 

hordes and provide the necessary “living space” to build a Thousand-Year Reich.71 Now, 

the fatal hour had finally come as the German Army launched its operational invasion of 

Russia on June 22, 1941. One hundred and fifty-one divisions comprised of 3.8 million 

men—Finns, Romanians, Hungarians, Slovakians, and Italians, joining German and 

Austrian troops—advanced into Soviet territory in a three-pronged attack that stretched 

from the Arctic Sea in the north to the Black Sea in the south.72   
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During the initial planning stages of Operation Barbarossa, Hitler assumed that 

the Soviet regime would quickly collapse once the German Army destroyed Red Army 

forces stationed on Russia’s western borders. This required the German army to move 

quickly and deliver a decisive knockout blow before the Soviets could fully mobilize 

their reserves in manpower and war production. Army Group Center would deliver this 

decisive blow by acting as the main spearhead of the invasion and driving east directly to 

Moscow. Like its earlier campaigns, the German Army would once again rely on 

Blitzkrieg tactics, utilizing tank and supporting infantry divisions to quickly penetrate, 

surround, and destroy Soviet forces before they could withdraw or be reinforced.  

Hitler and his lieutenants were certain of victory and believed the war would be 

over in a matter of months, if not weeks. Six days before the invasion, Nazi propaganda 

minister Joseph Goebbels wrote in his diary, “The Führer estimates the campaign to last 

about four months; I estimate less. Bolshevism will fall like a deck of cards. We stand 

before a victory without parallel…. What we have fought against our whole life long, we 

will now destroy.”73 Certainly, the rapid advance of German ground forces during the 

initial stages of the invasion seemed to confirm this optimistic assessment. By July, the 

Wehrmacht had eviscerated the bulk of Soviet forces in the west and now advanced into 

the Russian interior toward Smolensk. 

Contrary to Hitler’s and Goebbels’ expectations, however, the Red Army and the 

Soviet regime did not collapse despite heavy losses and humiliating defeats. Fierce 
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resistance from Red Army soldiers on all fronts combined with the German Army’s 

growing logistical and supply problems indicated that victory would not come quickly or 

easily. Thus, the battle for Smolensk would be hard fought as Army Group Center 

confronted the Red Army’s Central, Reserve, and Briansk Fronts. In total, the battle 

pitted over 900,000 German soldiers, supported by 2,000 tanks, against 1.2 million Soviet 

soldiers, supported by as many as 500 tanks.74  

 Although the ensuing ten-week struggle for Smolensk Oblast resulted in another 

defeat for the Red Army, they were able to inflict heavy casualties on Army Group 

Center—the Germans suffered approximately 80,000 casualties—and significantly slow 

its advance toward Moscow. Russian forces under Zhukov even claimed a local victory 

against the Wehrmacht at the Yelnya salient—although this success could not be 

exploited due to a lack of armor and air support.75 Indeed, the savage fighting that took 

place in and around Smolensk demonstrated, according to Richard Overy, the strengths 

and weaknesses of Soviet forces: 

 

 Soldiers fought with an extraordinary ferocity and bravery. They inflicted 

casualties at a high rate…. When they ran out of bullets and shells…they fought 

with knives or bayonets. Horsemen charged with sabres drawn…. Soviet forces 

were also adept at concealment. Hiding in trees and undergrowth, in grassland or 

in swamp, infantrymen could maintain a chilling silence while the enemy 

marched past them entirely oblivious to their presence.76 
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Unfortunately, the Red Army still suffered from incompetent leadership, communication 

and supply problems, as well as a lack of aircraft which limited its ability to defend 

against the German onslaught.  

 Thus, despite fierce resistance from its garrisoned defenders, the city of Smolensk 

was eventually captured by the German 29th Motorized Division on July 16, 1941. 

Subsequent attempts to counterattack and retake the city resulted in some initial 

success—in a precursor to things to come at Stalingrad—Soviet forces were able to 

defeat the Germans in bitter house-to-house fighting amid the ruined city.77 However, the 

Soviet high command was eventually forced to withdraw and continue the fight in the 

surrounding countryside. Nazi Germany would maintain control of the city for the next 

two years, during which, they would implement a brutal occupation regime. 

OCCUPATION          

 Ultimately, governing Smolensk Oblast was not the German army’s primary 

concern. In fact, the occupation authorities were given very little guidance from Berlin on 

how to create a “New Order” amidst the destroyed towns and villages that the war had 

left behind. As Laurie Cohen writes: “What…Berlin specifically required from its 

peripheral outposts were…field reports covering (1) the registration of booty, especially 

firearms; (2) the arrest of partisans; (3) the ‘securing’ of Jews; (4) the mood and morale 

of the local population.”78 Thus, the Wehrmacht’s primary aim in occupying the western 
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border regions was not to govern, but to implement a systematic terror campaign 

designed to quickly eliminate any form of resistance from the local population. Jewish 

communities were targeted specifically by the German authorities and became the 

primary victims of mass arrest, execution, and genocide. 

 Soon after the city’s occupation, the German civil administration decreed that 

Smolensk’s Jewish population had to relocate to its northeastern corner. The area was 

then enclosed with barbed wire and guarded by German gendarmes and members of the 

local police. The Smolensk ghetto would hold more than 2,000 Jews, most of whom were 

crowded into small houses or cellars and left to die of either disease or starvation.79 

Eventually, the ghetto was liquidated and nearly all of its inhabitants killed on July 16, 

1942. According to one eye witness, the Germans used special vans to gas their victims: 

 

 It happened in the early hours of the night, while we were sleeping after a hard 

day’s work. Cars appeared and disappeared among the streets and houses…. A 

noise came from the street, screams of women, cries of children…. At 3 a.m. we 

heard at our door: “Get out! Get out fast! Take only your clothes.”… I saw a 

German gendarme with a number plate on his chest, and police with carbines. I 

felt something strike my back; it propelled me into the street…. There were three 

or four gas vans…. We saw women and children get into the gas vans. Our turn 

would soon be next…. Mom cried softly…. Suddenly she said to me: 

“Voloden’ka, my son, run, run, dear.”…I ran toward the potato fields and fell into 

a pit…and stayed there almost a whole day.80 

         

Jewish communities in the countryside also bore the worst of the occupation. Sparsely 

populated and largely isolated from witnesses, these villages were especially vulnerable 

to the violence and lawlessness of German occupying forces. As an intelligence officer in 
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Smolensk Oblast reported, “From the first day of their arrival, the Nazis have subjected 

the residents of Smolensk to unheard of humiliations and torments. In the town of 

Roslavl, German torturers committed an act of mass murder. Driving out the Jewish 

population of Roslavl, particularly the villages of Stodolishche and Khislavichi,…the 

villains shot over 280 families.”81 Mass shootings were also accompanied by mass 

burnings in which villagers would be herded into barns or wooden houses which would 

then be set on fire.82 

 As with other towns occupied by Nazi Germany, however, a sense of normalcy 

was sought by both the German occupiers and the Russian civilians. As Laurie Cohen 

explains, the German military “foresaw relinquishing their powers, theoretically, at least, 

to a newly installed civil administration, including a local police force.”83 As a result, 

several members of the local Russian intelligentsia were selected to govern the city under 

strict German supervision. A prominent lawyer, Boris Men’shagin, was selected as mayor 

and a number of academics from the Smolensk Pedagogical Institute were appointed as 

heads of major administrative and economic bodies. Criminals and political prisoners 

also found work in the occupation regime as policemen, journalists, and propagandists 

after the Germans overturned their prison sentences.84 Russian civilians, for the most 

part, tried to make the best of a difficult situation by conforming to the regime’s new 
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rules and regulations. Many were forced to resume their prewar positions on the railroad, 

in the factory, or on the collective farms in order to receive rations and avoid starvation.  

 Despite working under the Nazi’s, however, most civilians tried to stay indoors 

during the occupation and avoided direct contact with the occupation authorities 

whenever possible. This was undoubtably the safest course of action since civilians were 

often arrested for no reason at all. As one woman later testified, she did not leave her 

house for a year after a German soldier accused her of being a Jew.85 Another witness 

suggested that “this type of terror created a very heavy and tense atmosphere…in which 

no one was safe.”86 Thus, as we shall see, Russian civilians mostly lived their daily lives 

in a gray zone between collaboration and resistance in order to survive the harsh realities 

of German rule. 

RESISTANCE 

 The speed in which German forces occupied and annihilated local communities 

hindered the development of an organized partisan movement in Smolensk Oblast. 

Moreover, although western Russia’s terrain was rough and covered with swampland, it 

lacked the deep forests that partisan units in Belarus and the Baltics depended on to 

operate effectively. The few partisan units that did exist were mostly small detachments 

composed of Red Army soldiers who were unable to escape encirclement, Soviet 

appartchiki who had been left behind to operate against the Germans, and civilian 

volunteers who fled into neighboring villages to escape persecution. 
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 Life for partisans in the Smolensk countryside was dangerous and brutal. For 

many, survival often depended on having the right connections with the right people. 

Escaping from the Germans was one thing, but no one could survive for long without 

considerable assistance from underground Party organizations. Obviously, individuals 

who were Party members before the war were better equipped to make the transition into 

the underground partisan movement since other Party members were more willing to 

vouch for them and provide them with accommodations in nearby villages. Successfully 

joining the Smolensk resistance movement, however, required every individual to 

demonstrate a high level of adaptability and secrecy whereby subversive actions would 

be conducted under the guise of daily civilian routines. Military tactics would also 

become unconventional, consisting of bombing campaigns and frequent raids against 

enemy positions. The stakes for active resistance against the occupation regime were 

especially high as being captured meant almost certain death by either hanging or 

shooting.  

 During the early stages of Smolensk’s occupation, these small partisan groups 

could hardly be called an armed resistance in any real sense. An internal Party memo 

detailing the formation of a partisan unit codenamed “White” in a forest outside 

Smolensk emphasized severe shortages in manpower and equipment. According to the 

report, “only 23 people arrived at the mobilization point in Kurkuevka village, most of 

whom were Party and Soviet members….the soldiers in the detachment had rifles, 3-4 

grenades, two automatic rifles, a few pistols, and some guns that were taken from enemy 
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soldiers in battle.”87 G.S. Amirovim, a commissar of another partisan unit based near 

Smolensk, also described how his detachment was originally composed of only three 

people: “Feodor Kostrikov, Arkady Krendel. and myself. All we had were our personal 

weapons, except I had a revolver instead of a pistol.”88 Few in number, unorganized, and 

poorly equipped, they were largely incapable of engaging in any direct military actions 

against German forces. 

 Nevertheless, it’s clear from Party reports that Smolensk’s resistance fighters 

were useful for organizing and conducting subversive political work behind enemy lines. 

Since many of the region’s partisans had been active Party members before the war, they 

assumed leadership positions in underground Party organizations which coordinated 

resistance activities with Moscow, provided the Red Army with detailed intelligence 

reports, publicized German atrocities in occupied areas, and kept the local population 

informed of frontline developments. To accomplish these tasks, partisans blurred the line 

between civilian and soldier, resisting the Germans while living in close proximity to the 

civilian population. G.S. Amirovim described how “the chairman of the village council 

made us live on the collective farms [where we conducted our work], so I got a job at the 

‘New Life’ collective farm in the Elzhisky district. We stayed together in the barn where 

the grain and hay was stored, while abandoned weapons were kept in the forest.” 

 As a military force, partisans in Smolensk Oblast found some success on the 

battlefield. This was due in large part to their small numbers and high mobility as one 
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report noted: “Of all the tactics applied by the Smolensk partisans, the most…effective 

are various coordinated actions at different locations by small groups and squads, which 

suddenly appear in one place and cause tangible losses to the enemy, but also suddenly 

disappear and remain elusive.”89 Indeed, by operating outside the limits of Soviet 

authority, partisans in Smolensk province were flexible and independent, allowing for a 

highly adaptable fighting force whose members could accomplish tasks quickly and 

efficiently. Whereas Red Army commanders on the frontlines were offense oriented, 

partisans could quickly alter their tactics and targets to fit their current circumstances. As 

one internal Party memo noted about the partisan unit “Thirteen”: 

When withdrawing, the regiment’s maneuvers would always seek a more 

advantageous battlefield. In difficult moments, for example, when the regiment 

was in danger, they would seek cover in the forest and maneuver across the 

wooded-swampy terrain. Because of the terrain, all heavy weapons were hidden 

in the forest and only light weapons would be used against the enemy.90 

 

These unorthodox tactics allowed Smolensk’s partisans to overcome their supply and 

numerical limitations. A small group of well-armed and well-hidden partisans could 

inflict severe casualties on the enemy or severely delay troop and supply transports. 

Accordingly, they sabotaged local infrastructure throughout the region including bridges, 

factories, train tracks, and supply depots. In some instances they even engaged in direct 

combat with German forces by ambushing supply and troop convoys.91 However, 

casualty rates were extremely high and their efforts only had a limited impact on the 
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Wehrmacht’s day to day operations.92 Ultimately, Smolensk’s partisans would 

concentrate their efforts on self-defense, distributing propaganda, and gathering local 

intelligence for the Red Army. 

CONCLUSION 

Ultimately, Smolensk’s economic underdevelopment due to centuries of war as 

well as its lack of resources and dependence on a strong merchant class made the region 

an abnormality in the Party’s economic plans. Although they utilized class grievances 

against the Tsarist elites to create a base of support, this turned out to only be a temporary 

alliance between two enemy factions. The archival evidence suggests that the Party had 

little interest in industrializing a region where few industries existed or which could only 

promise a limited return of light industrial goods. Consequently, the Party elite saw little 

incentive to live up to its revolutionary promises in Smolensk province apart from 

providing the locals with basic municipal services and an adequate police force to reduce 

crime. If anything, the largely rural populace was seen by Lenin and Stalin as a 

fundamental impediment to their ambitious plans to build socialism and were gradually 

transformed into enemies. Stalin’s emphasis on solving the country’s economic problems 

through collectivization meant that rural and light industry economies like Smolensk 

would be sacrificed for the benefit of larger urban centers.   

Hence, pre-war Smolensk was a divided and chaotic society. Party leadership was 

not only inadequate on the local level, but Moscow’s central authorities contributed to a 
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divided community where relations between Party and non-Party residents were in 

constant turmoil. As we shall see, these divisions did not disappear after the Second 

World War but were enhanced due to poor postwar living conditions and a renewed 

emphasis on promoting ideological conformity.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 51 

Chapter 2:  Liberation and Retribution 

INTRODUCTION 

In the early fall of 1943, three German infantry companies set out from Smolensk 

to a small village near the town of Osipovichi in Gomel province. Composed of mostly 

young and inexperienced soldiers, the excursion proved a welcome change of pace to 

their usual duties of escorting and guarding prisoners. Equipped with machine guns and 

protected by a large convoy of armored cars and motorcycles, the detachment was tasked 

with liquidating partisan groups in the area by any means necessary. No partisans were 

found in the village, but as one German officer explained: “it was decided that the 

population of this village was to be eradicated and the village burned in order to 

intimidate the inhabitants of other villages.”93 Wasting little time, the inhabitants of the 

village were “all corralled into a large, thatched, barn and locked inside. Then the 

sergeant major of the fourth company…set fire to the barn. Many wanted to run, but the 

soldiers standing around the barn…opened fire from their cars and threw grenades. The 

barn, together with the people inside, burned.”94 

Similar atrocities like this would be repeated across the German occupation zone 

throughout the duration of the war. As a result, one of the Party’s first objectives, even 

before Smolensk was completely liberated, was to make a full account of Nazi wartime 

atrocities in the region. Indeed, the level of destruction that the Germans achieved in and 

around Smolensk was staggering. It is estimated that 135,000 Red Army soldiers and 
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civilians were killed, tens of thousands more were wounded, and over 90 percent of the 

city destroyed.95 The countryside, however, as the above testimony indicates, bore the 

brunt of the occupation, often the victim of German punitive expeditions in response to 

real and imagined partisan activities. Sparsely populated and largely isolated from 

witnesses, these villages were especially vulnerable to the violence and lawlessness of 

German occupying forces. To respond to these atrocities, local officials were under intense pressure 

to interrogate liberated communities, uncover war crimes, assign blame, and punish war criminals as well 

as collaborators.  

Moscow created the Extraordinary State Commission (Chrezvychainaia 

gosudarstvennaia komissiia, ChGK) in November 1942 with the express purpose of 

achieving these goals by interrogating local witnesses of wartime atrocities, German 

prisoners of war, collaborators, and suspected war criminals.96 The commission was 

under the direct supervision of local representatives of the secret police (NKVD and 

NKGB, in 1946 renamed into MVD and MGB) and the testimony gathered would 

provide the Soviet regime with the necessary evidence to prosecute “enemies of Soviet 

power” and the “servants of the Germans” in formerly occupied areas of the Soviet 

Union. The Extraordinary State Commission, therefore, was portrayed as a crucial 

instrument of the Soviet justice system and represented the return of law and order to 

liberated areas after the war.  
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However, as other scholars have noted, the Extraordinary State Commission, 

particularly in the Smolensk region, could hardly be characterized as a legal entity or the 

testimony it gathered as legal evidence.97 At first glance, the testimonies gathered by the 

Smolensk secret police provide detailed accounts of the various wartime activities of 

several German war criminals and their collaborators. It covers topics ranging from the 

massacres of civilians and prisoners of war, the burning and looting of villages, to 

experimental medical procedures at Smolensk’s hospital. However, neither Party leaders nor 

members of the secret police were necessarily interested in the accuracy of these reports. The inherent 

pressure to punish war criminals and collaborators was such that members of the secret police routinely 

tortured prisoners to force confessions. As Franziska Exeler writes, “Confessions, in turn, were then 

considered sufficient proof of guilt. Any self-accusatory statements by the accused or 

statements regarding their motives made during the interrogations thus cannot be treated 

as reliable historical sources.”98 Likewise, witness testimonies gathered by local ChGK 

commissions in formerly occupied territory must also be treated with similar care and 

skepticism. In some cases, the Soviet authorities falsified reports to cover up their prewar 

crimes and errors. This was especially true of the Smolensk region where the Kremlin 

used fictitious ChGK reports to shift the blame for the Katyn massacre from the NKVD 

to the German military.99 
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Although these considerations do not completely discount the historical value of 

all witness testimony gathered by Smolensk’s ChGK commission—most eye witness 

testimony provided by individual villagers appear to be based in fact—they should 

prompt historians to question the context of these interrogations and interviews as well as 

their wider purpose within the context of the immediate postwar period. For the Soviet 

regime, the practical value of individual or collective testimonies was not based on their ability to provide 

an exact picture of wartime activities and crimes, but as a means of achieving three goals: (1) to produce 

useful supporting evidence for the regime’s official portrayal of the German invasion, (2) to test and 

fortify local loyalties to the Party, and (3) to quickly target and cleanse liberated areas of groups deemed 

“politically unreliable.”  

NAZI WAR CRIMES AND INTERROGATIONS 

Shortly after liberation, many German prisoners of war were immediately labeled as potential 

war criminals by Soviet authorities. In Smolensk, soldiers employed as prison camp guards or those who 

engaged in anti-partisan activities were a major focus of ChGK investigations. The testimony provided 

by these prisoners acted as both a personal confession and as a moral condemnation of German actions in 

occupied territory as a whole. The immediate confessions of guilt, self-condemnatory phrasing, and the 

detailed descriptions of wartime atrocities, suggest that ChGK interrogations were guided or forced by 

the interrogators to produce useful supporting narratives for the regime’s official portrayal of the German 

invasion as a war of extermination waged against the Slavic population.  

 The interrogations of William Weis and Harry Muller, two former German soldiers accused of 

shooting Soviet civilians shortly before Smolensk’s liberation, are prime examples of this general 
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approach toward interrogation.  The former prison guards were brought to Moscow for interrogation after 

their capture and not only confessed to their crimes, but described them in minute detail. During William 

Weis’ interrogation in December, 1945, for example, he openly admitted to participating in:  

the shooting of Soviet prisoners of war, I personally took part in and led the 

soldiers subordinated to me in lootings, beatings, and murders of peaceful Soviet 

citizens. As well as the burning of villages and apartments. I repeatedly took part 

in and organized expeditions against a peaceful population suspected of aiding the 

partisan movement. I plead guilty and that by participating in these punitive 

expeditions, I unjustly robbed the population for my personal interests.100 

 

Not only did he condemn his actions as morally reprehensible, but also stressed the 

extreme contrast between the sadistic violence of German soldiers and the natural 

innocence of peaceful Russian villagers. In this context, the destruction of villages and 

their inhabitants demonstrated for Soviet officials and the public, as Nathalie Moine 

writes, “that the Slavic rural population…was supposedly the principal target of a Nazi 

racial war against the Soviet Union described in speeches and in print ever since the 

beginning of the war, including in a speech by Stalin on November 6, 1941.”101  

 Weis and Muller’s testimony is also consistent with the regime’s characterization of the German 

invasion as an imperial conquest designed to appropriate Soviet Russia’s wealth. Weis, for example, 

described how he and his men “plundered the peasant’s possessions including food and other 

things. From the loot we prepared care packages to Germany, which usually contained 

the following items: blankets, pieces of gold, shawls, etc. In addition, I saw them 
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dragging off other things.”102 Muller, for his part, reinforced this image and suggested 

that looting was not only widespread, but accompanied with extreme acts of violence: 

Together with my comrades…we repeatedly stole from the villagers everything 

that was of value to us…. I must say also, to my great shame, that I do not mean 

robbing homes that were abandoned by residents, but also those in which people 

lived. In these cases, we broke into the homes and at gunpoint collected the 

needed items. If the residents resisted, I used my weapon.103 

 

Plundering Russia’s material wealth, moreover, went hand in hand with robbing Russia 

of its labor force through kidnapping and enslavement. According to Weis, anti-partisan 

expeditions were often utilized, not only as a means of intimidating rural communities, 

but as a means of finding and conscripting Russia’s working age population for service in 

Germany:  

Repeatedly units of our company were sent to the countryside to seek out the 

partisans hiding within the population. While we searched, it became the 

commandant’s job to catch and send the working-age population to Germany. 

Because there were a lot of cases of people escaping, we attributed this to the 

partisans. I participated in three separate operations to kidnap people. At the time, 

we would kidnap two people for every twenty we shot.104   

   

 This testimony, in turn, added weight to the regime’s presumption that German 

soldiers were morally depraved and that their actions in occupied territory represented a 

new degree of savage cruelty that was previously unheard of in wartime. Sadism and the 

absolute inhumanity of the invaders were frequently emphasized by German prisoners of 

war and Soviet propaganda. Another traditional component of atrocity-related 
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propaganda, the publication of diaries allegedly found on dead or captured enemy troops, 

was meant to confirm this feature of rank and file German soldiers: 

The 25th of August. We throw hand grenades into the houses. Houses quickly 

ignite. The fire spreads to the other huts. A beautiful picture! People cry, and we 

laugh at their tears. We have already burned 10 villages this way. The 29th of 

August. In one village we captured the first twelve dwellers who were passing by 

and drove them to the cemetery. We forced them to dig a wide and deep grave. 

There is not and there can’t be any mercy for the Slavs. Damned humanism is 

foreign to us.105 

 

 Indeed, as the interrogation records make clear, the German’s sadistic nature 

reached its pinnacle in Smolensk shortly before its liberation. Through torture and forced 

confessions, Soviet authorities discovered that some of the war’s most horrendous crimes 

were conducted at the local hospital by a group of well-respected German doctors. These 

included medical experiments, vivisections, and a massive blood-letting operation that 

allegedly stole blood from Russian civilians for the exclusive use of German officers. 

According to one member of the German medical staff, Rudolph Modisch, children were 

often the victims of these procedures and provided the following account: 

The blood of Russian children was required for German soldiers and officers. We 

took it on the pretext that the children needed treatment…. For example, in the 

fall of 1942, the Soviet air force launched a heavy raid on the train station. As a 

result, the hospital was sent a large number of wounded. The surgical ward took 

in a seriously wounded lieutenant who had lost a lot of blood. He required a blood 

transfusion. But his operation room didn’t have any blood. I quickly went to the 

laboratory, where a nine-year-old child had just been delivered and I took over 

800 cubic centimeters of his blood. The child lost consciousness and when I 

returned to the lab, I was told that the boy could not be sustained and he died.106 
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In addition, Modisch indicated that although the medical staff was aware that these 

procedures were killing the patients, none questioned the morality of their actions at the 

time, indicating that they “committed crimes under the influence of Nazi propaganda that 

Russian people were inferior. [We] believed that the Russians held nothing sacred, and 

that there was no reason to stop their extermination if it was beneficial to Germany. 

That’s why I perceived the conduct of experiments on Russian prisoners as normal 

activities.”107 As a result, the savagery of the Germans was portrayed in this interview, as 

it often was in other forms of Soviet propaganda, as a direct consequence of Nazi racial 

ideals that dehumanized the Slavic population. 

 Interestingly, the specific ethnic identities of the victims were rarely discussed 

during the interrogations and most German prisoners only referred to their victims as 

either Russians or Soviet citizens. The special case of Smolensk’s Jewish community as a 

specific target of Nazi war crimes was not mentioned.  Instead, the interrogation record 

merged the suffering of Jews and non-Jews into a collective suffering that was universal 

for Soviet society as a whole. Thus, the omission of the victim’s ethnic and religious 

identities by both the interrogators and the interrogated was in line with the regime’s 

general approach toward portraying the war as a primarily Soviet struggle against Nazi 

Germany which transcended ethnic and national identities. As Nathalie Moine writes, 

“Emphasizing the specific fate of the Jews was thus considered to be deliberately 

demoralizing the Soviet population and hence to be collaborating with the enemy. Mass 
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killings of Jews were sometimes mentioned, notably at Babi Yar, but this information 

was far from reflecting the real scale of the slaughter of the Jews.”108  

  The evidence gathered by the Extraordinary State Commission allowed the Party 

to achieve its overarching propagandistic goals in Smolensk. The confessions became key 

sources of propaganda for the regime and were shared widely with the public to fan local 

animosities toward the Germans. Excerpts from interrogations were not only printed daily 

in regional newspapers, but were also on display in communal areas throughout the city. 

As an October 3rd, 1943 decree from the Smolensk Municipal Committee declared: 

“Order the heads of the propaganda departments of the city and district committees to 

organize a systematic distribution of leaflets and wall newspapers in factories, 

institutions, Party offices, libraries, and theaters detailing atrocities committed by the 

German invaders.”109 These descriptions of wartime atrocities, in turn, galvanized a city-

wide visual campaign designed to “inspire a feeling of burning hatred for the enemy 

among workers and encourage them to work selflessly for the restoration of their native 

city.”110  

 The confessions also provided a pseudo-legal basis for prosecuting Nazi war 

criminals, which in turn, culminated in public show trials that condemned Nazi 

lawlessness and promoted the inherent value and impartiality of the Soviet justice system. 

To this end, a public trial began in Smolensk, in December, 1945 where William Weis, 
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Harry Muller, Rudolph Modisch and seven other low-ranking members of the German 

army faced war crimes charges. The trial also coincided with a number of other 

proceedings in the cities of Briansk, Leningrad, Velikie Luki, Riga, Minsk, Kiev, and 

Nikolayev. The timing of the trials coincided with the Nuremburg trials and were meant 

to mirror them on a smaller scale.111 Unlike the Nuremburg trials, however, which relied 

on a large collection of reliable legal evidence, these smaller trials were treated more as 

public spectacles and relied almost exclusively on the personal confessions of the 

accused. In Smolensk, the trial was highly ritualized with each atrocity described in 

minute detail and then furiously condemned by the prosecution. As S.K. Kaznacheyev, 

one of the lead prosecutors of the Smolensk war crime trial, thundered: “the criminal 

activities of the defendants clearly demonstrated the beastly and cannibalistic face of the 

German army, which was not an army in a generally accepted sense, but rather a large 

criminal gang.”112 

 Like the show trails of the 1930s, the pseudo-legal pretext of the war crime trials 

was merely a formality as the guilt of the accused was already widely assumed by both 

the authorities and the general public. This sentiment was conveyed by a decree signed 

by the Presidium of the Soviet Union on April 19, 1943 stipulating public execution or 

heavy prison sentences for Axis personnel and their accomplices found guilty of crimes 

against civilians and POWs.113 Similarly, newspapers and radio broadcasts were used to 
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publicize the proceedings and stir up local animosity toward the Germans. The 

defendants were referred to “in derogatory terms such as ‘thugs,’ ‘bandits,’ ‘degenerates,’ 

‘cannibals,’ and ‘perverts.’ The media emphasized the involvement of tens of thousands 

of Germans in atrocities and demanded that all ‘fascist criminals [be sent] to the gallows’ 

as the ‘just and only punishment’ for crimes committed.”114 

 Predictably, all the accused tried in Smolensk were quickly found guilty and 

sentenced to either death by hanging or twenty years in a labor camp.  Rudolph 

Modisch’s death sentence, for example, was handed down to him in a brief statement by 

a SMERSH representative:  

it has been proved that German doctor Rudolf Modisch….As auxiliary 

doctor of military hospital 551 in Smolensk from September, 1941 to 

August, 1943, was involved in the extermination of captured wounded 

soldiers and officers of the Red Army. He killed no less than 23 Russian 

POWs by injecting them with large doses of strong acting cardiac drugs. 

Rudolph Modisch, as the defendant in the present criminal case…is to be 

hanged.115 

 

A death sentence would be carried out immediately after it was read to the defendant at 

the gallows in the town square. These were public events and hundreds of people often 

gathered to watch the gruesome ritual unfold. As the April 19, 1943 Presidium decree 

stipulated, “The corpses were ‘to be left on the gallows for several days so that everyone 

will be aware that [harsh] punishment will befall anyone who inflicts torture and carnage 

on the civilian population….’"116 Indeed, the bodies of William Weis, Harry Muller, and 
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Rudolph Modisch were left to rot for over a week before they were cut down and buried 

in unmarked graves. 

 The trial and executions sent a very clear and effective message to those who 

witnessed them: Soviet power had returned to the region and would eradicate any anti-

Soviet elements suspected of committing “atrocities” or “evil deeds” during the 

occupation period. This not only included German prisoners of war, but also Soviet 

citizens suspected of collaboration with the enemy, a term which the Soviet regime often 

applied to anyone who lived or worked in occupied territory during the war. However, in 

contrast to the prosecution of German war criminals, finding and punishing collaborators 

proved to be a much more difficult and nuanced task for Soviet authorities. 

THE GRAY SCALE: BETWEEN COLLABORATION AND RESISTANCE 

The first phase of reintroducing Soviet authority to Smolensk was a prolonged 

and often violent campaign to “cleanse the region of German-Fascist spies, secret service 

members, oppositionists, provocateurs, deserters, and other enemies of the people.”117 

The extreme language of this proclamation not only inspired a ruthless campaign against 

counter-revolutionary individuals and groups (e.g. bandits, and criminal gangs) but also 

produced a secondary campaign that led Party officials to probe the wartime loyalties of 

the general population through direct interrogations.  

 Those who stayed in Smolensk during the occupation faced a particularly difficult situation in the 

immediate aftermath of the war. Not only were most people on the verge of starvation and living in 
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extremely poor conditions, but their wartime activities were now a central question in the eyes of Soviet 

officials. Indeed, the survivors were now under extreme pressure to prove their loyalty to the Party as well 

as distance themselves from their German occupiers. This was not only a de facto reality of 

liberation, but was directly supported by the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet in a secret 

decree that declared as traitors—independent of actual circumstances—all Soviet citizens 

living in Nazi Germany or in German occupied territories.118 As a result, the local 

population’s initial interactions with the Extraordinary State Commission served three 

primary purposes: (1) to report atrocities committed by the German army, (2) to record 

property loses and damage, (3) to provide a detailed account of their wartime activities 

and proclaim their loyalty to the party-state. The later proved to be especially important 

as these factors often determined one’s social status within the postwar community as 

well as one’s relationship with local Soviet authorities.  

Despite the Presidium’s decree, however, there was a definite hierarchy of which 

groups the secret police targeted in the immediate postwar period as potential enemies 

and collaborators. In the eyes of the Soviet regime, the most conspicuous servants of the 

Germans were Russians who served in German police detachments or as government 

officials during the occupation period. According to authoritative estimates, 

approximately one percent of the sixty million Soviet citizens living under German rule 

served in these administrative capacities.119 Applying this estimate to the 20,000-30,000 
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Smolensk residents who did not flee or were not evacuated before the occupation, one 

arrives at a number of 200-300 locals who collaborated directly with the Nazi regime 

during the war. Local officials were under strict orders to find and prosecute these 

individuals who committed, in the words of leading Soviet legalists, “the gravest and 

most heinous wartime offense.”120 

 Indeed, local officials needed little encouragement and began rounding up 

suspects as soon as Red Army forces entered Smolensk. However, local officials tasked 

with apprehending collaborators were soon confronted with a problem. Most of the actual 

collaborators fled with the German army when it withdrew. In early 1943, Heinrich 

Himmler ordered the Wehrmacht to take with them from the occupied territories 

“collaborating” Soviets because, “we owe these people who have helped us our 

protection.”121 Thus, there was little chance for the secret police to capture and prosecute 

these individuals in the immediate aftermath of the war. Although most suspected traitors 

were tried and convicted in absentia, it would take several years before the guilty were 

repatriated to the Soviet Union and served out their sentences. 

 With few collaborators to arrest, the local police force was confronted with 

individuals whose wartime actions could not be readily classified as either active 

collaboration or active resistance. This situation was confused further by the vague 

parameters that defined treason and collaboration under Soviet law. In the penal code, 

treason was defined as “acts committed by citizens of the Soviet Union to the detriment 
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of the military might of the Soviet Union, to the independence of her state or the integrity 

of her territory.”122  What these acts encompassed, however, was not explained in detail 

and with limited supervision from the Kremlin, it was often left to the secret police to 

determine what actions were considered treasonous. As a result, the decision to target or 

arrest someone as a potential collaborator was often made on an ad hoc basis with little 

consideration given to extenuating circumstances.  

 Indeed, many of those who were targeted were usually individuals who had 

already been accused of treason by their neighbors. Party documents from various 

districts in Smolensk province, for example, indicate that family members of individuals 

who worked for the occupation regime were especially vulnerable to accusation, abuse, 

and arrest. According to excerpts from one report detailing these abuses: 

 In Koshevichsky village, in the Ponizovsky district, the wife of a former 

policeman, Shevalkova, arrived. The Chairman of the village council, Girenkov, a 

member of the Communist Party and an invalid of the Great Patriotic War, called 

her to the village council and seized all her possessions. Girenkov explained to the 

woman that when her husband…was a police officer, he took away his family and 

all their possessions.  

 

In April, in Kadomi village, Ponizovsky district, E.D. Golubeva returned, her son 

worked as a police officer during the occupation period and shot a local woman 

named Lazerenkova, children who joined partisan detachments, and seriously 

wounded a partisan woman named Ivanova. No one from the collective wanted to 

let Golubeva’s family into their apartment. At the following town meeting, the 

collective made the decision to ask the authorities to have her arrested. 

 

On April 20th, 1945 in Cheshki village, in the same region, the wife of a police 

officer named Ulashenkova returned who had voluntarily fled with the Germans. 

A local resident named Tsvetkova, a former partisan, entered her apartment and 

stole a pair of boots.123 
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Members of the secret police were reluctant to curb these abuses and often encouraged 

them despite protests from both the local population and the central authorities. Even 

civilians who were allegedly kidnapped by the Wehrmacht and enslaved in German 

factories during the war found little sympathy for their plight as one woman’s letter 

describes: “My niece returned from Germany, she was taken there by force by the 

Germans in 1942. The other day, a local policeman asked her to leave immediately. To 

this fiend, she replied, ‘that it would be better to hang than to be separated from me.’ The 

local policeman replied: ‘To hell with you.’” Thus, terms like “treason” and 

“collaboration” were applied rather broadly to the liberated population and included a 

significant number of people who neither actively supported nor resisted the German 

occupation. Mere association with the Germans, whether directly or indirectly, was 

enough to be condemned in the eyes of both the public and the state. 

 Predictably, individuals who lived under German occupation were eager to dispel 

any lingering questions about their wartime activities as well as their postwar loyalties to 

the state. The Extraordinary State Commission’s interrogations allowed Smolensk 

residents to achieve these goals by providing a platform for individuals to craft narratives 

that emphasized the regime’s renewed authority, distanced their personal involvement 

with the German regime, and fit the unspoken rules and expectations for discussing the 

Great Patriotic War in formerly occupied areas.    

Most of those interrogated provided detailed accounts of their daily activities in 

occupied territory, often stressing the fact that they too were victimized by the Germans. 



 67 

Indeed, most argued that they had little choice to live and work in occupied Smolensk 

because they feared German retaliation if they refused. To reaffirm their loyalty to the Party and 

their Soviet identities, entire villages sometimes sent reports describing German atrocities in morally 

charged terms: condemning the evil atrocities of the occupiers in comparison to the righteous might of the 

liberators. As one report described: 

We the undersigned residents of Velizha village…report the following:  

On June 13th, 1941 the German invaders captured the village of Velizha where, 

from the first day, they began by demonstrating the rigidity of their orders. 

 

They first attacked the monument of Lenin and the bust of Stalin, our great 

leaders and generals, they disfigured and destroyed them. Gallows were set up in 

the park at the center of the city…. Every three to four days, new victims would 

appear. The gallows was never empty, there were always six to seven people 

hanging there. 

 

In addition to the gallows in the city, daily shootings were carried out that killed 

the best people of our country. No full account of the number of our people killed 

by the Nazi’s bloody hands can be completed. May the Red Army take revenge 

on the Nazi villains for their atrocities and crimes.124  

 

This moralistic tone would come to characterize the majority of individual and communal 

descriptions of the war in the immediate postwar period. Events were often described in 

extreme terms with a major emphasis placed on the horrific cruelty of the occupiers and 

the natural innocence of their victims. As one woman told the commission: 

 In the early spring of 1942, near Ryadovka farm, a large party of war prisoners 

together with members of the local police arrived at the ravine located about 100 

meters from my house. The prisoners were then ordered to start digging a large 

pit.  

 

 The people who were delivered there were ordered to strip and then two German 

soldiers executed them. The executioners were a German soldier and officer who 

fired from their pistols into the back of their victim’s heads. 
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 After shooting the first group, the Germans continued systematically executing 

new groups of people for about four or five days. I was also a witness to these 

horrifying acts: before the police and gestapo shot people, they often tortured their 

victims, prying children from the arms of their mothers, bashing their noses in, 

throwing them on the ground, throwing them into the pit. Mothers fell 

unconscious and were pushed into the pit, then shot.125  

 

In addition to condemning the Germans, some witnesses used the interrogation as an 

opportunity to emphasize personal acts of resistance both major and minor. As another 

woman explained to the local commission, “I did not join the partisans, of course, 

because I felt I was too old to be of any use as a soldier. However, I always did make an 

effort to help them whenever I could. Some of them would come around every now and 

then looking for a few potatoes or some milk and I would give whatever I had.”126

 However, when some witnesses were asked about their personal activities in 

occupied territory, their testimonies would become deliberately vague. They usually 

avoided these questions and provided few specific details about where they worked and 

lived during the war. Preferring, instead, to distance themselves from personal 

interactions with occupying forces: 

Of course they were very interested. Not only about what I did and how I was, but 

about various other people, who I knew, or even who I didn’t know. They 

collected all this important information. But I said I was rarely in Smolensk, that I 

knew few people. They couldn’t get much particular information out of me about 

Smolensk. And…those…they were interested in were already gone.127 
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Whereas locals maintained a level of ambiguity when talking about themselves, this was 

hardly the case when they talked about other suspected people. Few hesitated to accuse at 

least one of their neighbors, co-workers, or bosses of actively supporting the Germans. 

Like the Great Terror, these anonymous accusations were often made, as Cohen writes, 

“for opportunistic reasons denouncing potential foes or promoting themselves as the 

schema of Soviet privileges shifted, producing new winners and losers.”128 One man, for 

example, when asked if he knew of any traitors or anti-revolutionary elements, listed ten 

Russian collaborators, including his next-door neighbor and a woman he believed had 

falsely accused him of collaboration.129 

 Ultimately, these interrogations proved to be extremely useful for both Smolensk 

residents and local officials amid the chaos of the immediate postwar period. For 

civilians, it allowed individuals and communities to reestablish normal relations with the 

Party by condemning the Germans and reaffirming their future commitment to Soviet 

rule. In this sense, everyday people attempted to purify themselves in the eyes of the 

regime by justifying or hiding their actions during occupation. For local officials, 

particularly the secret police, the interrogations formed the basis of an information 

gathering campaign designed to catalogue the surviving population. By the time the 

commission had finished, the post-occupation civilian population was registered with the 

Party and intelligence services by name, address, date of birth, and nationality as well as 

profession before the invasion, during the occupation, and at the time of the interrogation. 
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In addition to cataloging the population, the interrogations and interviews also allowed 

the regime to organize a city-wide witch hunt for socially unreliable groups accused of 

collaboration.   

PURGING THE EDUCATION SYSTEM 

In Smolensk, teachers were particularly vulnerable to accusations of 

collaboration after the war. Most of Smolensk’s teaching staff remained in the 

region during the occupation and often taught in German-run schools.  As one 

report emphasized:  

A significant portion of teachers/around 70%/lived in occupied territory and many 

of them worked in the established German schools. Many of these teachers 

worked actively with the enemy and are therefore politically unreliable. These 

individuals should be cleansed….During the war, we sometimes had to tolerate 

people like these working in our schools, but now…it’s time to cleanse our ranks 

of teachers who are not politically trustworthy.130 

 

In addition, many were accused of promoting German reeducation campaigns by 

distributing Nazi propaganda or working from German-sponsored textbooks. One 

young woman, for example, told her interrogators that, “her headmaster, Mikhail 

A. Zarudin, had no qualms about passing out and discussing Fascist literature with 

students during class.”131 German language teachers were especially vulnerable to 

these accusations and public denunciations against them usually coincided with 

local efforts to destroy “German-Fascist literature”. 
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 The questionable loyalties of the city’s teachers prompted the Smolensk 

municipal committee to require thorough background checks for all teaching staff. In 

addition, Party and Komsomol members were tasked with organizing a mandatory 

reeducation program that included “twice weekly seminars… for teachers at the city’s 

schools.…covering the military, political, and international situation of the USSR, the 

history of our motherland, study of Comrade Stalin’s books…, [and] explanations of 

Party…policies adopted during the Great Patriotic War.” Despite these efforts, however, 

the regime’s suspicions grew and culminated in a general purge of the education system 

through mass arrests. 

 These efforts by local officials to cleanse Smolensk’s school system of any 

lingering fascist influences were accompanied by public demonstrations of support by 

city residents, including public condemnations of the accused from students, parents, and 

co-workers. As one report described, “On May 1st, 1945 at the middle school in Vyazma, 

the teachers held a family night and informed those teachers returning from 

Germany…that they were not welcomed by loudly chanting: ‘We will not have German 

traitors. We will not have German prostitutes.”132 Those lucky enough not to be arrested, 

were usually demoted and placed under the direct supervision of a teacher or principal 

who either served in the Red Army or possessed impeccable Party credentials.133  

The questionable loyalties of the city’s teachers prompted Party officials to not 

only purge the school system, but to build new political schools for the “the ideological 
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and political education of young communists with low levels of social and political 

literacy.”134 By 1947, there were 544 political schools in the province with a curriculum 

that concentrated on teaching students about Party decisions, Marxist theory, and current 

events.135 These schools were designed to help replenish the city’s factories and 

institutions with cadres that were both politically literate and dedicated to the regime. 

Given the important role that political schools would play in reshaping the 

ideological orientation of the city, the Smolensk regional committee and district 

committees were heavily invested in their success. Despite extreme postwar shortages in 

food and consumer goods, the Propaganda Department of the Regional Committee 

“printed and sent out to each district: training programs, recommended books, school 

supplies, and 25,000 brochures entitled ‘Social and state construction in the USSR’…For 

rural political schools, 6,000 exercise books were manufactured and sent out to 

communal areas.”136 These investments, however, failed to pay off and political schools 

remained widely unpopular in Smolensk, especially in rural areas where school 

curriculums remained largely unchanged. 

Despite frequent supervision from district committee propagandists, local political 

schools suffered from the very problem they were designed to fix, a severely understaffed 

and unqualified faculty. As one local Party member complained: 

The recruitment of teaching cadres is also disappointing. The majority of these 

individuals do not have any special pedagogical training. There are a number of 

political schools in the province where the number of teachers with a higher 
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education is extremely low. For example, at the Kasplyansky political school, 

there is only one teacher with a higher education degree.137 

 

Thus, Party officials could cleanse and reform the education system to suit their 

ideological goals, but these political schools suffered from the same weaknesses that 

characterized all of Smolensk’s major institutions in the early postwar years. This general 

lack of man power, let alone qualified workers, would continue to negatively affect 

formerly occupied areas for decades after the war’s end.  

 Indeed, the Party’s desperate need for man power is what ultimately forced the 

regime to gradually alter its strategy regarding suspected collaborators in formerly 

occupied areas. Initially, the NKVD was given wide-ranging powers to arrest and execute 

collaborators. Moscow, however, became alarmed by their tendency to execute anyone 

living or employed in occupied territory regardless of their skills or circumstances. Thus, 

Kremlin officials attempted to provide stricter legal guidelines for retribution against 

collaborators. An April 19, 1943 decree by the Supreme Soviet of the USSR 

distinguished between traitors and accomplices. Traitors, or those guilty of murder and 

mistreatment of Soviet civilians, would be executed immediately. Accomplices to these 

crimes, on the other hand, would be sentenced to between 15 to 20 years of hard labor.138          

 The decree was reinforced by a Supreme Court decision issued in November, 

1943, which made two groups immune to criminal charges: Soviet citizens who had 

“been employed in administrative positions” under the Germans but who had supported 
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partisans or who had committed sabotage, and minor employees of the administration 

including teachers, engineers or agricultural specialists, as long as they had not 

committed any crimes.139 

 Consequently, while many teachers and other specialists were accused and 

arrested, only a small minority were actually sentenced. In fact, as living conditions in 

Smolensk continued to deteriorate after the war, local officials were hard pressed to 

quickly restore the city’s school system in part to control and supervise the growing 

number of homeless children in the region. A report to the Central Committee estimated 

that “In Smolensk province there are 15,000 children orphans whose parents died during 

the Great Patriotic War.”140 However, city officials had little space and few resources to 

provide them with proper care or education as one commission concluded: 

It should also be brought to your attention that the [children’s] reception center 

has, so far, received no funds or allowances…. Now the children sleep on the bare 

floor since the children’s home has no mattresses, sheets, or blankets. They don’t 

even have shoes, clothes, or underwear. 

 

Children come naked and barefoot to the children’s home and the lack of supplies 

makes it impossible to send these children to daycares during the winter.141 

 

Thus, the Smolensk Oblast Committee reinstated many of the region’s teachers by the 

late 40s and early 50s. In a significant shift from Stalin’s prewar purges, the harsh reality 

of Smolensk’s postwar environment—including extreme shortages in specialized labor—
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led officials to sometimes overlook an individual’s political and ideological 

qualifications. 

CONCLUSION 

Ultimately, the postwar purge of suspected war criminals and collaborators in 

Smolensk was in accordance with the Party’s overarching political and ideological goals. 

Show trials, interrogations, and executions were ritualized spectacles that were largely 

designed to affirm the regime’s renewed authority in liberated areas and provide concrete 

evidence for its portrayal of the war. In these efforts—particularly in relation to the 

prosecution of war criminals—Smolensk authorities were fairly successful and were able 

to reestablish the Party’s dominant position in the public sphere. However, the Party 

encountered significant obstacles when it attempted to cleanse collaborators and 

“politically unreliable” elements form the city. This is because most of the locals who 

collaborated directly with the Nazi occupation regime fled Smolensk when the 

Wehrmacht withdrew. As a result, local NKVD agents began targeting  individuals 

whose wartime actions could not be readily classified as either active collaboration or 

active resistance. 

Indeed, terms like “treason” and “collaboration” were applied rather broadly to 

the liberated population by the local police and resulted in a number of general purges—

particularly in the city’s education system. Hundreds of teachers were not only arrested, 

but new political schools were built to improve the political literacy of a new generation 

of young communists. However, as this chapter has shown, these efforts were largely 
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unsuccessful and although many teachers were arrested few were actually sentenced to 

prison terms. The harsh realities of Smolensk’s postwar environment eventually forced 

local officials to reinstated many of the region’s teachers by the late 40s and early 50s. 

The regime’s approach to Smolensk’s civilian population after liberation suggests 

that the Party was  primarily concerned with projecting its power and  eliminating all 

traces of the Nazi occupation regime. Since local officials were under extreme pressure to 

accomplish these tasks, they ultimately targeted both the innocent and the guilty in their 

purges. Fortunately, in contrast to the prewar purges, the Kremlin took steps to limit its 

scope by reinterpreting the law to distinguish between those who committed war crimes 

and those who lived and worked in Smolensk province during the occupation. It seems 

likely that the regime limited the scale of purges in part because it was in desperate need 

of educated and qualified individuals to facilitate the reconstruction process. The initial 

wave of arrests and interrogations, however, indicated to the survivors that their 

liberation would not bring an abrupt end to the chaos and fear they experienced under 

occupation. 
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Chapter 3:  A Deceptive Peace 

INTRODUCTION 

In the summer of 1945, a citywide celebration was organized in Smolensk to 

celebrate the return of their heroic soldiers. Local Party officials and cadres prepared for 

months in advance to ensure a proper welcome. Throngs of people crowded the train 

station and neighboring streets, a marching band played patriotic hymns, and red banners 

festooned the city with images of Lenin and Stalin. Images of decorated soldiers 

accepting bouquets from adoring women plastered the front pages of the local press for 

months. Obviously, the propagandistic value of these events was immense for the regime 

in the postwar period. It supported a specific mythos that Soviet authorities were eager to 

create amidst the ruins of the Great Patriotic War—namely that the Party welcomed 

demobilized veterans with open arms and actively supported their transition into civilian 

life. For many, however, the war’s end merely marked another stage of escalating 

uncertainty and crisis exacerbated in part by the regime’s systematic incompetence and 

paranoia.  

Officially, one of the Party’s major postwar objectives was to provide veterans 

with privileged access to housing, employment, education, and consumer goods. 

Propaganda organs made these intentions clear to frontline soldiers in speeches, lectures, 

and publications even before the demobilization process began.142 However, as 

demobilization was underway, veterans soon learned that these promises of postwar 
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privilege would remain unfulfilled. As before the war, local apparatchiks were largely 

indifferent to an individual’s wartime service and were not inclined to provide veterans 

with any kind of support. Even if Smolensk officials wanted to grant the demobilized 

with certain privileges, this proved impossible due to severe shortages in basic goods, 

mounting pressure from Moscow to reduce expenses, and efforts by Stalin to limit the 

power and influence of veteran groups in provincial areas. 

Smolensk’s demobilized veterans would endure great hardships on the Party’s 

behalf during reconstruction. The regime, for its part, believed that these sacrifices were 

necessary for the rebuilding of the country, thus subjecting the demobilized population to 

the same pressures and obligations that they experienced during the late war. Postwar 

hostility toward veterans—particularly the disabled—ensured that repression became the 

regime’s primary weapon for keeping the social and economic stains of demobilization in 

check. Tens of thousands of veterans would ultimately be interrogated and imprisoned 

since their military service carried them outside Soviet borders and exposed them to the 

corrupting influences of the capitalist West. For these men, a return home would remain 

out of reach for years to come.   

As other scholars have noted, some demobilized veterans did experience a new 

level of social mobility due to the overwhelming number of cadres and specialists needed 

to replenish the Party’s decimated ranks.143 Certainly, veterans who possessed a higher 

education or specialized in construction or mechanical engineering were assigned 
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leadership positions in the city or on the collective farm. This was especially true in the 

Smolensk region where a large portion of the prewar Party membership was killed as a 

result of the war. Nevertheless, even in these instances, veterans who became Party 

members were expected to forget their identities as soldiers as well as their wartime 

experiences. 

Ultimately, the picture that emerges from the Smolensk archives concerning the 

Party’s relationship with returning veterans is mixed. Some reports portrayed 

demobilization as a largely positive process in line with postwar propaganda, while 

others suggested that demobilization produced widespread social and economic 

problems. As this chapter will show, the later characterization is probably more accurate 

since veterans were not immune from the same shortages and calamities that affected 

their civilian counterparts.  

The postwar myth of a straightforward demobilization process for Red Army 

soldiers is also at odds with Russia’s past. As Russia’s prewar history demonstrates, 

Tsarist and Soviet authorities frequently struggled with the social and economic pressures 

that demobilization unleashed in the wake of World War I and the Russian Civil War.144 

The growth of revolutionary sentiments in Russia’s western borderlands during World 

War I, as previously mentioned, was due to a growing number of soldiers and refugees 

that not only strained already scarce resources, but introduced a volatile political element 

into the region’s taverns and marketplaces. Additionally, the Party’s victory in the Civil 
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War, was also jeopardized by anti-Soviet sentiments in the armed forces which ultimately 

resulted in the Kronstadt Rebellion.145 It stands to reason that Party officials encountered 

many of these same problems and generally viewed demobilization after the Second 

World War as a potentially volatile process that greatly enhanced local economic and 

social problems. 

POSTWAR ILLUSIONS 

In the wake of victory, millions of Red Army soldiers eagerly anticipated their 

return home. For years, these men and women dreamed of life after the war and now it 

seemed certain that peace would bring relief from wartime hardships. They strongly 

believed that victory would bring substantial cultural, political, and economic reforms. 

Culturally, Soviet society would become less repressive and more open with its western 

allies.  “When the war is over,” a Soviet writer remarked in 1944, “life in Russia will 

become more pleasant. […] There will be much coming and going, with a lot of contacts 

with the West. Everybody will be allowed to read anything he likes. There will be 

exchanges of students, and foreign travel will be made easy.”146 Economically, veterans 

pushed for a general relaxation of wartime controls and a reinstatement of NEP 

policies—particularly a reduction in agricultural quotas and the privatization of collective 

farmland.147 Above all, veterans believed they would play a more active role in shaping 
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postwar political policies by assuming leadership positions in Party organs, factories, and 

collective farms.148 

The Party leadership seemed to give credence to these sentiments in its postwar 

speeches and lectures. In a 1946 speech in Moscow, for example, Stalin proclaimed that, 

“special attention will be devoted to the expansion of the production of consumers' 

goods, to raising the standard of living of the working people by steadily reducing the 

prices of all commodities, and to the extensive organization of scientific research 

institutes of every kind capable of giving the fullest scope to our scientific forces.”149 

Stalin also frequently mentioned the Party’s “past mistakes” during the war, which 

observers interpreted as a clear signal that new reforms would be implemented in the near 

future. 

Red Army soldiers could also take comfort in the regime’s prewar policies which 

generally sought to improve living standards for recruits and their families  In 1936, for 

example, the Presidium of the Western Oblast executive committee ordered:  

all chairmen of raion executive committees and city Soviets to check on the status 

of soldiers’ complaints, to establish special registers for such complaints and to 

establish a procedure whereby members of the raion executive committees, city 

soviets, raion soviets, chairmen of village soviets and kolkhozes, and leaders of 

trade unions and other economic organizations systematically interest themselves 

in the life of the families of soldiers.150 
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Soldiers, therefore, largely expected the Party to continue acting as a support system for 

Red Army veterans after the war and to assist with their transition from wartime to 

peacetime. Unfortunately for the majority of soldiers stationed in Germany and Eastern 

Europe, the road home would be much more complicated than they expected.  

Although most frontline soldiers expected immediate demobilization once 

Germany surrendered, it soon became apparent that this would not be the case.  Certainly, 

there was still a lot of work to do in the war’s aftermath: millions of displaced refugees 

and POWs had to be housed and fed, economies had to be rebuilt, and new pro-Soviet 

governments had to be established. Since the Red Army was the only force that could 

carry out these tasks, Moscow was reluctant to grant a general demobilization. As a 

result, the bulk of front-line troops remained stationed in Eastern and Central Europe 

working as either unpaid manual laborers or administrators, thus significantly delaying 

their return to civilian life.151 

Apart from assisting in the reconstruction process, Stalin and his lieutenants also 

had an ulterior motive for keeping its soldiers in uniform.  Service in the Red Army 

inadvertently exposed millions of men and women to the severe economic disparities 

between Soviet Russia and Western Europe. Soldiers stationed in Germany, for example, 

came into contact with a vast array of  consumer goods and luxury items. They helped 

themselves to golden pocket watches, exquisite artwork, and a booming black market 

where even basic items could be exchanged for vast sums of cash. Food was also never in 
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short supply since Red Army troops took whatever they wanted from the countryside. 

Ultimately, Stalin’s greatest fear was that abundance in the West would fuel anti-Soviet 

sentiment among veterans once they returned home. Frontline soldiers, therefore, would 

be filtered through an intense screening process that included prolonged interrogations, 

political education courses, lectures, and reading groups that were meant—much like 

their civilian counterparts—to gauge loyalties and opinions before a demobilization order 

was granted.152  

As might be expected, not everyone would make it through the screening process. 

Partisans and captured soldiers, for example, were immediately suspected by the secret 

police after the war. Their service records were tainted because they operated in enemy 

territory outside of the regime’s supervision and control. Thus, large numbers of partisans 

and POWs were imprisoned in special labor camps as soon as they were liberated by 

Soviet forces—sometimes in the same concentration camps that the Nazis used.153 These 

arrests were not just isolated incidents, but directly supported by Stalin who, in May 

1945, ordered the construction of 149 new camps throughout Eastern and Central 

Europe.154 As Catherine Merridale explains, “Their purpose was to intern former Red 

Army soldiers who had been prisoners of war with the intention of filtering them, which 

meant looking for spies, fingering cowards, and assigning punishment to so-called 
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betrayers of the mother land.”155 For these unfortunate men, returning home immediately 

was impossible and remained an elusive goal until well after Stalin’s death in 1953. 

Stalin’s decision to delay demobilization was both a blessing and a curse for local 

Party organs in Smolensk. Party officials were becoming increasingly desperate for a 

fresh supply of specialists and laborers to assist in reconstruction. Indeed, the postwar 

situation in Russia’s borderlands would only continue to deteriorate as long as 

demobilization was delayed. It’s not surprising then, that Smolensk officials frequently 

pleaded with national Party organs to expediate the demobilization process or to at least 

provide the province with a few specialists to repair the local economy.156 At the same 

time, however, Party leaders also hesitated to support immediate demobilization since a 

large influx of returning veterans would only strain local food and housing stocks. 

Certainly, Smolensk Party organs were woefully unprepared to receive and care for the 

demobilized. There was no plan, for example, to ensure that these individuals received 

housing, employment, or even adequate rations once they returned home.157  

Ultimately, it was much easier for some people to leave the army than others and 

often depended on a person’s age and gender. The first general demobilization order was 

issued in late June 1945, but only applied to specific categories of men aged thirty or over 

as well as women who did not have important specialties. The Party assumed that these 

groups were the most eager to return home since they were the most likely to have 
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families. Moreover, from the regime’s perspective, these individuals were not well-suited 

for the demanding physical labor required for reconstruction in occupied areas. In 

practice, however, this demobilization order was not comprehensive, even among older 

soldiers, many of whom were forced to retain their postwar duties as long as they were 

physically fit.158  

For many frontline soldiers, however, the fight was far from over even after 

Germany’s surrender. In August 1945, the Soviet Union declared war on Japan and Red 

Army forces invaded Manchuria. This campaign was brief but brutal and resulted in 

hundreds of thousands of casualties on both sides.159 Stalin’s ultimate goal was to secure 

the Russian Far East and to earn a place at the bargaining table once Japan surrendered—

possibly occupying Hokkaido and dividing Japan into Soviet, British, and American 

occupation zones. The dropping of the atomic bombs, however, made the Soviet presence 

in Manchuria unnecessary and only served to further delay and complicate the 

demobilization process. For those soldiers trapped in Manchuria and Korea, the journey 

home would take significantly longer than their counterparts in the European theater.160        

Like so many other issues in the postwar Soviet context, demobilization was a 

way for the  regime to flex its power and authority over its subjects. Treating 

demobilization as a special privilege rather than an obligation that the Party owed to its 

soldiers, emphasized that the regime was in full control of the postwar environment. The 

                                                 
158 Catherine Merridale, Ivan’s War, p. 355. 
159 See: Alvin Coox, Nomonhon: Japan Against Russia, 1939-1985, (Stanford, 1985).  
160 David M. Glantz, "August Storm: The Soviet 1945 Strategic Offensive in Manchuria", Leavenworth 

Papers No. 7, Combat Studies Institute, 1983. 



 86 

demobilization process would be conducted in accordance with  the Party’s overarching 

political, economic, and ideological goals with little consideration given to the needs or 

desires of the average soldier. Predictably, a delayed general demobilization order only 

served to heighten tensions between the Party officials and Red Army veterans.  

THE RETURN 

The idealized image of the Red Army soldier that the regime promoted upon their 

return was a familiar one. The state had always depicted the Red Army soldier as the 

model Soviet man. Even before the war, a Red Army soldier was heroic, physically fit, 

disciplined, and  incorruptible. His epic struggle for utopia and progress against 

backwardness played in hundreds of movie theaters, his masculine figure was plastered 

on posters, banners, and newspapers.161 Military service had always been seen as was a 

transformative process that shaped raw recruits into ideal Soviet citizen. Fighting on the 

frontlines during World War II, therefore, infused these ideal virtues into millions of 

Soviet citizens. Unfortunately for these ideal specimens of Soviet manhood, this mythic 

image was one of the few consolations they received after their return from the frontlines. 

 Although initial waves of returning troops were greeted with fanfare and adoring 

crowds, this was not the case for the majority of frontline soldiers who were stationed in 

Central and Eastern Europe and only returned to Smolensk after a general demobilization 

order was issued. The only reception these men and women received was processing 

through a bureaucratic wall of red tape and regulations. Ultimately, there was not much 
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more that Smolensk officials could offer them. Even when compared to prewar living 

standards, there was almost nothing left for veterans to rebuild their normal lives with. 

The local economy was in shambles and presented few employment opportunities beyond 

forced labor duties in the city or the countryside, housing and financial support for 

veterans was almost nonexistent, and even their families were on the brink of 

disintegration due to postwar hardships and state policies.  

By January 1946, nearly forty-four thousand soldiers had been demobilized to the 

Smolensk region. Of these, thirty-two thousand found jobs in agriculture with only a few 

claiming top leadership spots on collective farms.162 For these individuals, the postwar 

situation was especially difficult since the region’s agricultural sector was on the verge of 

collapse. The productivity of Smolensk’s collective farms had declined significantly 

since pervasive losses in housing and manpower left most smaller villages and towns in 

ruin. Smolensk Party records, for example, clearly indicate that local collective farms 

continued to suffer from a lack of supplies. A memorandum from the Smolensk Central 

Committee, for example, compiled a long list of allocations that remained unfulfilled by 

the state: 

106 tractors were allocated but only 40 were received, the vast majority of these 

were faulty.  

 

State farms do not have the required repair facilities such as tractor workshops 

and equipment. 

 

The highlighted material has also not been received: Of 20 tractor plows 

requested, only 8 have been delivered. Of 10 mowers, none have been received.  
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The state farms have also not received these construction materials: Of 5 tons of 

nails, only 2 tons have been received. Of 2,500 square kilometers of glass, only 

150 square kilometers have been received.163   

 

Unfortunately, the supply of manpower was also severely affected by wartime losses and 

profound demographic shifts. Farm work that was previously done by men, for example, 

was now performed almost entirely by women. “I was left with three sons,” a widow told 

the Belorussian writer Svetlana Alexiyevich. “They were small boys, too young to look 

after each other. I carried sheaves of corn on my back and wood from the forest, potatoes 

and hay…I pulled the plough myself and the harrow, too. In every other hut or so there 

was a widow or a soldier’s wife. We were left without men. Without horses—they were 

taken for the army, too.”164 Predictably, large numbers of veterans who returned to their 

collective farms responded to the harsh postwar environment by fleeing the countryside 

for work in the city, thus contributing inadvertently to deeper declines in agricultural 

production.165    

The situation was hardly any better for those in the city. Although jobs were 

technically available for demobilized veterans, they hardly lived up to their expectations. 

Instead of assuming upper-management positions in newly rebuilt factories, they were 

once again forced to join labor battalions and perform backbreaking physical labor to 

rebuild the ruined cityscape. Later interviews with these individuals seem to indicate that 

most endured these conditions because they saw reconstruction as a patriotic duty:  
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I came to Smolensk in November 1943 [and] saw the ruins and wanted to flee. 

But then But then I reconsidered. What would happen if everyone arriving in 

Smolensk tried to leave? Who would do the necessary work to rebuild the city? I 

decided to stay, and I moved in with a relative across the Dnieper…. Fifteen years 

later, the city was more beautiful than ever.166 

 

Other interviewees also suggested that the general mood in Smolensk was 

overwhelmingly positive since the war was now over.  “My whole generation, with the 

exception of just a few, experienced the difficulties,” remembered V.P. Serikov. “But our 

spirits didn’t fall. The chief thing was that the war was be1hind us. There was the joy of 

work, of victory, a spirit of competition.”167 However, a closer examination of 

contemporary records suggests that returning veterans were not so content about their 

working conditions. One report, for example, observed that “the majority of workers and 

white collar employees are not provided with shoes.”168 Another report noted the growth 

of anti-Soviet sentiments among demobilized veterans and one instance in the 

Zadneprovsky district were notes were distributed with the following message: “if the 

workers of the depot are not provided with clothing and shoes, then they shall not 

work.”169 

Unlike their counterparts in the United States and Great Britain, Red Army 

veterans could not rely on the state to provide them with adequate housing or financial 

support. Some attempts were made by Smolensk Party officials to reserve housing units 

for veterans in the war’s immediate aftermath: 
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In October and November, SmolGES renovated 4 apartments belonging to the 

bereaved families of servicemen killed in action: Comrade Novikov (housewife), 

Comrade Nikolaev (SmolGES employee), Comrade Bogdonov (head mechanic), 

Comrade Rodnom (employee of SmolGES). 8 apartments were given to families 

of demobilized army servicemen.170 

 

Another report from the Stalinsky district also found that rates of homelessness among 

veterans were relatively low. Of the 511 demobilized Red Army servicemen in the 

district, 400 had access to housing.171 These reports, however, most likely underestimated 

homelessness rates among veterans in an effort to mask the region’s mounting social 

problems. A subsequent investigation in 1946, for example, found that “225 families of 

servicemen, invalids of the Great Patriotic War, and demobilized soldiers were living in 

temporary facilities which are not quite suitable for housing.”172 Thus, although many of 

these individuals technically had access to housing, poor living arrangements made long-

term habitation of these spaces impossible.   

Officially, veterans of the Great Patriotic War were entitled to some form of 

financial assistance after demobilization. In Smolensk, for example, the Central 

Committee reported that 4,300 families of active military personnel, including 1,220 war 

invalids and 3,333 demobilized soldiers…were to receive financial aid or improved food 

supplies of some kind.”173 Unfortunately, this promised support was slow to arrive and 
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never fully materialized for most veterans and their families. It’s likely that these funds 

were either embezzled or used for other reconstruction projects. 

Among the most profound changes that veterans encountered upon their return 

was the instability of the postwar Soviet family. Many veterans returned to broken 

families or to no families at all. This was particularly true in Smolensk and other formerly 

occupied areas where civilian casualties were extremely high in both in the city and the 

countryside. As one former partisan recounted in a letter to local authorities, “my wife 

and two children were hanged by the Germans. I have nothing left to return to now.”174  

Even for veterans lucky enough to return to their spouses and children, stable and 

lasting relationships were not a guarantee. Young women who stayed in occupied 

territory, for example, were often accused of having extramarital affairs with German 

soldiers and their husbands would use these rumors, whether they were true or not, as 

justification for divorce. Captain I.M. Sukach wrote: 

during the German occupation…my wife got married to a German militia man in 

order to avoid labor deportation to Germany. She lived with him for a while, that 

is, until the arrival of the Red Army. Then he was killed, and she was left alone. I 

learned about this directly from her in the letters she wrote to me. She asks me to 

accept her again. But because I was at the front for the whole time, and she got 

married to a German lackey, I decided to break off all ties with her. . . Please 

explain to me what I need to do so that my official documents do not include my 

wife, who got married to a German lackey.175  

 

Surprisingly, even women who returned from service in the Red Army also suffered from 

accusations of sexual promiscuity after their demobilization. After the war, demobilized 
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women often felt compelled to hide the fact that they had served in the army and did not 

wear medals because the reputation of female soldiers as a group was tainted. In the 

1980s Nina V. Il'inskaia, who served in the war as a nurse, lamented:  

A man returns and he's a hero. A [potential] bridegroom! But if a girl returns, then 

she is immediately looked upon askance (kosoi vzgliad) as if to say, "We know 

what you did there. . ." And the whole family wonders, "Why marry her?," To be 

honest, we covered it up and didn't want to say that we had been at the front. We 

wanted to become normal girls again.176 

  

Ultimately, many marriages could not survive the strains of war and demobilization. 

Hardened by the battlefield or the horrors of German occupation, it’s not surprising that 

Red Army veterans and their spouses found it difficult to reconnect on an emotional 

level. 

Postwar marriages were further destabilized by a 1944 family law which sought to 

encourage population growth and repair the gender gap. Oddly enough, the state sought 

to achieve these goals by simultaneously preserving and undermining marriage as an 

institution. The 1944 family law, on one hand, made it much more difficult for 

individuals to get a divorce by setting up a series of legal and financial barriers to 

discourage divorce proceedings. Unlike the prewar system, in which  divorces were 

simply recorded by the Registrar’s Offices at the request of one partner, the new legal 

framework required spouses to take the following steps before a petition for divorce 

could even be considered: 

(a) Presentation to the People’s Court of a notice of the desire to dissolve the 

marriage, indicating the motives for the dissolution,…. Upon presentation of the 

notice for the dissolution of the marriage, 100 rubles is payable. 
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(b) The husband or wife to be summoned into court to become acquainted with the 

divorce statement of the wife or the husband, and for the preliminary 

establishment of the motives of the divorce, and also for the establishment of 

witnesses to be summoned to court for examination. 

 

(c) Publication in the local newspaper of the notice on the brining of a court action 

for dissolution of marriage, the cost of publishing the notice to be borne by the 

husband or the wife who gives notice of dissolution of marriage.177 

 

Obviously, the financial burdens alone prevented a significant portion of the postwar 

population from filing for divorce even if both parties wanted to separate. Many veterans, 

therefore, found themselves trapped in loveless marriages which were impossible to 

formally dissolve after the war.      

However, the 1944 law also stated that legal family relationships no longer 

existed except on the basis of a registered marriage or of common descent from an 

unmarried mother.178 For the first time, fatherhood outside wedlock created neither rights 

nor obligations. In essence, this law restored to Soviet society the distinction between 

children born in and out of wedlock that had been abolished with the first Soviet Family 

Code of 1918.179 As a result, men returning from the front were basically given free rein 

to father as many illegitimate children as possible. Of course, this policy had devastating 

implications for Soviet women; most of whom required financial support from their 

partners to care for their children. Although the law claimed that the state would provide 
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women with financial support, this promise once again failed to materialize due to 

widespread corruption and graft. Ultimately, Party leaders implemented these policies 

because they believed that reducing divorce rates and freeing men from their legal 

responsibilities as fathers would incentivize rapid population growth and repair wartime 

losses. Soviet Russia, however, would never see a postwar baby boom like in the West 

which suggests that these laws only  served to strain relationships between demobilized 

veterans and their spouses.   

BROKEN PEOPLE 

Heroic soldiers returning to their homeland made for great headlines in the Soviet 

press, but there was another darker aspect of the demobilization process that the regime 

preferred to keep hidden. There were no photos or articles about them, but their presence 

was ubiquitous throughout postwar Russia—the invalids of the Great Patriotic War. 

Contemporary accounts of the wounded paint a dreary picture of men and women 

struggling to survive amidst the harsh realities of peacetime: “Some men came back from 

the front without arms or legs;…. The veterans pinned their decorations before going to 

beg at the street corners. They could be seen in the  markets where they were trying to 

sell their medals, or old coats, in short, everything they had managed to bring back from 

the war.”180 These texts depict veterans as severely mutilated, reduced to begging on 
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street corners to stay afloat. Although the Soviet government chose to ignore their plight, 

the wounded remained a painful and familiar reminder of the price of victory.   

 Ultimately, caring for the wounded was an expense that the Soviet government 

could not afford. As a result, the regime tried whenever possible to reduce the number of 

veterans that qualified for government assistance. According to a 1945 decree, only 

veterans who were unable to work and required constant care would receive a monthly 

pension. Thus, a wounded man who could still work was not technically a war invalid 

and could not claim any state aid.181  

In 1948, approximately 29,000 (or 1.9 percent) of the 1,521,000 war invalids of 

Soviet Russia qualified for government assistance.182 These individuals received a state 

pension based on their prewar incomes with the highest pensions reserved for skilled 

workers and the lowest pensions reserved for peasants and unskilled workers. These 

pensions, however, were meager and were not enough to cover basic living expenses 

during peacetime.  Even the highest disability pensions at 400 rubles a month were 

significantly lower than the average wage of a factory worker who received 650 rubles a 

month.183  

The situation was particularly bad in regions outside of Russia’s major urban 

centers. In Smolensk, most wounded veterans had worked as unskilled agricultural 

laborers before the war and were only given pensions ranging from 120 to 200 rubles a 
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month.184 In order to survive, most were forced to seek additional financial aid either 

through their families, pawning their possessions, or begging. Eventually, the Party 

would come to rely on the families of wounded veterans to provide the necessary housing 

and care that they could not.  

For wounded soldiers who lost their families or homes during the war, there were 

few alternatives but to live in a veteran hospital. Unfortunately, these institutions were 

often overcrowded and understaffed which meant that adequate care could not be 

administered. This is not only apparent in the testimony of veterans themselves, but was 

frequently mentioned in health and sanitation reports. "Dirt, insults, theft - we only see 

that, that's our education. There is no worse existence. . . The disabled do not have a say. 

Around them are only rascals and thieves."185     

According to official estimates, only 281 hospices offered a total of 41,709 beds 

for the entire RSFSR.186 In a 1946 memorandum to the Council of Ministers of the 

USSR, Miterev, then Minister of Health, described life in these hospitals as "poorly 

organized and terribly primitive ",  the situation in many instances was made worse 

because these buildings were not expanded after the war.187 As one doctor explained: 

I work as a surgeon in the hospital of the region. The mutilated and seriously 

wounded who had no where to go and whose relatives did not want to take charge 

were sent to several different cities. There were not enough hospitals, no new 

ones were built yet, so they stayed in the hospitals…. The blind, paralytics,…. 

You know we had no sheets, no blankets,…and sometimes not enough to eat.188 
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Predictably, the financial burden that these hospitals placed on the government 

once again incentivized officials to try and reduce the number of patients. The most 

common method was to provide veterans with basic vocational training so they could 

work again and be ineligible for state assistance.  As a result, the Ministry of Health 

ordered for special boarding houses to be established to assist in the rehabilitation 

process. Invalids who were moved to these dormitories attended vocational training 

courses and received another medical examination that indicated that the patient was 

employable despite their handicap.  As might be expected, this approach forced many of 

the severely wounded from local hospitals with no employment prospects or support 

system.189 

Unfortunately, Smolensk officials were largely apathetic to the plight of the 

wounded and viewed begging and vagrancy as pervasive social problems that needed to 

be liquidated. Smolensk MGB agents, of course, were tasked with monitoring and 

arresting these unproductive burdens of society. Tragically, most would be sent to the far 

corners of Northern Russia and would die in exile shortly thereafter.190 

JOINING THE PARTY 

Given the harsh realities of life in postwar Smolensk, it’s rather surprising that so 

many veterans chose to join the Party after demobilization. Indeed, this was the case 

throughout the Soviet Union as millions of Red Army soldiers flocked to revitalize the 
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Party’s decimated ranks.  From 1941 to 1945, an estimated 8,400,000 party members and 

candidates were recruited, of these 6,380,000 or 79.6 percent were from the armed 

forces.191 These recruitment drives were extraordinary in their scope and scale especially, 

as Cynthia Kaplan notes, “when it is compared to recruitment during the period from 

1936 to 1940, when 3,276,318 members and candidates were admitted.”192 Certainly, 

high losses at the front meant that Party authorities had to initiate massive recruitment 

drives in every region of the Soviet Union. Smolensk’s party cadres, were hit particularly 

hard by wartime losses and were in desperate need to replenish their ranks with highly 

qualified individuals. Thus, an estimated 36.7 percent of the region’s new Party members 

and candidates were demobilized soldiers.193 

The demand for new Party members was especially high in Smolensk Oblast 

since most officials who stayed in the region during the occupation were expelled after 

liberation. Not only were most expelled, but many were even interrogated and sent to 

penal battalions during the war. Of the thirty-four cases presented to the Smolensk 

Gorkom between January and April 1944, for example, only three were readmitted to the 

Party. Twelve were expelled, three of whom were sent to penal battalions. Reasons for 

denial included having had a German identification card, having worked for the Germans, 

not having joined the partisans, and having exhibited so-called passive (i.e. nonresistant) 

behavior, such as not distributing partisan flyers or not reading Maliutka.  
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Why did so many veterans choose to join the Party despite their growing 

disillusionment with its postwar policies? Patriotism, of course, cannot be discounted as a 

crucial motivating factor for many demobilized veterans who viewed Party membership 

as an expression of their sense of duty to the Motherland.  It also seems likely, however, 

that veterans joined as a way to escape the hardships of postwar life.  A leadership 

position at a factory or collective farm, for example, could provide unfettered access to 

scarce food supplies and other consumer products. Moreover, low wages could be easily  

subsidized through bribes or selling goods on the black market. 

 It should be noted that this shift in Party demographics produced some positive 

effects for the region. Recruitment of demobilized soldiers, for example: 

led to a younger, better educated Party membership…. Indeed, two-thirds of the 

entire Party was younger than thirty-five years old in 1946. Thus, as a result of 

wartime losses and the Party’s recruitment practices, the number of Communists 

with higher, secondary, and incomplete secondary education grew from 39.8 

percent to 57.4 percent. Not less than one-third of all persons who had completed 

institutions of higher education were Party members.194  

 

This was particularly true in formerly occupied areas like Smolensk where new qualified 

cadres were brought in from other regions to assist with the reconstruction process. As a 

result, Smolensk’s postwar Party members were generally better educated than the 

national average.195 For the Smolensk Party leadership these improvements in education 

levels and specialization were welcome changes that could potentially  improve labor 

productivity and policy implementation throughout the province. Despite these 
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improvements, however, local cadres would still struggle to solve Smolensk’s economic 

and social problems. Most veterans who received Party appointments had no prior 

experience as either politicians or bureaucrats. This inexperience, as we shall see, made it 

difficult for Party cadres to effectively implement Moscow’s postwar agenda.   

 As Red Army veterans filled the Party’s ranks, however, Stalin and his lieutenants 

adopted a more hostile stance toward the military. Indeed, the end of the war marked an 

important turning point whereby the Party’s upper echelons laid claim to Russia’s 

triumph over Nazi Germany. This power play, of course, was very much in line with the 

regime’s wider efforts to rebuild and strengthen its postwar authority. On the day the war 

ended, for example, an article in Pravda praised Stalin and the Party as those primarily 

responsible for the victory: “It [the victory] was organized by our invincible Bolshevik 

Party, the party of Lenin and Stalin, it was led by our great Stalin…. Long live our great 

Stalinist victory!”196 This interpretation was reinforced on June 25th at a reception in the 

Kremlin honoring the participants of the victory parade in which Stalin made a toast: 

to the health of the people of modest rank and obscure station. To the people who 

may be considered the screws in the great machine of state, without whom we, the 

marshals and commanders of the front armies, to put it crudely, are not worth a 

farthing. These are the people who sustain us, as a foundation supports a 

summit.197 

As Elena Zubkova explains, “Stalin…revised his former thesis on the union of leader and 

people, sketching their relationship as one of summit and base, thereby necessarily 

diminishing the status of the later from that of ‘great people’ to people as screws—
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cogs—in a machine.”198 Thus, Stalin and his lieutenants began a coordinated effort in the 

closing days of the war to weaken the Red Army’s growing popularity and influence in 

Soviet society.  

As the prewar purges of the Red Army demonstrated, Stalin had always been 

deeply concerned about the possibility of a Bonaparte figure challenging his position as 

supreme leader. After the war, his gaze settled on Georgy Zhukov as the most likely 

threat and moved quickly to unseat him. On April 10th 1946, Zhukov was stripped of his 

position as Commander in Chief of Soviet Ground Forces after being rebuked by 

members of the Main Military Council for his suspected political unreliability and 

hostility toward the Central Committee. Zhukov was subsequently demoted and sent into 

exile first as commander of the Odessa military district and then later as commander of 

the Urals military district in 1948.199 The humiliation, demotion, and exile of prominent 

wartime generals, in turn, sent a clear message to the public that Stalin and the Party’s 

upper echelons still held firmly to the reins of power.  

Stalin’s paranoia, however, was not confined to the Red Army’s chief of staff, but 

gradually permeated the lower ranks as well.  By 1948, public commemorations of the 

war were prohibited  As Catherine Merridale writes, “There were still attempts to 

commemorate the dead, and commissions that worked to clean up and arrange clusters of 
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military graves, but veterans of a reflective turn of mind could well have wondered if 

their state did not prefer dead heroes to the living kind.”200  

This sentiment was especially true for Smolensk’s ethnic minorities who served in 

the Red Army. Although local propaganda organs published accounts of heroic Jewish 

partisans and soldiers during the war and shortly after liberation, they were soon 

forgotten along with those who died in the Smolensk ghetto. Certainly, the regime’s 

efforts to Sovietize the Great Patriotic War were most evident in its approach to postwar 

memorials. Soviet authorities obstructed any efforts by Jewish veterans to memorialize 

their fallen comrades as well as Holocaust victims. A few unofficial markers were placed 

at grave sites, but Soviet officials: “demolished [these], erased Jewish names, replaced 

the six-pointed Star of David with the five-pointed star of the Soviet state, banned public 

memorial prayers de facto, although no formal prohibition was issued.”201 Any mention 

of Jews in relation to the Great Patriotic War as either victims or as soldiers were 

likewise banned in fiction, popular literature, or in academic and reference works.202   

CONCLUSION 

All soldiers dream of home during times of war. They long for stability amidst the 

twisted wreckage of the battlefield. Demobilized veterans returning to their homes in 

Smolensk, therefore, largely expected to resume normal lives after they took off their 

uniforms and discarded their rifles. Unfortunately, this was a dream that would never 
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become a reality. Ultimately, postwar life would simply be another stage of crisis, 

hardship, and uncertainty. Many of these hardships, of course, were the product of the 

late war, but the Party’s postwar policies certainly made the situation for demobilized 

veterans much worse. 

 These illusions were already partially shattered even before they reached home. 

Despite the Red Army’s triumph over Nazi Germany, most soldiers were not allowed to 

go home until they fulfilled their new obligations to the state which amounted to either 

reconstruction work or administrative tasks designed to expand Soviet power in its newly 

conquered territories. Consequently, demobilization became a privilege that Party 

officials used to not only assert their power over the armed forces, but also as a means of 

ensuring the ideological reliability of their soldiers.  

 As the initial wave of demobilized soldiers reached Smolensk in the summer of 

1945, Soviet officials and propaganda organs promoted an idealized image of a society 

revitalized and strengthened by the supreme test of war. Returnees were greeted as heroes 

and given warm welcomes as soon as they stepped off the train. The crowds, fireworks, 

and marching bands, however, hid the cruel reality that awaited most veterans. 

Ultimately, the regime’s promises of rapid economic growth, improved living conditions, 

and greater amounts of consumer goods were all lies. If anything, the damage from the 

war as well as the state’s misguided policies only magnified the hardships that defined 

the prewar period.  

The region’s rural and industrial economic sectors were in ruins and offered few 

job prospects beyond forced manual labor. The countryside, where the majority of 
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Smolensk’s veterans returned, suffered from demographic shifts, population decay, and a 

lack of mechanization which led, in turn, to further declines in productivity. The situation 

was hardly any better in the city where food and housing remained in short supply and 

any financial aid offered to veterans was quickly squandered by corrupt officials. These 

economic strains, moreover, also coincided with severe social strains that destabilized 

family relationships after the war. These strains were both the product of the war’s lasting 

psychological effects as well as Party policies that sought to both preserve and undermine 

marriage as an institution.         

 Perhaps the most shocking reality for Smolensk’s veterans was how the Party 

treated those who sacrificed their bodies in defense of the Motherland. Ultimately, the 

state had no interest in providing the wounded with any kind of financial support and 

only did so as a last resort. The support that was offered in terms of financial support and 

housing was completely insufficient to provide these individuals with adequate care. 

Instead of focusing postwar resources on expanding and improving hospice care, the state 

decided to reduce the number of patients by throwing them out on the streets where most 

were forced to beg for alms. Unfortunately, the state was largely unsympathetic to the 

plight of wounded veterans and where eventually ordered to clean up the streets in 1948 

resulting in the arrest and exile of Russia’s war invalids.  

 Returning veterans soon learned that military service, far from earing them the 

Party’s respect, only made them more vulnerable to Stalin’s paranoia. He not only feared 

the rise of a new Bonaparte, but seemed reluctant to share the glory of victory with 

anyone who wasn’t already dead. As a result, the postwar period was characterized by 
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contradictory trends whereby veterans were becoming more prominent in the lower Party 

ranks, but also forced to relinquish their identities as soldiers and forget their wartime 

experiences all together. 

As a result, the picture that emerges of Smolensk’s demobilized veterans is a 

gloomy one and serves as a broader reflection of the social and economic hardships that 

Red Army soldiers experienced after the fighting ended. The archival evidence clearly 

shows that these postwar experiences did not strengthen Soviet society, but further 

destabilized the Party’s relationship with its veterans.  Ultimately, the regime offered 

their soldiers nothing more than medals and heroic myths as compensation for their 

sacrifices. 
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Chapter 4: Relearning Bolshevism, Propaganda and Ideological Education in 

Postwar Smolensk 

INTRODUCTION 

A thick blanket of cold mist covered Smolensk on a late autumn afternoon in 

1943. It was getting colder and the locals were busy hoarding supplies for the coming 

winter. They knew their situation was desperate—housing was in short supply and many 

were forced to take refuge in bombed out ruins or dilapidated huts on the outskirts of 

town. The black market was a hive of activity as thousands searched for firewood, petrol, 

hay, or anything else that could be burned. Although the city’s bakeries and dining halls 

were in operation, food of any kind was still in high demand, with potatoes, bread, and 

meat at the top of everyone’s shopping lists. Indeed, the city bore the ugly scars of a 

brutal occupation and the survivors—mostly comprised of old men and young women—

were struggling to keep their community alive. As one American observer wrote:  

 The Kremlin wall is fairly intact, but in the town itself there are only some sixty-

four buildings now whole, out of nearly eight thousand. The present population is 

about a sixth of the prewar figure and they were occupied in getting the [railway] 

station in order or getting on with their own business of fixing up shelter to live 

in…. We noticed that the market place was doing thriving business, but couldn’t 

see what was changing hands, other than huge logs of wood…. There didn’t seem 

to be very many kids around the town, but those I saw were sliding on the ice, 

playing with the snow, just as they do in Moscow. I guess by now they’re used to 

living in a destroyed town, but it looked pretty depressing to me…just the shells 

of former houses…surrounded with a pink and grey fortification wall…. It will be 

a terrific job rebuilding.203 
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 And yet, despite these horrific circumstances, optimism was initially universal 

among the survivors. “My whole generation, with the exception of just a few, 

experienced the difficulties,” remembered one construction worker V.P. Serikov. “But 

our spirits didn’t fall. The chief thing was that the war was behind us. There was the joy 

of work, of victory, a spirit of competition.”204 This was especially true of Smolensk 

residents, like V.M. Sorinoi, who suffered the horrors of Smolensk’s occupation and the 

joys of its liberation: “I cried from joy; I thought it was a dream. I ran around, spoke with 

the Red Army soldiers, stood in the road, and smiled at the Russian army, my neighbors, 

and loved ones. I was born again.”205 Certainly, the Soviet people were ready to work and 

live again amidst the crippling shortages that gripped the country. For most, these 

temporary hardships were a small price to pay for a bright future of peace, prosperity, and 

plenty. As the journalist, Tatiana Arkhangelskaia later remembered, “we believed that it 

would be that way and there would be plenty of everything…all one could wish. And we 

needed to think so in order to sing songs and make everything seem all right.”206    

 The population’s elevated mood did not go unnoticed by local intelligence 

officers tasked with observing public morale in Smolensk province. One report, dealing 

with the Zadneprovsky district, painted a generally positive picture of its inhabitants as 

they worked to restore the city’s housing and economic sectors: “Workers… are actively 

involved in the socialist competition for early fulfillment of production quotas and the 
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construction program competition particularly in regards to housing stock. The overall 

political mood of the masses is good.”207 Similar observations were also made in reports 

from the Stalinskoi District Committee which suggested that, “despite the fact that the 

working people in our district are facing an extremely difficult housing shortage, the 

overall political attitude of the masses is very good. This is confirmed by the fact that the 

workers in the region take an active part in all activities held in the city.”208 Whether 

these observations were true or not, it wasn’t long before Smolensk party leaders tried to 

channel these energies toward rituals and mass gatherings to re-Sovietize the public 

sphere.  

 Concerned that the occupation had seriously damaged the regime’s reputation in 

Smolensk and other occupied areas, local officials wanted to reassert the Party’s 

dominance in public life. Workplace meetings, lectures, reading circles, and pre-election 

rituals became the primary means through which the regime tried to achieve this goal. 

However, as this chapter will attempt to show, this task proved to be extremely difficult 

amidst the harsh realities of peacetime.  

Although Smolensk’s residents participated in state-sponsored events, the city’s 

mobilization and reeducation campaigns were largely considered a failure in the eyes of 

local authorities. Three major factors contributed to this outcome: (1) a severe shortage of 

trained Party and Komsomol personnel in the region, (2) the public’s general ignorance 

or indifference to political topics, and (3) the Party’s inability to ameliorate postwar 
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living conditions and material shortages. Indeed, propaganda and reeducation campaigns 

in the immediate postwar period often suffered from poor political timing. In provincial 

areas like Smolensk, the war’s impact forced locals to prioritize food and shelter over 

political and ideological issues; any attempts by Party officials to shift this focus was met 

with widespread indifference or even hostility. Public discussions about state policies 

proved especially derisive in the face of declining living standards. Elections with only 

one candidate were often a source of public ridicule. Poorly trained propagandists and 

agitators, in turn, were hardly qualified to lead these mass propaganda campaigns. 

LIBERATION AND AGITPROP 

Among the many practical challenges that Smolensk Party leaders confronted in 

the wake of liberation (e.g. the establishment of basic sanitation and health services, the 

reconstruction of the local economy, and the rebuilding of the town’s housing stock), one 

of the most serious and potentially destabilizing, from the regime’s perspective, was the 

pervasiveness of anti-Soviet agitation among the liberated population. An intelligence 

officer reported troubling signs of social unrest in the city: “hostile elements are 

becoming more active. For example, in the locomotive depot there was a drawing of a 

swastika and an anonymous letter that said: ‘if the workers of the depot are not provided 

with clothing and shoes, then they shall not work.’”209 The authorities responded to 

reports like these by restoring the foundations of its propaganda machine in the region: its 

extensive network of agitators and propagandists.  
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 Appointed by local party committees, agitators were initially tasked with 

providing liberated communities with more accurate and pro-Soviet reports about 

reconstruction plans, international events, and developments on the frontline.210 

Smolensk’s agitprop department, therefore, acted as a vital source of news for the 

survivors in the wake of liberation. Their duties included distributing newspapers, 

leaflets, and “reading daily reports from the Soviet Informbiuro [and] short official news 

releases about the situation at the front, which were broadcast from Moscow and printed 

on the first page of all Soviet newspapers.”211 These readings and distributions would 

take place at factories and construction sites throughout the city during a lunchbreak or 

after a shift was completed. The campaign, in turn, attempted to discredit some of the 

more outlandish rumors circulating in the city, but rumors and misinformation still 

persisted in rural areas where agitprop’s presence was not as widespread. This is evident 

in the kinds of questions that villagers would later ask Party representatives at collective 

farm meetings. They were curious to know, for example, if an American invasion from 

Alaska was likely or whether the Soviet Union had discovered the secrets of nuclear 

power.212 

 It soon became apparent, however, that it was not enough for agitprop cadres to 

simply recite and distribute the news. Reading newspaper headlines and simplified 

reports, according to internal Party memos, failed to truly inspire and mobilize the local 
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population because they lacked a deeper analysis of postwar events. As the Smolensk 

Oblast Deputy Director of Propaganda, D. Krasilnikov, remarked about one provincial 

newspaper: 

It is, of course, not enough to provide only information about the course of 

construction, notes, listing the names of the builders, their work, fulfillments of 

work deadlines, and the number of houses built. No! This is not enough. And this 

newspaper “Commune” continues to limit its coverage to this kind of information. 

It opted for the easiest way to check the facts. The only interesting thing is that 

you read the same thing everywhere: “the members of a collective farm already 

built three homes”, “One home has already been built at the Krasny Karpov 

collective farm”, etc. […].              

 

 Of course, the newspaper should be a source of information, but it should not be 

the basis of every article. A newspaper must make conclusions based on the facts. 

The facts must also extend a message to the reader. Even in the smallest article, it 

is necessary for people to see a broader picture. 

 

 Why, for example, did the newspaper not indicate that the first completed house 

was built on top of a village burned by the Germans, or the new opportunities 

afforded to people moving from shacks and huts into new homes, or how the 

work brigades organized construction? These events are invaluable as propaganda 

pieces, but are routinely ignored by department cadres.213 

 

Moreover, news reports also lacked crucial educational and participatory elements that 

limited their propagandistic value in the eyes of the authorities. Would a citizen in fact 

read the paper and, if so, would he or she grasp the main points of the party line? Guided 

discussion and feedback was necessary, therefore, to ensure that Smolensk’s population 

was properly informed. Party leaders, in turn, ordered propagandists and agitators in all 

districts to play a more active role in educating workers along party lines by organizing 

public meetings at every factory, construction site, and collective farm.214                         
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  In theory, workplace meetings provided a convenient venue for Party 

representatives to engage directly with the public by informing workers about Party 

decisions, mobilizing popular support, and answering questions about pressing economic 

and social problems facing the community. Ideally, these interactions were meant to be 

highly ritualized in which officials would make speeches on a topic and those attending 

would make personal declarations in response. Participants would use the gatherings to 

express their renewed loyalties to the Soviet regime as well as thanksgiving for Stalin’s 

wise leadership. As one woman at a city meeting for improving living conditions for 

women proclaimed:  

The Presidium’s new decree provides Soviet mothers with care, love, assistance, 

and attention. In response to this, we should raise and educate strong patriots of 

the Soviet Motherland! It is a heavy burden to raise my children. I am very 

touched by the care extended to our mothers and our children by the state. This 

decree shows the power of our state.215 

 

In practice, however, most city meetings were ad hoc gatherings, thrown together at the 

last minute by inexperienced agitprop cadres. Meetings were not only poorly organized, 

but Party representatives possessed only a precursory understanding of the topics they 

were required to discuss.216 As a result, they often struggled to provide the public with 

satisfying explanations for some of the regime’s more controversial policies. This was 

particularly true regarding questions about rationing, food shortages, and poor living 

conditions. As a memorandum from the Stalinskoi District Committee indicated: 

“Difficult living conditions in the area have provoked justified demands and complaints 
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from groups of workers and employees concerning the poor quality of bread as well as 

the low quality of products. There are also complaints about the housing situation, 

especially among those living in mud huts and in other deplorable conditions.”217 The 

limited training and experience of Smolensk’s propaganda cadres, however, meant that 

their responses were sometimes poorly prepared or based entirely on rumor.218  

 Lack of control over what was said and done in these meetings sometimes led to 

bitter confrontations between Party and non-Party participants. There were several 

instances throughout the province, for example, where rituals were disregarded and 

participants harshly c0riticized their liberators. At another meeting discussing women’s 

issues at a collective farm, for example, one departmental report described: 

Unwholesome speeches from individuals at the “Rachevka” collective farm. They 

said: ‘The state requires us to give birth, but they show little concern for our 

children. Our children go without shoes and clothes. They don’t even have bread.’ 

The women at this meeting were once again told about the care that the state 

offers and the measures implemented in Smolensk to provide schoolchildren with 

shoes and clothing and that local conditions are not always caused by government 

policy.219 

 

Thus, postwar gatherings sometimes proved to be a double-edged sword for the regime. 

They had the potential to revitalize communal loyalties to the Party and mobilize popular 

support for reconstruction efforts, but they also acted as focal points for expressing 

popular discontent. In this way, many gatherings allowed for brief, but intense, 
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discussions about Party policy in Smolensk between government representatives and city 

residents. 

 In addition, the meetings also exposed the population’s general indifference 

toward the rituals and discussions that took place. Many audience members, instead of 

asking questions or commenting on the discussion topic, used the meetings to socialize 

with friends or take a break from work. As one observer remarked, “it seems that the 

meetings are attended, not because of their content, but because they provide workers 

with some time to chat and relax. Although there are certain formalities that are observed, 

the meetings seem more akin to a long smoke break or lunch hour.”220 Indeed, the reports 

seem to suggest that attendance at any state-sponsored function in provincial regions, 

particularly in the aftermath of liberation, was based largely on whether the participants 

got extra rations or not.221 Likewise, audience members were quick to leave if they had 

other pressing matters to attend to like procuring food or rebuilding their homes.222  

ELECTIONS TO THE SUPREME SOVIET 

Within a year of the Great Patriotic War’s end, Smolensk Party leaders began 

preparing for the first major political event of the postwar era—the February elections to 

the Supreme Soviet in 1946. This wasn’t just any election, but acted as a symbolic revival 

of Soviet power throughout the nation and local Party officials were determined to make 

it a success. Thus, the pre-election atmosphere in Smolensk was often a strange mixture 
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of desperation and celebration, as locals confronted the harsh realities of peacetime while 

their leaders celebrated the return of Soviet normalcy. 

 Although the people had no direct impact on the results, the elections to the 

Supreme Soviet, were no less important for the Party’s postwar revival from the regime’s 

perspective. This was because the electoral campaign provided one of the few platforms 

for the Party to discuss political and ideological issues with its citizens on a national 

scale. Whereas earlier workplace meetings were primarily concerned with informing 

liberated communities about reconstruction measures, the pre-election season acted as a 

national reeducation campaign, whereby non-Party members reaffirmed their support for 

the Soviet system and its ruling elite. Therefore, the results of the election were relatively 

unimportant when compared to what was said to the public during the campaign. Lessons 

covering Party policies, ideological issues, voting procedures, and the international 

situation were all designed to draw participants closer to the Party and reinforce, as Stalin 

declared, the “‘moral and political unity’ of Soviet society, the ‘indissoluble bond of 

communists and non-party people.’”223 

 From the Party’s perspective, the votes cast during the election provided concrete 

evidence that demonstrated, as Khrushchev wrote in January 1947, “our people’s 

unshakeable devotion to the socialist system, to the great and victorious ideas of Lenin 

and Stalin.”224 In this sense, the strict divides that existed between Party and non-Party 

members were meant to evaporate during the election season and produce a unified 
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collective body of Soviet people whose bonds, in theory, transcended national, political, 

class, and ethnic affiliations. Within this collective body, as Stalin wrote, “The important 

thing is that all are engaged in one common cause. That is why the bloc of Communists 

and non-Party people is a natural and vital thing.”225 Indeed, all participants would 

ultimately be united in their collective endorsement of Stalin’s postwar leadership 

through ritualized civic engagement.    

 In addition to voting in the elections to the Supreme Soviet, the authorities also 

sought additional proof of their citizens’ sincerity—working more productively, for 

example, out of enthusiasm for the electoral process was one benchmark that the Party 

used. Smolensk officials pointed to letters addressed directly to Stalin from their 

collective farmers and factory workers indicating how the electoral campaigns revitalized 

the local working population. As one letter from a group of Smolensk tractor and MTS 

operators reported enthusiastically: 

COMRADE JOESPH STALIN 

OUR DEAR LEADER AND TEACHER! 

 

 We, the participants of the first provincial meeting of Smolensk tractor and MTS 

operators, greet you, our own father and friend, who inspired and organized the 

victorious Soviet people, we offer you our heartfelt greetings and best wishes for 

health and strength for the benefit of our great Motherland! 

 

 We met at the provincial meeting to discuss the latest results of our work and to 

seek advice about the latest affairs. Inspired by your historic speech, delivered on 

February 9th in preparation for the upcoming elections to the Supreme Soviet, we 

are filled with new strength and boundless energy to work even better and more 

productively to further strengthen our great Motherland.226 
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The mobilization of Smolensk’s labor force as well as improvements in its productive 

capacity were, according to Smolensk Party officials, directly linked to popular support 

for the electoral process and Stalinist democracy. As one report from the Krasinovmeisk 

region indicated:  

Studying the provisions of the election has increased labor enthusiasm in the flax 

factory. For example, the weaving factory has begun to exceed its norms for loom 

work. These developments will help relieve several workers at the weaving 

factory. 

 

 […] 

 

 Preparations for the elections of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR has brought out 

the best in the region. For example, in October and November, SmolGES 

renovated 4 apartments belonging to the bereaved families of servicemen killed in 

action…. 8 apartments were also given to families of demobilized army 

servicemen.227 

Popular enthusiasm for Stalin and the Party was not only linked to workers exceeding 

their quotas and building new apartments, but through their participation in pre-election 

rituals and mass-gatherings. According to Serhy Yekelchyk, relations between the 

Stalinist state and its citizens “were structured by familiar political rituals of celebration 

and thanking, rites that required both political awareness and a demonstrable emotional 

response, and thus went to the very heart…of expressing Soviet identity in the public 

space.”228 Thus, local propaganda and agitation departments throughout the Soviet Union 

were charged with organizing lectures, seminars, reading circles, and other public venues 
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so individuals could openly express their Soviet identities through civic participation and 

education.  

 In late 1945, Smolensk’s propaganda department conducted “an outreach program 

amidst the population about the upcoming elections to the Supreme Soviet. During this 

period, there [were] speeches, readings, and discussions at every factory, institution, and 

collective farm to educate the voting public on…voting regulations and other important 

topics.”229 In the Krasinovmeisk district, for example, dozens of agitational seminars 

were held at the flax factory dealing with topics ranging from current events to the rights 

and obligations of Soviet citizens. Seminars and lectures, in turn, were followed by 

reading circles where courses on Party history were conducted as well as in-depth studies 

of Stalin’s book “On the Great Patriotic War of the Soviet Union.”230 Predictably, these 

meetings were also highly ritualized in which officials would guide discussions and those 

attending would ask questions or make personal declarations in response. Those who 

participated would then use the gatherings as a venue to express their renewed loyalties to 

the Soviet regime as well as their gratitude for Stalin’s leadership. 

 Indeed, official memos about pre-election propaganda work in Smolensk often 

highlighted the emotional reaction of the people—another positive proof of renewed 

popular support for the regime and its familiar rituals. After two years of brutal Nazi 

occupation, at first locals felt nostalgic for the rituals of Soviet everydayness. For 

example, some reports speak of people in some seminars breaking down at the sight of 
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red banners and familiar Bolshevik terms like comrade and commissar.231 Screenings of 

old Soviet films were particularly moving for audience members, often eliciting loud and 

continuous applause for several minutes. 

Despite these alleged successes, however, reports from the Smolensk Propaganda 

and Agitation Department were overwhelmingly negative in their general assessment of 

the pre-electoral campaigns. The successes that some officials pointed to where 

constantly overshadowed by systematic failures that cast grave doubts on the overall 

effectiveness of the Party’s re-education programs. According to Smolensk Party leaders, 

the problem was very specific: the region suffered from a severe shortage in qualified 

personnel to lead the local agitprop department. Without a trained core of propagandists 

and agitators, it was impossible to properly educate and mobilize the population in 

preparation for the upcoming elections. As one memo from the Central Committee 

complained:   

The most important areas of ideological work in the province are to be led mainly 

by trained cadres in order to engage in work at the highest level and to educate 

workers on the great ideas of Lenin and Stalin. 

 

 However in the case of recruitment for work on the ideological front, these groups 

are seriously limited. Due to the fact that most of these cadre members were 

selected in the initial period after the province was liberated, when there were not 

enough cadres, sometimes people with insufficient training were allowed to lead 

ideological and propaganda work.232 

 

Consequently, the most common accusation leveled against Smolensk’s agitprop 

department was that its leaders were politically and ideologically illiterate. Moreover, 
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department heads were purged on a semi-regular basis leaving their positions vacant and 

their cadres without proper supervision or leadership. As the Secretary of Propaganda for 

Smolensk Oblast, P. Dedushnik, reported: 

The following are among the many improvements that are needed for propaganda 

workers in district committees and city committees of the CPSU: Of the 72 

propaganda members, 26 do not have a secondary education, the necessary 

theoretical training, and are mostly young communists. The immediate 

replacement is required for Comrades Popov and Medvedev, propaganda workers 

for the Karmanovskaya district committee, the latter of which only has a seventh-

grade education and is politically illiterate. 10 leadership positions in propaganda 

work are still vacant in the province. 

 […] 

 I also consider it abnormal that the regional committees of the CPSU do not 

include propagandists who are familiar with the basics of Marxism-Leninism 

from the Smolensk pedagogical and medical institutes. Moreover, while the 

department of special disciplines in the medical school is staffed with qualified 

researches and educators, the institute for Marxism-Leninism is not…. Of the 12 

faculty members who teach the basics of Marxism-Leninism in both institutions, 

not one has an academic rank or scientific degree, which certainly affects the 

quality of teaching for this vital discipline.233 

 

Local agitators, therefore, were largely unprepared to lead or organize complex 

ideological and philosophical discussions. Questions about Stalinist democracy or 

Marxism-Leninism were routinely ignored because, according to one propagandist, “the 

material is difficult to digest and few people in the audience were interested in hearing 

it.”234 Predictably, staff turnover rates within these cadre groups were extremely high, 

which obviously limited their ability to function effectively in postwar Smolensk. 

The pervasive incompetence of Smolensk’s propaganda workers was most conspicuous 

to Party leaders in the ways that seminars and reading circles were conducted during 
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election season. Cadres gave participants a surprising amount of leeway to engage in 

open discussions about the regime’s political and ideological foundations. In rare cases, 

individuals were even permitted to criticize the nature of the electoral process, some 

going so far as to claim that “Stalinist democracy” was a sham. For example, in 

November 1945, the worker Hryhoriiv took the floor during a discussion of the Election 

Statute and declared: “In essence, the Supreme Soviet has already been ‘elected.’ 

Studying the Statute is a formality, just as the elections are.”235 Surprisingly, there are no 

indications from the records that these critical comments resulted in arrest or prosecution. 

Instead, agitators usually characterized critical comments as a product of the population’s 

poor political awareness and made every effort to correct these misguided views. 

 Moscow’s criticisms also extended to the city’s newspaper and radio cadres 

which suffered from many of the same problems. Smolensk’s provincial newspaper, 

Rabotni Put, for example, suffered from a small and politically illiterate editorial staff 

according to official reports.       

It is necessary to increase the number of qualified staff and editorial members in 

the provincial newspaper “Worker’s Path” and the provincial radio committee. 

The Oblast Committee’s department of cadres has still not fulfilled the Party’s 

March 27th decision about recruiting qualified editors and politically literate 

workers. The newspaper lacks managers for the propaganda department, the 

department of information, two literary personnel, and seven staff reporters. 

 

 Many regional newspapers are not staffed with experienced editors or personnel. 

In the Baturinsky, Hislavichsky, Safonovo, and Kaslyamskovo districts, there are 

still no experienced editors. These editors… cannot cope with their 

responsibilities and should be replaced; currently their newspapers are at an 

extremely low ideological level.236 
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Moreover, Smolensk’s media outlets failed to provide the masses with ideologically 

oriented stories. Although local journalists were repeatedly instructed by Party leaders to 

utilize newspapers, radio broadcasts, and journals to mobilize, inform, and inspire the 

population with uplifting reports about pre-election campaigns, they often failed to live 

up to these standards. In addition to being inexperienced and unproductive, local news 

and radio cadres were severely critical of the regime’s reconstruction and reeducation 

campaigns in their broadcasts. Instead of emphasizing the positive contributions made by 

Party organizers and propagandists, most stories commented on the regime’s ongoing 

failure to perform satisfactory educational work among workers in enterprises crucial to 

the region’s postwar recovery. “Familiarity with the socio-political broadcasts”, as one 

report emphasized, “shows that the Smolensk Radio Committee…propagates stories that 

consist entirely of negative events.”237 This was particularly true of material relating to 

the timber industry where, according to the same report, “the reporters did not mention 

one positive fact. In a special broadcast…it was reported that: ‘In the Vladimirsk and 

Smolensk timber industries, there has not been a single film shown since the beginning of 

spring. Newspapers are delivered here every five to ten days…and radios are 

inactive.’”238 The education campaign’s failures, moreover, were compound by the 

timber industry’s poor labor organization and horrible living conditions which were 

blamed on the Regional Executive Committee’s leadership:   
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The labor organization…is extremely poor…. The leaders of the timber industry 

do not provide workers with adequate living conditions. There have been 

numerous cases of theft and embezzlement. Monthly wages are often late…recent 

cases of absenteeism and tardiness at work ...the truants involved go 

unpunished…the head accountant…embezzles state funds. The Party organizer of 

the regional committee ...is very poorly educated in mass party-political work.239 

 

The Executive Committee of Smolensk Oblast, in turn, concluded that these critical 

broadcasts were largely a product of the Radio Committee’s independence from Party 

supervision and regulation. They responded by reigning in the committee’s independence 

and prohibiting what they viewed as “forms of broadcasting revision” that were 

intentionally designed to replace formal, or state controlled, news networks with 

“’Breaking News’ programs…directly controlled by the Smolensk Radio Committee.”240 

 These constant criticisms from Party leaders reveal a pervasive problem that 

affected every region of postwar Soviet Russia. Namely, that the regime’s vision of a 

nation-wide reeducation campaign based on civic ritual and popular participation was 

constantly challenged by the realities of peacetime. The war not only devastated the 

country physically, but also gutted many provincial Party organizations of their best and 

brightest members. In contrast, those that remained to conduct propaganda work were 

poorly versed in political and ideological subjects which, in turn, severely limited the 

regime’s ability to reeducate the public and rebuild its image in formerly occupied areas. 

Additionally, unqualified cadres were potentially dangerous from the Party’s point of 
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view as they lacked discipline and sometimes acted independently in opposition to 

regime’s objectives.    

 Unqualified cadres, however, were only one aspect of the problem. The extent to 

which the public participated in pre-election seminars, lectures, and reading circles was a 

constant source of concern for the regime as one local official lamented: “Attendance 

averages at 60-65%. The main reason for low attendance is that the audience frequently 

leaves to attend to their own affairs….The material is also often difficult to digest. This is 

because workbooks are not available to the listener and secondly because there is not 

enough time to adequately study the history of the Bolshevik Communist Party.”241 Even 

this dismal account, however, fails to acknowledge the true extent to which both Party 

and non-Party members avoided political reeducation work. Indeed, the attendance 

percentage at these gatherings was often inflated because Komsomol members were 

usually forced to attend.242 Likewise, investigations into the activities of various study 

groups throughout the province revealed that many only existed on paper. Whereas initial 

classes were attended regularly by Party and non-Party members, they would eventually 

disband after two or three weeks without completing their assigned readings or course 

materials.243 These incidents were especially common in collective and state farms where 

Party supervision was almost nonexistent and local agitators were largely left to their 

own devices. 
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THE PEASANTS STAND APART 

Although the Party had gained a considerable amount of prestige from its victory 

over Nazi Germany, its presence in provincial areas like Smolensk, especially in the 

countryside, remained tenuous at best. It was not only difficult to provide villages with 

venues for political discussion and civic engagement, but most even lacked access to 

newspapers and radio broadcasts—the essential tools of the Soviet propaganda machine. 

As a letter from the Smolensk Oblast Committee noted shortly before the elections:    

 

Because mass propaganda work is not supervised by the Propaganda Department 

of the District Committee of the CPSU, the quality of its work is often reduced in 

rural areas. It should also be noted that all party-political and mass work among 

collective farmers is not linked to the international situation. Collective farmers 

are completely unaware of current events and the international situation. They are 

uninformed because newspapers do not reach them and they do not listen to 

lectures on these topics. 

 

 One example is enough to verify the validity of these facts: The collective farmers 

say that “the newspapers do not reach us and we do not attend lectures on 

international affairs.” This is why in these collective farms in the Smolensk 

district are not aware of the situation in China, Greece, Indonesia, and other 

issues.244  

 

Consequently, the regime’s efforts to re-Sovietize Smolensk’s villages and collective 

farms suffered considerably from the rural population’s general ignorance or indifference 

to political and ideological issues. Although they may have accepted some basic forms of 

political education as a necessary ritual—like reading excerpts from the Short Course—

most communities tried to devote as little time and effort to it as possible—just enough to 

get some orientation in political matters without incurring the Party’s wrath because of 

excessive absenteeism. Indeed, since it was the region’s villages that had borne the brunt 
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of Nazi atrocities during the occupation, most were primarily concerned with rebuilding 

their homes and restoring the local economy.   

 Party agitators, for their part, had little motivation to force the issue of political 

reeducation on the rural population. Agitators were rarely paid for their work and were 

more than willing to join their non-party counterparts in doing as little as possible. Thus, 

whenever inspections were conducted by visiting ideologists, local agitators offered a 

number of excuses for failing to complete the required curriculum which ranged from 

“lack of time” to being “on sick leave for four months due to a serious illness.”245 These 

developments, of course, caused inspectors to become increasingly alarmed at the state of 

political education in Smolensk province—especially in non-urban areas. As one official 

noted,   

Our schools from year to year do not fulfill the people’s…plan for student 

learning…The plan has not been fulfilled to a certain extent due to the poor 

quality of teaching and educational work in the schools. 

 

 There is a low level of ideological work in a number of schools, the constitution, 

history, literature, and geography are taught as non-political subjects, detached 

from reality. Some teachers use their materials in an unsatisfactory manner.246 

 

Party leaders and ideologists also pointed to a pervasive disconnect between the ideas of 

the Party and the everyday realities of the peasantry. Indeed, the majority of peasants 

would “never possess”, as one report suggested, “a sincere knowledge of even the most 

basic concepts of Marxism.”247 As a result, more basic measures had to be employed to 
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effectively mobilize the rural population in preparation for the upcoming elections. As 

one internal memo suggested: 

A major weakness of propaganda campaigns in the countryside is the formal 

approach of party organizations. Mass agitation and propaganda work is often 

conducted in isolation from the daily problems faced by the population and is not 

tied to local conditions of rural life. For example, in the collective farms of 

Ladyzhansky, Mogotovsky, and others, the village soviets do not know of the 

Decree of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR on the assignment of 

the title “Hero of Socialist Labor” and presenting it to the best agriculturalist. For 

some, a government award is necessary for a good performance.248 

 

The skepticism that Smolensk Party leaders expressed toward reeducating the peasantry 

along Soviet ideological lines stemmed in part from their own entrenched ideological 

prejudices against the peasantry. Party elites purposefully viewed the peasantry as an 

ignorant mass, whose only use was to grow grain to feed the cities. The Party’s alienation 

of Smolensk’s rural districts, therefore, was in many ways self-inflicted. A product of 

Marxist and Leninist ideology that “considered the peasantry reactionary and thus a 

negative force in the development of socialism.”249 Hence, re-Sovietizing the peasantry 

was never a high priority for Smolensk’s propaganda and agitation department. Instead, 

pre-war strategies like forced labor conscription, labor competition, and the threat of 

arrest remained the primary means through which Soviet authorities organized and 

mobilized the non-urban population. 
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CONCLUSION 

Ultimately, postwar Smolensk was a city where ritual was the primary mode of 

interaction between Party and non-Party members. Workplace meetings, lectures, reading 

circles, and pre-election campaigns became the regime’s primary means through which it 

attempted to rebuild its reputation after the war and Sovietize the city’s population. As 

this chapter has shown, however, city officials found these efforts to be largely 

unsuccessful due to severe shortages in trained Party and Komsomol personnel in the 

region, the public’s general ignorance or indifference to political topics, and the Party’s 

inability to improve postwar living conditions and material shortages. Postwar political 

work, therefore, only served to highlight the widespread incompetence and corruption of 

the local Party apparatus. Moreover, in provincial areas like Smolensk, the war’s impact 

forced locals to prioritize food and shelter over political and ideological issues; any 

attempts by Party officials to shift this focus was met with widespread indifference or 

even hostility. 

Political meetings were supposed to be highly ritualized in practice but they 

usually became focal points for criticizing Party policy. This growing wave of discontent 

was most evident when participants discussed the housing situation or food shortages. 

The fact that newly recruited Party cadres were inexperienced and were largely 

unsupervised meant that they often struggled to provide their constituents with 

satisfactory answers to their questions, thus adding fuel to an already tense situation. In 

some cases, the harshest critics of Party leadership came from the inexperienced cadres 
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themselves who were often encouraged to uncover instances of corruption or inefficiency 

and share it with the public.   

Unsurprisingly, the Party’s political work in the countryside was even less 

effective. The mutual animosity that characterized the Party’s prewar relationship with 

the peasantry still existed after liberation. Although the peasantry might have developed a 

new found respect for the Red Army, Party records suggest that they avoided interacting 

with local officials and remained largely indifferent to their propaganda campaigns. It 

seems likely that most only attended public meetings to either avoid trouble with the 

police or to obtain extra rations. The Smolensk Party, for its part, never prioritized 

political work in the countryside as many Party elites viewed the peasantry as a 

reactionary and thus a negative force in the development of socialism. It is not surprising 

then, that rural regions like Smolensk remained largely alienated from the local Party 

apparatus.   
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Chapter 5:  Utopia in Crisis, City Design and Postwar Reconstruction 

INTRODUCTION 

In the summer of 1944, a state survey provided Party officials with a detailed 

account of war damages in Smolensk and its surrounding areas. The report painted a 

rather gloomy picture of the ruined town, highlighting catastrophic losses in housing, 

transportation, and industrial production: “Its main industries have been destroyed (the 

flax factory, the power plant, and its grain elevators), the railway junction, as well as a 

vast number of communal enterprises. Almost all living space within the city has been 

destroyed: of its 8,000 buildings, 7,200 are uninhabitable.”250 Nevertheless, the report 

also seemed optimistic about the prospect of reconstruction and indicated a sincere desire 

to revive Smolensk as “a center of textiles, woodworking, and light industry as well as its 

role as the province’s administrative and cultural center.”251 The region, according to 

state planners, would not only recover from the ravages of German occupation, but 

become a model of postwar recovery and economic growth. 

 Smolensk’s destruction at the hands of the Nazi’s was both a blessing and a curse 

for the postwar regime. On the one hand, reconstruction was an arduous task and 

consumed vast amounts of money and resources during a time of great scarcity. On the 

other hand, it presented Party planners with a unique opportunity to fundamentally 

reshape Smolensk as a model socialist community. Soviet officials envisioned a new 

socialist design that utilized modern planning and organization to repair widespread 
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infrastructural damage and rationalize the region’s pre-revolutionary character. Ideally, 

these efforts would not only restore the local economy, but also promote spiritual and 

ideological changes essential for the development of a new Soviet working class. 

 According to Party planners, Smolensk was destined to surpass its prewar levels 

in population, housing, and industrial production if reconstruction projects focused on 

growing the local economy. Accordingly, the designs of the general architectural plan for 

Smolensk emphasized the expansion of industrial territory, development of housing, 

public construction works, as well as the city’s communal industries. Eventually, postwar 

Smolensk would support a population of 200,000 (i.e. twice its prewar population), a 

highly productive industrial sector, and a well-trained, highly-educated, workforce.252 A 

growing economy would, in turn, bring about improvements in living standards and 

create a pleasant urban environment that included housing redesigns to support working-

class families, an expanded transportation system to meet the demands of a growing 

population, and substantial increases in the quantity and quality of consumer goods.   

 Overall, Smolensk’s postwar redesign was part of a larger effort by Stalin’s 

regime to “rebuild socialism” in formerly occupied areas throughout the Soviet Union. 

Like earlier campaigns to “build socialism” in the 1930s, this campaign relied heavily on 

utopian Marxist ideals that espoused the inherent benefits of state planning as a means of 

creating, organizing, and mobilizing a modern industrial workforce. As Stephen Kotkin 

writes about the Soviet new town of Magnitogorsk, new urban spaces created “new fields 
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of action” for ordinary citizens whose participation was needed to support the Stalinist 

system.253 Likewise, provincial regions throughout the Soviet Union would be 

transformed into urban centers within the space of a few years through the collective 

participation of the working population. 

 However, as we will see in Smolensk, the carefully laid plans of Party architects 

were often frustrated by severe crises which required the immediate action of the local 

population to solve. As a result, Moscow maintained little control over how 

reconstruction projects were carried out in provincial regions. Creating ideal communal 

apartments was initially encouraged, but quickly abandoned in favor of constructing 

communal houses as quickly and as cheaply as possible to solve the immediate housing 

crisis. Similarly, roads throughout the city would remain unpaved and in a state of semi-

disrepair for over a decade after the war’s end. Utopian redesigns of the city also proved 

to be impractical and a drain on limited resources which prompted officials in Moscow 

and Smolensk to rebuild as closely to the city’s prewar parameters as possible. Continuity 

became the primary guideline for rebuilding the old medieval town because it was the 

more convenient and expedient route to take. As a result, Party planners and architects 

failed in their mission to imagine and build a new “socialist city” on Russia’s western 

borderlands. In fact, by the time reconstruction was finally completed in 1957, 

Smolensk’s prewar and postwar designs were almost identical.254 
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 Smolensk was not the only region that chose continuity over utopia. Other cities 

that had been laid waste by the ravages of Operation Barbarossa also found it convenient 

and expedient to simply restore what had been destroyed.255 Consequently, postwar cities 

and towns throughout the Soviet Union remained largely unchanged from how they 

looked before the war. This continuity allowed for communities to be restored quickly 

and cheaply with little input or work from Moscow officials. Although it prevented 

formerly occupied towns from being strictly remodeled along Soviet lines, it allowed 

Stalin’s postwar regime to provide a sense of continuity and stability amidst the chaos of 

postwar life in the western reaches of the USSR. 

PLANNING THE FUTURE 

During the initial stages of rebuilding Western Russia’s infrastructure, Moscow 

officials believed that its urban planning efforts would greatly benefit from centralization 

and direct guidance from the top. To accomplish this objective, they created the 

Committee of Architectural Affairs (Komitet po delam arkhitektury) and it was from this 

committee that the regime’s utopian ideas for the postwar future were first expressed.256 

Teams of architects and city planners were eager to apply their skills in creating entirely 

new Soviet cities from the ground up. It presented a rare opportunity under Stalin’s 

regime for individuals to dream big and present a grand vision of the future that was 
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creative and unique. Provincial cities whose designs and layout were once defined by 

their prerevolutionary past could be fundamentally transformed overnight to better reflect 

modern Soviet design. Smolensk provided an excellent opportunity for Soviet officials to 

demonstrate the transformative power of state sponsored planning. 

 G.P. Golts was appointed by the Committee of Architectural Affairs as the lead 

architect for Smolensk’s reconstruction.257 As a member of the Academy of Architecture 

in Moscow, Golts was given full creative control over the city’s design and layout. The 

provisional plan that he later presented to Party officials in March of 1944 was an 

ambitious one and reflected his utopian vision for the region’s postwar future.258 In the 

city, he called for the expansion of roads and railways, the creation of large housing 

blocks that could support as many as 1,500 people, green spaces that would improve the 

scenic beauty of the city-scape, and institutions that would ensure “the cultural and 

intellectual refinement of its citizens.”259 Similarly, neighboring towns, villages, and 

collective farms would also see substantial improvements in local infrastructure allowing 

for the creation of a more modern and productive rural community. Thus, the general 

architectural plan provided comprehensive redesigns of not only the city, but the 

Smolensk region as a whole. 

 As a reconstructed socialist community, the Smolensk region would no longer be 

defined by “spontaneous construction and all its consequences: narrow crooked streets, 
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unequal estates, scattered houses, and overcrowded construction areas.”260 Instead, the 

postwar reconstruction plans emphasized symmetry, equality, utility, and geometric 

precision as a means of rationalizing or Sovietizing private and communal spaces. 

Sovietization, in turn, would imbue Smolensk residents with a new urban mentality and 

galvanize the growth of a modern working class throughout the region. Ultimately, this 

re-Sovietization program was to be accomplished through (1) the reorganization of the 

prewar city and village layouts, (2) the construction of modern communal housing, (3) 

the construction of cultural and educational institutions in urban and rural areas, and (4) 

the strategic placement of war monuments throughout the city. 

 Rationalizing the region’s layout was especially important in this regard as it 

would bring order and structure to the daily routines of postwar life. Initial drafts of the 

general architectural plan sought to divide local communities into self-contained 

geographic districts that would each cater to the various needs of modern families in both 

the city and village. In the city, for example, the south and south-east would be devoted 

to labor and industrial production whereas the west and north-east would be devoted to 

leisure and residential housing.261 The communal farm and village also mirrored this 

general layout so that spaces for labor and leisure were strictly segregated from each 

other. As one city planner wrote: 

Before construction begins, a new organizational framework for the collective 

village must be kept in mind by those involved. In the collective village space 

must be allocated for two separate regions: residential and industrial. Cultural 

institutions including recreation centers, stores, schools, and others usually 
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organized in a residential region. When divided into these two regions, industrial 

construction must be confined to its specific place. This is so prevailing winds do 

not bring odors to the other regions, including manure from farms and stables, and 

sawing from woodworks.262 

 

Thus, dividing the city and village between production and residential areas not only 

made an individual’s daily activities and movements more predictable, but it would also 

help civilize daily life in provincial regions by creating spaces that were undisturbed by 

the smell of farm work, the grime of factories, or the constant noise of heavy traffic. 

 From the regime’s perspective, residential areas were destined to become 

beautiful, clean, and comfortable: “It is not the comfort of the machine, but the comfort 

of the person that interests us…[to] give maximal comfort.”263 Smolensk’s plan, for 

example, envisioned “the development of a system of green spaces in the city’s center, 

the creation of new parks, as well as ringed boulevards to adorn and revitalize the 

city.”264 Traffic wouldn’t be a problem for city residents as cars and busses would be 

diverted to the city’s periphery by what Golts’ design team described as “a radial-ring 

system of highways.”265 Here, in the residential sector, workers and their families could 

relax with an evening stroll and devote their spare time to leisure and cultural activities in 

a clean and quiet environment.  

 The ability to demarcate work and leisure and provide each sphere with their own, 

separate space had been a cultural marker of distinction since the Enlightenment, in 
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Russia as in the West. Since pursuing leisure activities in pristine parks, gardens, and 

boulevards away from a sprawling urban jungle was once a privilege of the upper-class, 

making the experience accessible to every Smolensk resident was an indication of rising 

living standards as well as a return to peace and stability after occupation. Moreover, it 

provided the general population with a small preview of the postwar utopian vision that 

would soon become a reality throughout western Russia once reconstruction was 

completed. In this sense, urban and rural spatial modeling became an exercise in 

integrating the general population into a future utopian society that the Red Army’s 

victory over Nazi Germany secured for future generations. 

 Enhancing the spatial layouts of urban and rural areas would be accompanied by 

dramatic improvements in living standards by making housing and utility services more 

readily available to the public, thereby, “avoiding…unrest and, more importantly, 

proving that Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism could provide the best possible life for 

people.”266 According to Golts’ design team, this goal would be accomplished by 

building large apartment blocks that provided each family with 100 square meters of 

space to pursue private and communal activities.267 In addition, urban dwellers would 

have access to services that were in short supply before and during the war, including: 

reliable indoor plumbing, centralized heating systems, electricity, an efficient public 

transportation system, and modern sanitation facilities.268 
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 These plans were also applied to villages and collective farms where hosing was 

still influenced by centuries of serfdom and backwardness, as one architect observed: 

Many villages remain unchanged since the time of serfdom when the land still 

belonged to the landlords. […]. Residential homes and villages were built closely 

together. As a result, frequent fires destroyed buildings, and sometimes entire 

villages There were many cases where streets had curves due to improper 

construction. Because of the high cost of land during the Tsarist period, poor 

peasants built their homes on cheap land, […]. Here, where the village had 

improper planning, the peasantry was deprived of dry and beautiful places.269 

 

Postwar housing construction, in contrast, would transform these dark peasant hovels into 

modern homes. With proper state planning and supervision, villages would become clean 

and beautiful and serve as models of progressive Sovietization in the aftermath of 

German occupation. As one report indicated: 

The residential home for collective farm families must be built in a healthy, dry 

place…. Living room windows will face the street. This is so that the room will 

get more sunshine and be filled with light. Floors should not be made of earth in 

the village. Earthen floors are easily dirtied and are hard to keep clean. The walls 

of the rooms must be sound proof and connected to the ceiling […]. The living 

room must be kept clean. In a dirty living room there are germs, pathogens that 

carry contagious diseases, and also insects as well as rodents.270 

 

A new environment, moreover, encouraged the birth of “new men” who would be more 

willing to embrace the obligations of postwar Soviet society. Modernizing village 

housing and material life, for example, brought the provincial peasant closer to the values 

of Soviet civilization by creating an ethic of “culturedness” (kul’turnost’) that was 

promoted as an attribute of Stalin-era domesticity. The postwar peasantry would finally 

be liberated from their reactionary attitudes and gradually become a cultured Soviet 
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citizen who embraced the Party’s struggle for progress and modernity on the collective 

farm. To achieve this overarching goal, however, required more than just renovating the 

region’s housing stock. It also required the restoration of its educational and cultural 

institutions.           

 Nowhere was the effort to make Smolensk a more rational and Sovietized 

community more apparent than in the fields of education and culture. Moscow authorities 

were extremely concerned about the war’s impact on these institutions since their loss 

affected the Party’s future efforts to create a postwar community of trained workers and 

cadres imbued with a politically minded Soviet and local identity. Hence, the General 

Plan made provisions for the renovation of the region’s prewar schools in addition to the 

construction of nine higher educational institutions, eight technical schools, nine 

specialist schools, 50 elementary schools, 40 kindergartens, and a school associated with 

the Academy of Sciences.271 Additional cultural institutions were planned, including a 

theater for opera and ballet performances, a children’s theater, and four movie theaters.272 

City officials were also pressured to increase the number of local schools devoted to 

political and ideological education as a means of reeducating the local population and 

enhancing their political literacy in the aftermath of German occupation.   

 Smolensk’s redesign offered its residents the promise of utopia and the allure of 

traditional Russian nationalism. Certainly, the Party used national and regional identity to 

great effect during the war as a means of mobilizing its citizens to defend the Motherland. 
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The Russian Orthodox Church was allowed to operate openly, new medals were minted 

in the name of historical military heroes (Alexander Nevsky, Alexander Suvorov, and 

Mikhail Kutuzov), and kremlins, churches, and other historical sites were protected. 

Likewise, these same feelings of national and local pride could also be used to mobilize 

the local population for postwar reconstruction work. Thus, Golts’ design team was 

instructed to “preserve…its [Smolensk’s] historical foundations” by “using and 

developing the historical layout of the city, and the location’s natural terrain.”273 Thereby 

augmenting the utopian transformation of the city within the context of “[its] place in 

history (urban biography), its dimensions, function (e.g., administrative, industrial, and 

resort), natural environment, resources, local building materials, and the condition of the 

housing fund….”274  

 How Smolensk city planners would navigate this thin line between continuity and 

change, however, posed a rather daunting challenge in the war’s immediate aftermath. 

The General Architectural Plan called for a fusion of old and new elements as indicated 

by its design for the city centers: 

The project envisions two city centers: the old center and the new center. The old 

center is treated as the cultural center of the city. It includes the existing theater, 

park, and monuments. The new center will act as the administrative center of the 

city. Both will be connected by the Avenue of the Great Patriotic War.275 

   

The postwar transformation of the city, therefore, would use certain architectural 

elements to promote nationalist and patriotic sentiments among the local population. The 
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town’s medieval walls, its cathedral church, and its various monuments commemorating 

the Napoleonic War were to be restored. By appealing to people’s sense of regional pride, 

it was hoped that locals would work harder and sacrifice more to build a fundamentally 

new Soviet society. However, as construction got underway in mid-1945, continuity 

became the defining characteristic of Smolensk’s reconstruction.          

SURVIVING THE PEACE 

Unfortunately for Golts and his team of architects, the five months between 

Smolensk’s liberation and the creation of a detailed reconstruction plan was too long of a 

wait for municipal leaders and city residents. The ravages of the occupation created 

urgent crises that only grew worse as evacuated and repatriated individuals made their 

way back to Smolensk in the summer of 1944. The most urgent problem being the 

extreme housing shortage that permeated the Smolensk region. A postwar government 

survey found that:  

Due to the large number of communal houses that were completely destroyed, a 

large portion of the population was residing in earthen huts at the beginning of 

1944. By the end of that year, most had moved into above ground housing. 

Overcrowding continues to be very high. This is especially true in Smolensk 

where each person has an average of 1.8 square meters of living space. Other 

cities and regional centers are not much better.276 

 

Conditions were sufficiently bad that the postwar Soviet press made little attempt to hide 

them, or to deny that that the housing crisis was a major cause of labor discontent. 

According to a report by the Smolensk district committee, for example, “Difficult living 
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conditions in the area have provoked justified demands and complaints from groups of 

workers and employees about the housing situation, especially among those living in mud 

huts and in other deplorable conditions.”277 This situation would last for several years 

after liberation and as late as November 1945, Smolensk officials estimated that 204 

families or 582 people were still living in unsuitable conditions, including: 

1. 62 families, a total of 205 people, live in earthen huts 

2. 47 families, a total of 113 people, live in cellars 

3. 36 families, a total of 109 people, live in cabins without roofs 

4. 15 families, a total of 46 people live in temporary housing 

5. 12 families, a total of 36 people live in barns 

6. 32 families, a total of 73 people live in abandoned fortifications278 

 

 Housing was not only in short supply, but a lack of necessities made inhabiting 

existing structures extremely difficult. Windows and electric lighting were luxuries 

during the initial postwar years and even basic sources of fuel like wood and kerosene 

were in short supply. According to a city-wide survey on living conditions in Smolensk 

conducted shortly after liberation:  

51.5% of city residents report having no windows due to lack of glass, 3.3% of 

residents have electric lighting, 13.5% have kerosene lanterns, 78% have oil 

lamps, 1.7% have only sunlight. 51.5% have no supply of wood, 21.6% have a 

supply of wood for up to 1 month, 9.3% have no latrines, 21.4% have latrines, but 

they’re unclean, 14.5% had a collection of furniture, 72.6% were not provided 

with enough furniture.279  

 

These figures highlight a bleak reality for survivors and returnees, that even those who 

were lucky enough to get housing often found it difficult to protect themselves from the 
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elements. This situation would become the norm for thousands of urban dwellers for 

more than a decade after the city’s liberation. 

 The desperate housing situation and the extremely crowded living conditions were 

exacerbated by the Party’s inability to provide its urban and rural inhabitants with 

adequate plumbing, bathing, and waste disposal services. The city had planned for a 

modern sanitation system for residential and industrial waste, but little work was done to 

extend the system during the great population influx of 1946 and 1947. Thus, according 

to one local report: 

Issues of sewage and purification in the area are completely out of control. Not 

one sewage system in any city is functional because of the lack of water. The 

primitive restrooms and cesspools are built without concrete or pipes. These are 

especially polluted in large cities and are normally only found in Smolensk. 

However, practically a fifth of all waste and pollutants are placed in cesspools like 

these throughout the region.280 

 

Moreover, not a single factory had sewage, either for factory buildings or for workers’ 

settlements, whose residents continued to depend on nearby rivers and creeks. With no 

industrial sewage system, all factory discharge went into the Dnieper, polluting the area’s 

main source of drinking water. Over the next few years the city did expand its sewage 

system, but its extension did not keep pace with the increases in new housing and 

enterprises. Thus, more buildings were built without sewage.281  

 From 1944 to 1947, the Smolensk region was also experiencing an acute water 

shortage that reduced the amount of drinking water and limited the Party’s ability to 
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provide other critical services as well. As a report from the Central Statistical Office 

noted:  

Issues of water supply in the area, especially in the cities, are very acute. The 

water supply is partially restored in the cities of Smolensk, Rosdavol, Yartsev, 

Cychevka, and Pochivka. However, due to a lack of water pipes in the above 

cities, there is not only a lack of drinking water, but also a lack of electricity being 

supplied to these areas.282 

 

The situation was especially difficult for individuals and communities who had no direct 

access to wells, creeks, or rivers and were forced to walk long distances to procure 

drinking water. Unfortunately, most local water sources were deemed too unsanitary for 

consumption by government inspectors due to widespread contamination by industrial 

and human waste.283 

 Water shortages also had a major impact on sanitation in the region by reducing 

the number of baths and laundries in operation. Of the 23 baths in postwar Smolensk, for 

example, only two were operational in 1944 and had a total capacity of 400 people.284 An 

internal memo reported that many baths in the region, “are working amidst large 

intermittent outages. In November, the Smolensk bath washed 19,000 people in total, in 

December 29,000. This is inadequate for a city with a total population of 53,000 people. 

During 1944, 656 baths were constructed and many more will be needed in the future.”285 

By May of 1945, however, nearly two years after Smolensk’s liberation, Moscow 

sanitation inspectors found that municipal Party organs had not even carried out basic 
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sanitation procedures on Smolensk’s population. As one inspector wrote, “Fumigation 

and disinfection has not taken place in the region with the exception of the railway 

station. Sanitation services for dormitories and apartments are poorly organized. 

Currently, the population has no access to soap.”286   

 The postwar years were also characterized by growing food shortages that would 

gradually escalate into a full-scale famine. Although local authorities quickly repaired the 

city’s bakeries and cafeterias after liberation, it soon became clear that the meager 

rationing system could not keep up with the rapid growth of the urban population.287 

According to a Party report, “For the past three months (September, October, and 

November) 1945, city workers redeeming ration cards at Gortorga are not guaranteed 

supplies and, according to experts, do not even receive their food rations.” Not only was 

the quantity of food dramatically reduced, but also its quality as the supply of basic 

ingredients dwindled. Even flour was becoming a luxury item in postwar Smolensk as 

people turned to baking bread “with 40% egg powder and other substitutes.” This 

situation lasted for two months, especially in November due to poor quality flour and a 

lack of fuel which hampered the supply of bread and other foodstuffs to the population. A 

memorandum from the Smolensk City Executive Council painted a particularly gloomy 

picture:  

Recently, there have been frequent bread shortages. For example, store No. 18 

received no bread from November 17th to the 24th. By November 25th, the store 

was unable to fulfill the 22 tons of bread as provided for in the local ration cards.  
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As a result, the local population does not have a regular supply of bread, which 

generates long queues for food which is cause for some dissatisfaction and 

complaint from local leaders.288 

 

Conditions would only continue to deteriorate in the spring and summer of 1946 as a 

severe drought ravaged the region’s agricultural sector and led to further reductions in 

food supplies. As one observer wrote:  

It should be noted that the supply of foodstuffs…to the population is completely 

unsatisfactory. The fact that ration cards do not guarantee supplies is particularly 

bad. There were cases where workers were given 200 grams of tea instead of lard. 

A large number of workers and employees are not provided with bread. 

Consequently, there are several enterprises where 50 or more people cannot go to 

work. This same situation can also be applied to students at a number of 

schools.289 

 

Predictably, as living conditions continued to decline in the war’s aftermath, local Party 

officials became increasingly concerned about the spread of contagious diseases in the 

region. A municipal report on the state of epidemic diseases concluded that:  

Due to crowding and not bathing regularly, there have been cases of infectious 

diseases spreading throughout the dormitories of the garment workshops on 

Kievsky road. The state sanitation commission has not yet ordered the fumigation 

of the construction worker dormitories. Groups that are to be fumigated have not 

been isolated from the general population.290 

 

In March and April of 1944, the Smolensk sanitation commission recorded 52 cases of 

typhus, 14 cases of typhoid fever, 28 cases of measles, and 3 cases of diphtheria.291 A 

year later, gastro-intestinal diseases also began to spread due to “the poor organization of 

the water system and its channels” resulting in 51 cases of typhoid fever, 33 cases of 
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paratyphoid, and 58 cases of dysentery.  These individuals were largely left untreated 

because, “the vaccines are of poor quality and new cases of infectious diseases appeared 

after they were distributed.”292  

 This growing emergency prompted the city municipal committee to convene an 

emergency epidemic commission on April 24th 1944, which required water and wood to 

be allocated for improving the performance of the baths, soap was to be allocated to the 

population, and people with infectious diseases were to be isolated at the hospital.293 

Unfortunately for Smolensk residents, the city’s hospitals were completely unprepared to 

handle a mass sanitation campaign. Many regional clinics had few trained doctors and 

nurses on staff and had limited resources for treating the sick since most medical supplies 

were reserved for the Red Army.294 Overcrowding and unsanitary conditions became the 

norm in regional hospitals. A 1944 sanitation report for the Smolensk region highlighted 

these deficiencies:  

[…] the hospitals in Sumyachskov and, Isimovich as well as a few others are 

dirty. Lice was observed in some patients. Hospitals and clinics are not provided 

with enough fuel. There are times when some hospitals go 1-3 days without any 

fuel. Consequently, it is often cold in smaller hospitals […]. Due to poor 

sanitation regimens in some hospitals, five doctors have been fired and three have 

been prosecuted.295 

 

In some cases, sanitation problems were made even worse by material and equipment 

shortages that prevented hospitals from accepting more patients. In June 1944, for 
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example, the city’s health department was responsible for providing additional beds in 

local hospitals for dyspeptic children, but they could not be accepted “due to a lack of 

fresh linens and working equipment.” A problem that sanitation workers attributed to 

“systematic transportation problems resulting from poor road conditions and a lack of 

serviceable trucks.”296 

 Predictably, the difficult environment that Smolensk officials and residents 

experienced in the war’s aftermath compelled them to begin reconstruction and sanitation 

projects as quickly as possible. In addition, the extreme pressure that many were under to 

solve these problems with limited resources incentivized work that was hardly adequate 

to fulfill the Party’s overarching postwar construction plans.    

CONTINUITY OVER UTOPIA 

The Party’s dream of fundamentally remaking Smolensk along utopian lines 

proved too cumbersome and unrealistic for local officials and residents who required 

simple and immediate solutions to the region’s postwar problems. As a local official 

complained to his superiors in Moscow, “The fundamental problem with the General 

Plan is that it requires a tremendous amount of resources and specialized labor that we do 

not have.” Smolensk’s construction workers, for example, were hardly qualified to build 

houses that provided each family with 100 square meters of space, let alone, modern 

homes equipped with indoor plumbing and electricity. Although Smolensk officials 

frequently petitioned Moscow to send more experienced craftsmen, the requests were 
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routinely ignored or they received only a fraction of the required specialists, as one report 

noted, “Comrade Smorodin was sent an order by the Smolensk Regional Executive 

Committee requesting 25 technical workers. As of 1943, 16 people have been sent. The 

Smolensk Regional Executive Committee also requested 50 technical engineers, but only 

received 41.”297  

 Even if the required number of specialists existed, workers still had to contend 

with a severe shortage in construction materials and tools that was made even worse by 

transportation issues. Inspections of construction sites throughout the Smolensk region 

found that, “A considerable portion of the construction materials and tools allocated by 

SNK USSSR and the SNK of the RSFSR has not been received.”298 These materials not 

only included complex machines like trucks and diesel engines, but also basic materials 

like glass and lumber, “Of the 40,000 square kilometers of glass allocated, only 1,500 

square kilometers has been received. The 1,500 square kilometers of lumber that was 

allocated has not been shipped. 3,300 axes were allocated but none have been 

received.”299 As these shortages grew worse in 1945 and 1946, it became increasingly 

clear to Smolensk officials that Moscow’s reconstruction plans would have to be 

readjusted, either officially or unofficially, to allow for even modest improvements in 

living conditions. 
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 Frustrated by ongoing shortages in housing, utility services, and other basic 

necessities, haphazard reconstruction projects were already well underway by the time 

Moscow unveiled its grandiose plans for the new face of the city. Moreover, lack of 

coordination between local government agencies often meant that most early postwar 

construction projects were conducted without Party supervision. As one internal Party 

report noted:  

The general plan for urban restoration and regional assistance has stated that the 

District Committee, the Regional Executive Committee, as well as the regional 

GSO should coordinate efforts, yet unplanned individual construction continues in 

these towns. Standard projects on collective estates by the local land department 

were only started after the region had rebuilt several thousand new homes. In fact, 

the GSO only controlled the construction of the district center.300 

 

Thus, most of Smolensk’s reconstruction was carried out without prior knowledge of the 

Smolensk general plan and, like many large-scale Soviet construction projects, relied on 

the ad hoc judgements of local specialists and construction workers. As a foreman of the 

SmoleGES construction site, a Comrade Barhanaya, wrote: “My brigade is composed of 

21 members and until December 15th [1944], we worked without orders. We alone were 

left to decide where and how a building was to be rebuilt.”301 This made a planned 

approach toward reconstruction almost impossible and incentivized local officials to 

rebuild Smolensk as closely to its prewar plan as possible. 

 Likewise, the General Plan’s vision of a highly structured urban environment 

divided between labor and leisure was quickly abandoned. Local workers usually rebuilt 
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homes and industries wherever adequate space could be found and made little effort to 

structure the rebuilt cityscape along Party lines. Consequently, postwar urban dwellers 

were denied the quiet leisure and residential areas that Golts’ design team had promised.          

 The Party’s failure to fundamentally transform the Smolensk region was most 

apparent in the construction of postwar communal housing in both urban and rural areas. 

By the end of 1943, local reports boasted of achieving significant progress toward 

ameliorating the housing crisis and claimed that “1,543 homes have been built in towns, 

worker settlements, and village regional centers throughout the province.”302 In Smolensk 

alone, 486 homes had been built, housing a total of 4,917 people.303 However, the 

renewed housing stock was hardly modern in either form or function. In the city, 

construction brigades simply rebuilt the barrack-style communal houses that defined 

Smolensk’s prewar cityscape. These utilitarian structures were cheap, used a minimal 

amount of construction materials, and could be quickly assembled to support Smolensk’s 

growing population.  As a result, Golts’ plan for a more modern postwar living space that 

catered to the specific needs of a new industrial working class was never realized.  

 Predictably, the situation proved even worse in rural areas where reconstruction 

efforts depended almost entirely on the villagers themselves. The large-scale 

modernization of the province’s villages never took place and most peasants were forced 

to rebuild their ruined homes by hand. Furthermore, the extent of material losses in 

Smolensk’s collective farms combined with severe postwar food shortages incentivized 
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thousands of villagers to abandon the countryside altogether for larger towns and cities 

like Minsk and Moscow.304 

 These difficulties proved too great for Golts’ design team to effectively 

implement its redesign of the Smolensk region. Golts’ untimely death in 1946 not only 

ensured that his plans would remain on paper, but also galvanized the Party to adopt a 

more pragmatic approach toward Smolensk’s reconstruction. For example, the 

Department for Architectural Affairs appointed I.D. Belogortsev as Golts’ successor in 

large part because his revised design for the city was less ambitious and focused on 

“repairing and preserving Smolensk’s historic layout.”305 Thus, reconstruction projects 

would be geared toward restoring the city as it was and creating a sense of continuity 

between the prewar and postwar environments. Likewise, the utopian projects that 

defined the first general plan were dropped entirely and replaced with more modest goals 

like expanding the train station’s capacity and rebuilding key industries throughout the 

region.306         

 The new city plan in many ways highlights a general trend that characterized all 

major reconstruction projects in liberated areas. Namely, that the regime’s initial postwar 

redesigns were inefficient and ill-conceived during a time of national crisis. Revising the 

general plan to better correspond with the demands of local authorities, therefore, 
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signaled that the provinces were now primarily responsible for planning and 

implementing the Party’s reconstruction plans.  

CONCLUSION 

Ultimately, the Party’s initial reconstruction plans were far too difficult and 

ambitious for local officials to implement. As with other postwar Party policies, these 

plans failed to take into account conditions in liberated territory. Thus, Moscow 

maintained little control over how reconstruction projects were carried out in Smolensk 

province. The reconstruction plan called for the construction of ideal communal 

apartments, but quickly abandoned these in favor of building communal houses as 

quickly as possible to solve the housing crisis. Similarly, efforts to divide the city into 

specific districts were also scraped because construction projects were conducted in an 

ad-hoc manner usually without the direct supervision of Party officials. Utopian redesigns 

of the city, therefore, proved to be impractical and a drain on limited resources which 

prompted officials in Moscow and Smolensk to rebuild as closely to the city’s prewar 

parameters as possible. 

      The archival material also seems to suggest a subtle shift in how the reconstruction 

process was handled by the regime. Although they were initially focused on building an 

environment that would promote ideological conformity, Kremlin officials gradually 

settled on reconstruction projects that stressed continuity with the past and promoted 

local identity. Thus, reconstruction projects become less centralized as local cadres took 

over these responsibilities. Rebuilding Smolensk, however, would be a long and tortuous 
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process due to severe shortages in specialists, construction materials, and manpower. The 

city would not finish rebuilding until 1957 whereas the countryside would remain in a 

state of semi-disrepair for much longer. Smolensk residents, in the meantime, would 

continue to cope with disease, unsanitary living conditions, and limited access to public 

utilities well after the war’s conclusion.   

 Smolensk’s reconstruction highlights the ongoing struggle between fantasy and 

reality in the immediate postwar period. City planners were encouraged to dream big and 

create an entirely new environment for Smolensk’s residents. However, these grand 

schemes had to yield to extenuating circumstances on the ground that required immediate 

solutions.  Housing shortages and horrific living conditions, in particular, forced locals to 

organize and supervise the reconstruction process. In this sense, the rebuilding of 

Smolensk can be seen as a kind of dialogue between center and periphery instead of a 

strict implementation of Moscow’s orders.    
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Epilogue 

DELAYED RECOVERY 

Long after the end of the war, thousands of Smolensk residents still lived in 

horrific conditions. In 1956, for example, the city council was forced to pass a resolution 

prohibiting the registration of new tenants living inside the city’s medieval fortress walls. 

Disease was still rampant and basic municipal services like electricity and running water 

were far from ubiquitous.307 However, local officials had made some progress toward 

restoring the local economy in the years following Stalin’s death. By 1957, it was 

reported that Smolensk had reached its prewar level of industrial production—a sector 

that would continue to see steady growth over the next two decades.308 Agricultural 

production also improved significantly in the mid-1950s, even if the countryside still 

suffered from a lack of manpower and mechanization. Although these statistics may be 

somewhat exaggerated, they do suggest that conditions in Smolensk were steadily, if 

slowly, improving. 

 There were four major factors that stimulated Smolensk’s postwar recovery. First, 

the city’s population increased from 68,500 to 147,200 between 1946 and 1959, thus 

significantly increasing the labor supply and local productivity.309 Second, reparations 

and economic aid significantly reduced postwar burdens not just on Smolensk residents, 

but on the Soviet people as a whole. Third, the short-term economic impacts of the 
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Second World War, such as the conversion to and from military production, 

transportation problems, and the general disorganizing effects of the war, had been more 

or less resolved. Fourth, local officials were now incentivized to focus their efforts on 

improving living standards and increasing consumption in the wake of Khrushchev’s 

reforms.  

 Smolensk’s recovery was due in large part to its growing population. Gradually, 

the city’s postwar population stabilized and surpassed its prewar numbers—thus 

significantly improving the local community’s productive capacity. Although 

demographic imbalances would continue to plague formerly occupied areas for years to 

come, the steady flow of people from the neighboring countryside as well as forced 

relocations from newly annexed territories helped Smolensk to overcome its severe 

shortages in manpower. 

 The available economic data suggests that postwar recovery would have been 

even slower if not for the tremendous sums that the Soviet Union received in terms of 

reparations and economic aid. It is estimated that the Soviet Union received between 4.6 

to 14.8 billion rubles in reparations between 1945 and 1953, implying a 1 to 3 percent 

contribution to postwar national income during this period.310 Although it is difficult to 

determine how much of this aid trickled down to provincial areas like Smolensk, it’s 

likely that these financial and capital resources allowed local authorities to revitalize 

certain sectors of the industrial economy by the mid-1950s.    
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 Wartime disruptions were also gradually resolved as the Soviet economy 

converted from wartime to peacetime production. Certainly, the disruptions caused by the 

war, including the Red Army’s and Wehrmacht’s scorched earth policies, were 

eventually repaired despite the incompetence of local officials. The restoration of 

Smolensk’s rail lines in 1951, for example, was crucial for rebuilding the local economy 

and allowed the city to regain its position as a key transportation hub between Moscow 

and the Soviet Union’s newly annexed territories. In addition, although the Smolensk 

countryside was devastated and depopulated by the war, the collective efforts of 

individuals and communities to restore their homes allowed the region’s rural population 

to farm the land again. Ultimately, despite the fact that the occupation and immediate 

postwar years were unimaginably brutal and destructive, local communities were able to 

absorb these blows and slowly rebuild.   

Certainly, Stalin’s death and the Party’s subsequent reforms made the 

reconstruction process much easier to implement on the local level. In contrast to Stalin’s 

postwar policies, which focused on reasserting the Party’s authority and promoting 

ideological purity, Khrushchev and Brezhnev were primarily interested in raising living 

standards, increasing consumption levels, improving the housing situation, and increasing 

agricultural production.311 As a result, the post-Stalinist period in Smolensk saw marked 

improvements in all of these areas. The amount of available living space in the region, for 

example, increased dramatically during the late 1950s and early 1960s once construction 
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specialists were no longer in short supply. Food supplies and other basic consumer goods 

like soap and shoes  also became readily available not only to workers in the city, but also 

to agricultural workers in the countryside.312 In this sense, these reforms finally delivered 

on many of the promises that the regime made in the closing days of the war.  

This is not to suggest, however, that all of Smolensk’s postwar problems were 

resolved after Stalin’s rule came to an end . Party records suggest that incompetence and 

inefficiency still plagued the region and that local authorities still struggled to effectively 

implement Moscow’s plans well into the Brezhnev era. Speaking at the municipal Party 

congress in 1967, the manager of the Smolensk Construction Association noted that, “up 

until now, long-term planning for the city’s development lags behind…, as a result, 

engineering work for the construction of trade, medical, and cultural institutions also lags 

behind.”313 Although the issue of inefficiency was raised repeatedly during municipal 

Party meetings, it was never solved. The problem was due in large part to bureaucratic 

interference and mismanagement among local Party agencies. In 1965, Buzdanov, the 

chairman of the city executive committee, indicated that “up to 10 different construction 

organizations can work on the construction of a single house."314 Obviously, this 

approach was not only inefficient, but made a coordinated approach toward city 

development extremely difficult. 
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A NEW STABILITY 

 In the months before his death, Stalin seemed intent on unleashing a new round of 

purges. In October 1952, he expanded the Presidium but excluded several key Party 

leaders, including Viascheslav Molotov and Anastas Mikoian, thus raising fears that a 

general purge of the Party hierarchy would soon follow.315 Moreover, in early 1953, a 

number of physicians, most of them well known Jewish specialists, were arrested and 

accused of poisoning several top officials. This doctor’s plot, as it would be known, 

appeared to mark the beginning of a state sponsored anti-Semitism campaign.316 

Fortunately, Stalin’s death preempted another slaughter and marked the end of mass 

death in the Soviet Union. The fact that the doctor’s plot was quickly reversed after 

Stalin’s death, not only suggests that the impetus for the new purge came from Stalin 

alone, but that his lieutenants were tired of the bloodletting. Certainly, the upheavals of 

the Great Terror and the Second World War made Stalin’s successors yearn for a long 

period of peace and stability.      

 The people of Smolensk were also desperate for peace and stability. Chaos had 

defined daily life on Russia’s western borderlands for centuries and most had grown 

accustomed to the prevalence of death. As the previous chapters have demonstrated, 

many had wished in vain for basic reforms that would make life sweeter under Stalin’s 

heavy-handed rule, but only Stalin’s successors would heed their desires. Certainly, in 

comparison to what came before, the post-Stalinist period would be a time of 
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unprecedented stability for Smolensk Oblast. While the region was not prosperous by any 

means, mass death was no longer a pervasive concern for its population. In this sense, 

daily life was somewhat normalized and Smolensk adopted the trappings of an average 

Soviet provincial center. 

 Obviously, Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin’s “personality cult” at the 20th 

Party Congress in 1956 acted as the catalyst for these liberalizing reforms.317 Refuting 

Stalin’s brutal crimes went hand in hand with relaxed censorship laws, a loosening of 

travel restrictions, and more frequent contact with the outside world—particularly with 

the United States and Western Europe.318 For most Smolensk residents, however, the 

greatest effect that de-Stalinization had was that it fundamentally transformed their 

relationship with the Party. Although the Party remained a narrow elite whose authority 

was mostly confined to the city, local officials became less hostile to the countryside and 

established themselves as career bureaucrats whose primary responsibility was 

governmental administration. In other words, the local government now acted as a 

governing body and not as a revolutionary force combating suspected enemies of the 

state. Consequently, daily life became less militarized and potentially dangerous as the 

threat of arrest and exile was gradually lifted.  

 In addition to changing the relationship between the government and the 

governed, Smolensk residents were now experiencing sustained improvements in their 
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standard of living. Whereas Stalin focused his attention on industrialization at all costs, 

Khrushchev believed that the Party’s authority would be enhanced if it provided the 

general public with access to higher quality consumer goods and services.319 Thus, many 

Smolensk residents who had lived without shoes or homes in the immediate postwar 

period now had apartments with running water, electricity, and indoor plumbing. 

Although living standards in the provinces still lagged behind Russia’s urban centers, the 

gradual transformation was no less astounding for the war’s survivors.     

For Smolensk residents, the most welcome change of the post-Stalinist period was 

the end of the housing crisis. The city’s general plans for 1960 and 1968 placed greater 

emphasis on developing mass housing projects on the city’s outskirts for workers and 

their families. These construction projects, in turn, not only provided individual families 

with more living space, but allowed Smolensk to maintain its rapid population growth 

into the late 1980s.320  

This is not to imply, however, that the construction process was not without its 

share of problems. Like in the immediate postwar period, one of the major problems with 

construction in Smolensk was that building materials were not delivered regularly as 

mandated by the State Planning Committee of the RSFSR. An investigation by the city 

Party committee in 1961, for example, revealed that during the first quarter of 1960, local 

construction sites only received 20 percent of their cement deliveries, 12 percent of their 
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glass deliveries, and 16 percent of their slate deliveries.321 Unfortunately, it was not 

possible to solve this problem until the end of the Soviet period. In an effort to fulfill the 

plan, therefore, workers were once again forced to use defective materials and other 

shortcuts that compromised the integrity of the structures. 

Smolensk’s economy was also diversified to a significant degree as large-scale 

industrial plants were built on the city’s outskirts. By the early 1960s, Smolensk had 

become a center for refining raw materials and aircraft production. As might be expected, 

this increased employment opportunities and wages throughout the province and allowed 

for the development of a relatively small but prosperous middle class. Agriculture, 

however, would remain the basis of the local economy and Smolensk officials would 

continue their seemingly hopeless struggle to modernize the countryside and increase the 

collective farm’s productivity.         

Overall, this shift toward a consumer-based society was the vision of Stalin’s 

successors who strove to create a more stable postwar environment. For the survivors of 

the German occupation and the hardships of Late Stalinism, this was a welcome change. 

Promoting long-term social and economic stability, however, would also be a calculated 

risk by the Party. As previously mentioned, one of the strengths of Stalin’s regime was 

that the constant struggle for survival kept the general public weak and divided which 

prevented an organized opposition from developing. Rising living standards and 
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liberalizing reforms, by contrast, had the potential to create new instabilities and demands 

that Party authorities would not be able to contain.  
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Conclusion 

SMOLENSK OBLAST: A PROVINCE IN CRISIS 

Historians have devoted little attention to reconstruction in Russia’s western 

borderlands. As James Millar wrote, World War II’s “impact upon postwar Soviet society 

has scarcely been charted by Western students of Soviet society. As a consequence,…the 

immediate postwar period is the least understood of the years since 1917.”322 As this 

study has demonstrated, however, Smolensk’s postwar reconstruction only served to 

strain relations between local Party officials and those they ruled. Although Smolensk 

Party organs tried to test and reaffirm communal loyalties to the state, their repeated 

failures to improve living conditions and rebuild the local economy further alienated the 

general population. This postwar alienation, in turn, manifested itself in a variety of ways 

including open protests during communal meetings, refusals to attend reeducation 

courses, and widespread apathy to the regime’s reconstruction plans.  

The strains of postwar living conditions were largely responsible for creating this 

kind of tension. Obviously, creating tolerable living conditions in this environment would 

have been difficult for any society, let alone Soviet Russia. The regime’s postwar 

reconstruction strategy—which sacrificed individual living standards to support 

reindustrialization—combined with the brutal nature of the German occupation ensured 

that local officials would struggle for years to rebuild Smolensk’s economy from scratch.  
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Of course these problems were nothing new to Smolensk residents. Centuries of 

war and stagnation had left the region in a terrible state. At the dawn of the twentieth 

century, Smolensk harbored sprawling shantytowns where the lower classes were 

crammed into overcrowded courtyards and ramshackle huts. Lacking even the most 

elementary sanitation facilities, disease proliferated throughout these areas. Typhus, 

smallpox, and cholera epidemics repeatedly swept through the area. Criminal classes 

plied their trades in broad daylight, while roving gangs ruled the alleyways at night. 

Tsarist authorities, for their part, lacked the funds and resources to counter these growing 

social problems and remained largely indifferent to the people’s plight.         

 It was on the basis of rectifying longstanding economic and social grievances that 

the radical socialist movement built a base of popular support in Smolensk Oblast. As 

rations, wages, and other necessities dwindled during the First World War, Smolensk 

residents began to consciously identify themselves as workers and relied on the moderate 

and radical socialist movements to guide them in the fight against their bourgeois 

enemies. The Bolshevik’s seizure of power in October, therefore, was supported by many 

in Smolensk province as the next logical step toward protecting the lower classes from 

future exploitation. 

The initial optimism in which Smolensk residents greeted the Bolshevik seizure 

of power, however, proved to be short lived. Although the Party delivered on several of 

its major pre-war promises like the redistribution of estate lands and elevated certain 

members of the peasantry and working class into positions of authority, Smolensk 

province as a whole gained very little in the aftermath of the revolution. Russia’s western 
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borderlands would once again be transformed into a warzone and Smolensk would once 

again become an armed camp fending off invasions from the Whites and then the Poles. 

Although Lenin’s New Economic Plan was implemented to improve this situation, 

Smolensk Oblast remained a deeply unstable region where local officials struggled to 

maintain law and order. Ultimately, Stalin’s rise to power and the First Five-Year Plan 

would bring about the complete destruction of Smolensk’s rural economy as Party cadres 

waged war against the countryside to fuel Soviet Russia’s industrialization drive. These 

traumatic experiences produced longstanding animosities between the Smolensk Party 

apparatus and those they governed—animosities that would only be magnified after the 

Second World War. 

The Soviet Union paid a very high price for victory in the Great Patriotic War. 

Massive losses in blood and treasure left the country in ruin, ensuring that the path to 

recovery would be slow and arduous. And yet, from the regime’s perspective, these 

sacrifices had not been in vain. On the contrary, the Second World War was seen as a 

monumental trial that tested the very foundations of the Soviet system and its people. 

Victory over Nazi Germany, in turn, proved the legitimacy of the system and forged a 

stronger nation. Unfortunately, there is little evidence to suggest that Smolensk was 

stronger either socially or economically in the war’s aftermath. In fact, liberation only 

marked another stage of escalating uncertainty and crisis for Smolensk residents that was 

exacerbated, in part, by the regime’s incompetence and indifference. 

Even before Smolensk was fully liberated by Red Army forces in the fall of 1943, 

Party officials indicated that rebuilding the province was a secondary concern. From the 
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government’s perspective, it was more important that the Party’s reputation and authority 

be fully restored in formerly occupied areas. As we have seen, Smolensk’s Extraordinary 

State Commission was tasked with gathering the necessary evidence to prosecute war 

criminals and collaborators. However, the commission’s work, as a whole, was not 

designed to provide an accurate account of wartime events, but rather, to facilitate show 

trials and other public ceremonies that supported the government’s official portrayal of the war, 

tested local loyalties, and cleansed liberated areas of politically unreliable groups.  

Ultimately, the postwar purge of suspected war criminals and collaborators in 

Smolensk was in accordance with the Party’s overarching political and ideological goals. 

In these efforts—particularly in relation to the prosecution of war criminals—Smolensk 

authorities were fairly successful and were able to reestablish the Party’s dominant 

position in the public sphere. However, terms like “treason” and “collaboration” were 

applied rather broadly to the liberated population by the local police and resulted in a 

number of general purges—particularly in the city’s education system. The state’s 

approach to Smolensk’s civilian population suggests that the Party was concerned with 

projecting its power and  eliminating all traces of the Nazi occupation regime. Since local 

officials were under extreme pressure to accomplish these tasks, they targeted both the 

innocent and the guilty in an effort to purify the liberated population.  

The regime’s repressive measures, however, were not only applied to Russia’s 

potential enemies, but also to the very individuals who fought to protect it. Officially, one 

of the Party’s major postwar objectives was to provide veterans with privileged access to 

housing, employment, education, and consumer goods. However, as demobilization was 
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underway, veterans soon learned that these promises of privilege would remain 

unfulfilled. Ultimately, local apparatchiks were indifferent to an individual’s wartime 

service and were not inclined to provide veterans with any kind of support. Even if 

Smolensk officials had wanted to grant certain privileges, this would prove impossible 

due to the severe shortages in basic goods, mounting pressure from Moscow to reduce 

expenses, and efforts by Stalin to limit the power and influence of veteran groups in 

provincial areas. 

Perhaps the most shocking reality for Smolensk’s veterans was how the Party 

treated those who sacrificed their bodies in defense of the Motherland. Ultimately, the 

state had no interest in providing the wounded with any kind of financial support and 

only did so as a last resort. The aid that was offered in terms of financial support and 

housing was completely insufficient to provide these individuals with adequate care. 

Instead of focusing postwar resources on expanding and improving medical care, the 

state decided to reduce the number of patients by throwing them out on the streets where 

most were forced to beg for alms. Unfortunately, the state was largely unsympathetic to 

the plight of wounded veterans and local officials where eventually ordered to clean up 

the streets in 1948, resulting in the arrest and exile of Russia’s war invalids.    

Returning veterans also learned that military service, far from earing them the 

Party’s respect, only made them more vulnerable to Stalin’s paranoia. He not only feared 

the growing popularity of Red Army generals, but seemed reluctant to share the glory of 

victory with anyone who wasn’t already dead. Consequently, the postwar period was 

characterized by contradictory trends whereby veterans were becoming more prominent 
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in the lower Party ranks, but also forced to relinquish their identities as soldiers and 

forget their wartime experiences all together. 

The postwar period witnessed a renewed emphasis on reeducation and ideological 

purity. Nowhere was this more evident than in formerly occupied regions like Smolensk 

where political ritual became a core aspect of everyday life. Workplace meetings, 

lectures, reading circles, and election rituals became the primary means through which 

local officials attempted to reassert the Party’s dominance in public life. From the 

regime’s perspective, these rituals were valuable because they provided convenient 

venues for local officials to engage directly with the public by informing communities 

about Party decisions, mobilizing popular support, and answering questions about 

pressing economic and social problems. The gatherings also had the added benefit of 

allowing participants to reaffirm their loyalty to the state as well as to give thanks for 

Stalin’s leadership. However, Party records clearly indicate that these rituals were largely 

a failure in the postwar period and actually increased tensions between the region’s Party 

and non-Party members. 

Local Party leaders attributed these failures to three specific factors: a severe 

shortage of trained Party and Komsomol personnel in the region, the public’s general 

ignorance or indifference to political topics, and the Party’s inability to improve living 

standards. Although these meetings were meant to be highly ritualized, in practice, they 

oftentimes became focal points for criticizing Party policy. This growing wave of 

discontent was most evident when participants discussed the housing situation or food 

shortages. The fact that newly recruited Party cadres were inexperienced and were largely 
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unsupervised meant that they often struggled to provide their constituents with 

satisfactory answers to their questions. In some cases, the harshest criticisms of Party 

leadership came from the inexperienced cadres themselves who were often encouraged to 

uncover and share instances of corruption. 

 The Party’s political work in the countryside was even less effective. The mutual 

animosity that characterized the Party’s prewar relationship with the peasantry still 

existed after liberation. Although the peasantry might have developed a new found 

respect for the Red Army, Party records suggest that they avoided interacting with local 

officials and remained largely indifferent to their propaganda campaigns. It seems likely 

that most only attended public meetings to either avoid trouble with the police or to 

obtain extra rations. The Smolensk Party, for its part, never prioritized political work in 

the countryside as many Party elites viewed the peasantry as reactionary, and thus, a 

negative force in the development of socialism. It is not surprising then, that rural regions 

like Smolensk remained largely alienated from the local Party apparatus.   

The Party’s incompetence, however, extended far beyond the political and 

ideological realms in Smolensk province. The physical reconstruction of the region and 

the Sovietization of the city proved to be a task far beyond its capabilities. City planners 

initially created an ambitious redesign of the city which was meant to Sovietize and 

civilize the liberated population. However, as with other postwar programs, these plans 

failed to take into account conditions in liberated territory. As a result, Moscow 

maintained little control over how reconstruction projects were carried out in Smolensk 

province. Creating ideal communal apartments was initially encouraged, but then quickly 
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abandoned in favor of constructing communal houses as quickly as possible. Similarly, 

roads and other utility services throughout the city would remain in a state of semi-

disrepair for over a decade after the war’s end. Utopian redesigns of the city ultimately 

proved to be impractical and a drain on limited resources which prompted officials in 

Moscow and Smolensk to rebuild as closely to the city’s prewar parameters as possible. 

 As a result, Party records suggest a subtle shift in how the reconstruction process 

was handled by the regime. Although Kremlin officials were initially focused on building 

an environment that would promote ideological conformity, they gradually settled on 

reconstruction projects that stressed continuity with the past and promoted local identity. 

Thus, reconstruction projects become less centralized as local cadres took over these 

responsibilities. Rebuilding Smolensk, however, would be a long and tortuous process 

due to the severe shortages in specialists, construction materials, and manpower. The city 

would not finish rebuilding until 1957 whereas the countryside would remain in a state of 

disrepair for much longer. Smolensk residents, in the meantime, would continue to cope 

with disease, unsanitary living conditions, and limited access to public utilities well after 

the war’s conclusion. 

POSTWAR DIVISION AND DECAY 

As we have seen, Smolensk’s postwar history offers a vivid and poignant case 

study of stagnation and decay. Instead of strengthening the Party’s position in Smolensk, 

the war and its lingering affects only served to highlight the incompetence of the local 

Party apparatus as well as the inherent tensions between the Party and those they 
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governed. Official reports and memoranda clearly demonstrate that daily life in Smolensk 

province was plagued by declining living standards, economic crisis, and an 

inexperienced core of Party cadres. As a result, postwar demobilization, reconstruction, 

and re-Sovietization campaigns were usually impossible to implement effectively. These 

failures, in turn, caused discontent to grow among certain sections of the population and 

occasionally resulted in tense confrontations with Party officials. 

It is also important to note that the failure of revolutionary ideology to penetrate 

Smolensk Oblast was characteristic of Russian provincial areas as a whole after the war. 

Throughout Russia during this period, victory over Nazi Germany did not lead the masses 

to embrace the Party or its approach to reconstruction. In fact, most people living outside 

of Russia’s major urban centers seemed to cooperate with Party authorities only so long 

as it suited their personal interests—i.e. to gain access to scarce goods or to avoid 

harassment. Those who joined local Party organs in the postwar years were also 

motivated by similar desires for self-preservation or advancement since leadership 

positions in factories or collective farms granted privileged access to food and other 

consumer goods. Ultimately, survival was as much a concern for average Russians in the 

postwar period as it had been before and during the war. This was both the regime’s 

greatest strength as well as its greatest weakness. The constant struggle for survival 

meant that active resistance remained weak and disorganized, but it also created deep-

seated tensions that wartime victories and postwar promises could never erase. 

The postwar situation raises important questions about the nature of Soviet power 

in provincial regions. The picture that emerges is that local Party organs routinely failed 
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to implement Moscow’s decrees due to material shortages and a lack of qualified 

personnel. This suggests that Stalin’s power did not extend far beyond the Soviet Union’s 

major urban centers even after the war. This is not surprising, however, since the Party 

remained largely indifferent to the Russian periphery and saw little value in devoting 

resources to the region’s restoration. Indeed, pervasive postwar shortages in money, 

manpower, and resources required the state to prioritize reconstruction efforts in major 

urban centers like Moscow, Leningrad, Warsaw, and East Berlin. 

However, Smolensk’s postwar experience as a community that was never fully 

reconstructed was not exceptional, but rather, the rule for most of Russia’s provincial 

areas. In fact, reconstruction would not begin for many of these areas for at least a decade 

or so after the war’s end. Fortunately for the residents of Smolensk Oblast, the region 

would ultimately be restored and experience considerable economic growth in the wake 

of Stalin’s death and the beginning of the long-awaited thaw.   
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