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society and economy throughout history. For a historian of women of any nation, much
of what Clements argues about women’s actions in the face of oppression, but also their
critical contribution to society around them, is familiar and common to women’s history
across the world. Indeed, Clements acknowledges that her conclusions are ‘to be
expected’ since Russian women have simply done ‘what women have done in all cul-
tures’ (p. 319). Nonetheless, this work is vitally important: it will be a revelation to
the uninitiated and, as Clements hopes, a critical work that will enable scholars to
take stock of the progress made to date in the field of Russian women’s history.

The book also throws down the gauntlet to scholars in its suggestion that Russian
women’s history still has far to go to match the other great bodies of scholarship related
to Russian history. Certainly, we must uncover and publicise yet more important women
whose stories need to be told and we must seek out those controversies and debates that
so far this history seems to be lacking. We must also find a way to reach beyond our
audience of fellow women’s history students and scholars, and above all we must
now begin to tackle the challenge of integrating women’s history with Hisland
history, thereby transforming that old tale and creating a new, richer, more accurate
vision of the past.

Katy Turton
Queen’s University, Belfast

k.turton@qub.ac.uk
# 2014, Katy Turton

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09546545.2014.973093

J. Arch Getty, Practicing Stalinism: Bolsheviks, Boyars, and the Persistence of
Tradition. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2013. Pp. 384.
£29.95 (hardback). ISBN 9780300169294

Arch Getty’s new book makes a powerful contribution to the neo-traditionalist
interpretation of Soviet history. The book focuses on the 1920s and 1930s, but has
much to say about the nature of Russian history as such. In a nutshell, Getty argues
that, even though the Russian economy was modernised in the course of the twentieth
century, Russian politics never was. In Getty’s interpretation, the Russian tradition is
characterised by weak institutionalisation and a thoroughly personalised style of rule.
Everything was about personal power wielded by leaders of competing cliques, and
about the balance of power between these cliques and the autocrat, who was, again,
merely leader of the most powerful clique of them all. The personalistic and patrimonial
traditions were established in the pre-imperial, Muscovite era, and have continued to
dominate Russian politics ever since.

The great value of this important book lies in the uncompromising way in which
Stalinist realities are demystified, and in highlighting the actual practices behind the
bureaucratic and ideological façades. The book could alternatively have been called
‘How the Soviet Union was really ruled’. The tone borders on the cynical, but that is
amply justified by the harsh nature of Soviet administrative practices.

The book treats many aspects of Stalinist politics and has a remarkably wide scope.
Topics discussed include the practice of writing petitions to powerful persons; the con-
ferring of awards on distinguished citizens; practices of collective responsibility and
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punishment reminiscent of the old Russia; the quasi-religious cult of personality; and the
sumptuous and gated lifestyles of the Old Bolshevik elite. In Getty’s eyes, far from being
the conscience of the revolution, the Old Bolsheviks arrogantly considered themselves
almost a breed apart, with a natural right to rule.

Practicing Stalinism gives a fascinating overview and analysis of the relations between
Stalin and the provincial cliques. In Getty’s interpretation, during the 1920s, the pro-
vincial party secretaries supported Stalin not because they owed their power to him
– they did not. Rather, they held the ‘opposition’ responsible for creating chaos and div-
ision, and thus endangering the security of their own powers in the provinces. On his
part, Stalin supported the provincial power holders as factors of order. He accepted
their firm entrenchment as a price to be paid. During the early 1930s, Stalin attempted
to bring local cliques under his control, for example through the Commission of Party
Control, but he failed. Provincial leaders played an important role in triggering the
Great Terror in so far as they demanded more extensive powers to terrorise their
own constituencies. According to Getty, Stalin was afraid that this would further under-
mine his own powers over them, but he gave in. The Great Terror was controlled from
above by Stalin and emerged as a sort of compromise between him and the local sec-
retaries. Getty finally argues convincingly that Stalin’s terror against the local party
leaders themselves highlights the power of these cliques as much as his own: he saw
no other way to deal with them than through this highly disruptive process.

Underlying all this lies a very radical theoretical approach. Getty attributes the force
of personalism to the persistence of tradition and the unconscious ‘deep structure’ of
Russian popular psychology, rather than to any contemporary functionality, which,
Getty argues, had long been lost. Undeniably, the unconscious persistence of tradition
is an important mechanism, but it stretches the imagination to assume that a tradition
would be able to persist for three hundred years almost exclusively on its own strength
and unsupported by contemporary functionalities. Getty is, however, not inclined to
accept the relevance of other, functionalist explanations, such as, for example, that
informal practices of personal power and contacts were spawned by the inflated
hyper-bureaucracies that were too unwieldy to deliver the goods. Accepting this alterna-
tive explanation would have brought the modernization thesis back into play, something
Getty clearly hopes to avoid.

Getty insists that the Soviet state was not in any real sense a bureaucratic organism.
The real powers of senior political leaders always trumped the merely formal powers of
institutions. In two fascinating chapters, the concrete functioning of the apparatus of the
Central Committee is highlighted. The Bolshevik ‘grandees’ and ‘nobles’ tended to take
decisions essentially on their own, only subsequently to formalise them in the name of
the committee that they served on. Many of these committees hardly ever met anyhow.
Downstairs at the Central Committee, rule-bound rationality was taken more seriously,
but the subordinate committees were consistently overruled by the grandees upstairs.

Getty’s stark image of an uncouth elite of can-do men, throwing their weight
around without any interest in formal procedure, is particularly convincing. But,
again, does this prove that only people mattered but institutions did not? Bureaucratic
hierarchies remained intact. It was not for nothing that the superior committees were
monopolised by the most powerful personalities. To become effective, decisions had to
be formalised in the name of a committee. To overrule a subordinate committee, a
leader needed not only to enjoy higher personal prestige but also to occupy a higher
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position in the official hierarchy. Did the Bolsheviks really, as Getty insists, hate bureauc-
racy? Undeniably, they continuously bent their own rules and cut corners, but at the
same time they were all for professionalism, division of labour and the business-like
style. The model of a bureaucratic-personalistic hybrid might be the more convincing
one.

Getty refers to Bourdieu and Foucault to underscore his view that only individual
people and their practices constitute solid reality, and to show that the state in
general, not only the Stalinist state, is an ephemeral institution – a mere label.
Another profound thinker to have made a similar point comes to my mind. It is
somehow comforting to see that at the age of wisdom Arch has finally become a follower
of Mrs Thatcher: ‘There is no such thing as society’.

Erik van Ree
University of Amsterdam

E.vanRee@uva.nl
# 2014, Erik van Ree

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09546545.2014.973094

Simon Marsden and Duncan McLaren, Russia: A World Apart. London:
Mudds and Stoke, 2013. Pp. 144. £25.00 (hardback). ISBN 9780957379503

Russia: A World Apart, with photographs by Simon Marsden and text by Duncan McLaren,
is a beautifully produced book, including 80 distinctively stylised black-and-white photo-
graphs. It evokes the former glory of many of Russia’s country estates and shows us the
ruinous state they are most often found in today. In a similar premise, the authors had
collaborated on two previous books exploring dilapidated architecture in Ireland and the
former East Germany. With this book, they have done a great service by trekking to the
more isolated country estates (usad’by) to present them to the wider world, and this is by
far the most interesting aspect of the book. The photographs present the diverse and
often elaborate architectural styles used in estate buildings, which can range from Pal-
ladian to gothic, baroque to eclectic. The authors do include in their book, as well,
examples of several well-known St Petersburg and Moscow palaces that have been reno-
vated and maintained by the state, which are much more accessible to visitors.

While the book attempts to provide the reader with a glimpse of the life of Russia’s
pre-revolutionary elite, more background on the usad’ba as an institution would have
been helpful. The work’s bibliography is not comprehensive; for example, the
authors could have referred to the pre-eminent book on the subject written by Priscilla
Roosevelt. Giving the reader a fuller context of these estates would also have been
helpful, as estates were much more than fancy houses with manicured gardens. The
largest estates encompassed tens of thousands of acres, hundreds or even thousands
of serfs spread throughout several villages, and churches, outbuildings, workshops, thea-
tres, and offices. Estates also served a role distinct from other European aristocratic
abodes given the particular nature of Russia’s sheer geographic size and its unique
social and political structures. The photographs in the book give the reader a sense of
the grandeur, often verging on ostentation, of the architecture of the more affluent
class of Russian estate, but this only goes part of the way in illustrating the sheer
wealth possessed by the upper strata of aristocrats. It is not explained that each of
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