
Conclusion

Much of the literature on the terror of the 1930s focuses on the question 
of responsibility. Post-Soviet historical writing, a clear descendent of 
Soviet polemic, still seeks categorically to fix responsibility on bad per­
sons and bad systems. Thus the most authoritative study of Yezhov’s 
time at the NKVD tells us that “Stalin himself bore full responsibility 
for the purge as well as for its excesses.” Even within the dubious histor­
ical methodology of limiting analysis to responsibility, is it possible that 
any single person bore “full” responsibility for anything? No one else 
was culpable? Only Stalin bears responsibility? Just as simplistically, we 
arc told that Yezhov “was above all a product of Stalin’s totalitarianism, 
terrorist, and bureaucratic system.”1 In this approach, certain persons 
have to bear “full” responsibility and their “crimes” arc products of a 
“terrorist system” that is discredited today.

There has never been any doubt that Stalin was “responsible” for the 
terror. But how are we to understand “responsibility”? As the term is 
usually employed, it carries a moral charge of guilt and blame. In a 
moral sense, of course Stalin was responsible. He was also responsible 
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in a phenomenological sense in terms of agency. It is highly unlikely 
that the terror would have taken place without him.

Understood either as blame or as agency', such a broad term does not 
tell us very much about what happened, how it happened, or even why 
it happened. Responsibility is a concept with limited analytical value, 
difficult to ftx and largely dependent on context. For example, if Ivan 
Ivanovich is arrested and shot in a mass operation in 1937, who is re­
sponsible? Stalin, for approving the mass operations with victims by 
provincial quota? Yes. Regional party secretaries for pressing for mass 
operations in the first place? Yes. Yezhov, for organizing and carrying 
them out? Yes. The low-level NKVD officer who determined who went 
on the list and selected Ivan Ivanovich? Yes. In our broad historio­
graphical tradition, Stalin is “fully responsible.” But for a victim, the 
question of whether he lived or died was in the hands of the NKVD 
official on the spot. So for Ivan Ivanovich, that local policeman was 
most responsible—even “fully responsible”—for his death.

The terror was so massive, so horrible, that our minds grasp it only 
with difficulty. As Catherine Merridale has written, many ordinary Rus­
sians today can deal with it only in terms of the individual stories of 
friends and family members.2 Some attempt an empirical historical ap­
proach, seeking causes in Stalin’s psychology, the inherent ideological 
eval of Marxism, or notions of Russian character. Others, overwhelmed 
by the suffering of the countless victims, abandon any attempt at analy­
sis and fall back into a kind of unempirical contemplation of over­
whelming evil. All of these attempts at understanding have one thing in 
common: a search for a single more or less simple way to understand 
something that in its horror and scale seems to defy understanding. 
This difficulty also characterizes our attempts to understand the 
Yezhovs of the world.

Our study has focused on three related questions, each with a bio­
graphical and historical component.

The first questions we posed at the outset of this study—Was Yezhov 
just Stalin’s tool? What was the scope for power for politicians working 
under a dictator?—turn out to be complicated. Traditionally, in the lit­
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erature, Stalin chose Yezhov because he was obedient and because he so 
worshiped the dictator that he was willing to do anything.3 Yezhov as 
obedient tool is an easy way to answer anodier of our questions: why 
was he willing to carry out monstrous tasks for his malevolent master? 
Yezhov was obedient to Stalin, but so was everyone else in the country, 
in vary ing quality' and degree. As in any hierarchical organization, die 
successful executive obeys orders, or at least has the skill to make it seem 
diat he is doing so. So much more for the Stalinist leadership: every 
member of die Politburo and Central Committee was obedient, and 
several of them were older and more experienced than Yezhov. That he 
was obedient, therefore, does not explain Yezhov’s rise to the NKVD. 
We still wonder why Stalin chose Yezhov and not someone else.

A more serious inquiry would worry' less about categorical obedi­
ence and would rather look at the individual and group interests of the 
various officials at different levels and try to sec how they deployed die 
power and resources available to them for various purposes. Obedi­
ence, however defined, is about power or the lack of it. In the Soviet 
system, as in all systems, everyone from bottom to top had some mea­
sure of power and acted with some measure of obedience. From Stalin 
down to the lowly collective farm chairman, everyone tried to maxi­
mize power and protect himself (and his friends) within his sphere.

The concept of obedience needs to be nuanced. The scope of real, 
imagined, or feigned behaviors coming under the rubric of obedience is 
wide. They can range from slavish compliance to conformity based on 
sincere conviction, to willing or unwilling compliance, to various forms 
of covert resistance. Even resistance can be active or passive, total or 
partial, and each of these resistance modes and behaviors contains some 
mix of defiance and compliance. People can take actions or not take 
them. They can influence diose around them in subtle and not so subtle 
ways. They can work, work badly, or avoid work altogether. They can 
cooperate with their bosses, sabotage them, or pretend to do either. As 
recent studies on social history' and subjectivity in Soviet history have 
shown, even ordinary people could choose to resist the regime, accom­
modate themselves to it, or believe in it wholeheartedly. Nobody was a 
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faceless product; everyone made choices that influenced his life and his 
surroundings.4

Recent biographies of other Stalinist Politburo members suggest the 
complexities of the relationship between the dictator and his lieu­
tenants.5 As Khrushchev reminded us, Stalin had immediate life-and- 
death power over his lieutenants, who when leaving Stalin’s office never 
knew whether they would be taken straight to prison. On the other 
hand, they managed their careers, agendas, and intrigues within the 
considerable fields of politics available to them.

These lieutenants were certainly not independent politicians. 
Yezhov, like all of Stalin’s lieutenants, never became an “independent” 
maker of grand policy. (It is not clear, of course, how independent any 
minister in a Western parliamentary system could be in making policy.) 
But policy can also be made in the course of implementing strategic de­
cisions taken by others. Real political power is not always about having 
the final say in those lofty decisions. Stalin’s lieutenants, including 
Yezhov, were powerful men and, within their spheres, independent 
politicians in real ways that mattered. Each of them headed his own 
network of patronage and was a master in his own bureaucratic house.6 
Stalin entrusted large areas of implementation to his lieutenants, and 
held them accountable for the results. Implementation is also a form of 
power, and even of policy making. Along with mortal accountability 
before Stalin came vast authority and leeway in cartying out policy.

If nothing else, Stalin’s lieutenants wielded considerable power as 
framers of questions. Information is power, and they were Stalin’s main 
sources of information on their spheres. Matters coming to Stalin for 
his personal decision or approval usually arrived as recommendations 
from below. In matters of personnel appointment, for example, his 
lieutenants usually offered the dictator a proposed candidate for a post, 
and sometimes Stalin refused the choice and appointed another candi­
date altogether. But most often a single nomination came to Stalin, and 
most often he approved the recommendation. Stalin frequently re­
ferred questions that had reached him down to his lieutenants for deci­
sion. His notation “как byt*?” [what to do?] is frequently found on 
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archival documents that Stalin directed to his associates for their deci­
sion on important matters.7

In a simple and simplistic way, Stalin’s lieutenants were all obedient 
tools. But in real life, and in ways that counted, they were also powerful 
semi-independent politicians with their own hands on levers of power. 
They generally picked their own personnel. They battled with one an­
other over budgets and lines of turf authority. In such fights, Stalin was 
at pains to moderate and act as referee.8 Senior Stalinist leaders were not 
slaves, nor was their power reduced as Stalin’s increased.9 They were ex­
tremely powerful men whose authority grew along with Stalin’s.

Although we have biographies of bureaucratic operators like Molo­
tov and Zhdanov, Yezhov has remained an exception. Perhaps the hor­
rible nature of his work has reinforced the flat picture of him as a mere 
slave and robot. However, living up to this primitive image would be 
impossible in any bureaucracy, because management of large adminis­
trations and implementation of policy requires judgment, initiative, 
choices, and strategies.

The authors of an authoritative study of Yezhov at the NKVD rightly 
remind us that “Yezhov could not consult Stalin on every detail, and his 
role as Stalin’s instrument had to involve a certain amount of auton­
omy?’10 Unfortunately, we do not know what kinds of “details” Stalin 
did or did not know, and therefore we cannot measure that autonomy. 
We do not know how far down the hierarchv one had to be to have 

J

one’s arrest approved or ordered by Stalin. Similarly, we do not know 
what kinds of party members could be arrested by Yczhov’s subordi­
nates without his order or permission.

It has become a truism in Soviet history that as they came down the 
chain of command, orders—including Stalin’s—were routinely modi­
fied at various levels and even ignored when it suited the purpose of the 
official receiving them. The degree of modification depended on many 
things, from the costs and benefits of enforcing the order to the calcula­
tion of getting caught to the likelihood of being protected by a patron if 
you W'ere caught. Wc now understand the system as a network of Stalins, 
each of whom was both subordinate and boss. One was strict and force­
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fill with subordinates, but with the boss one deployed appropriately sub­
servient language, real or feigned respect, pledges of loyalty and other 
weapons of the weak. The lines between obedience and initiative, inde­
pendence and disobedience arc difficult to establish in any organization.

Because both Stalin and Yezhov functioned within this system, there 
is little reason to believe that their relationship was any different. 
Yezhov wrote to Stalin asking for instructions, orders, and rulings on 
various questions. He used the same fawning, obsequious tone that 
subordinates had used with their bosses throughout Russian history. In 
the same tradition, Stalin wrote to Yezhov, sometimes fondly and 
sometimes curtly, giving instructions and orders, which Yezhov carried 
out. Of course, language can be used to dissimulate, deploy power 
(great and small), or worship, and on the basis of these texts alone, it is 
impossible to say much about their actual relationship.

There is no question that Stalin supervised the terror, but there is 
much we still do not know about how that process worked. We know 
that Yezhov submitted lists of proposed arrests to Stalin, who approved 
them while sometimes adding or subtracting names. We have not 
found any lists of arrests that Stalin wrote and gave to Yezhov, but such 
information could have been conveyed orally by the careful dictator. Al­
though we know that Yezhov met Stalin in his office more frequently 
than anyone except Molotov, we do not know the kinds of face-to-face 
explicit and implicit understandings that existed between the two. And 
we know nothing of their telephone conversations.

Although Yezhov was certainly never an independent player in the 
top leadership, he knew how to influence The Boss and to pursue agen­
das that were not necessarily identical to Stalin’s. It is perhaps signi­
ficant that at the time of Yezhov’s fall, Stalin accused him of withhold­
ing information and demanded that he reveal the contents of his “secret 
archive” which contained names of officials whom Yezhov had not ar­
rested and therefore was protecting.11

The second set of questions we posed had to do with career paths. 
How did Yezhov climb the ladder? How did one rise and prosper in 
Stalinist administration?
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In addition to Yezhov’s supposedly senile nature, a second common 
answer to our questions is that Stalin prepared Yezhov, selecting and 
promoting him as an obedient and unquestioning robot, nurtured and 
prepared for his role as master purgcr.12 One often reads that Yezhov 
was deliberately brought to Moscow and put to work studying the 
party’s composition so that he could later orchestrate a long-planned 
purge of the ranks.

However, the idea that Stalin planned the terror for a long time is 
highly speculative and is in fact contradicted by a substantial body of 
evidence. There are many signs before late 1936 that terror was not on 
Stalin’s mind. Twists and turns of policy, crackdowns followed by real 
liberalization, inexplicable and contradictory changes in public state­
ments, personnel shuffles and reshuffles throughout the 1930s do not 
suggest a plan for terror. They rather seem to indicate indecision, false 
starts, contradictions, and short-term improvisation as Stalin’s mode of 
operation.13 Yezhov’s unpublished book, “From Factionalism to Open 
Counterrevolution,” exists in several versions and rewrites that run 
from early 1935 to the fall of 1937. From version to version, year to year, 
the story of the “Fascist conspiracy” against the USSR changed, and the 
final 1937 versions contradicted 1935 ones. For example, in the first 1935 
draft, Zinoviev and Kamenev are “finally” accused of having only' 
morally' abetted the assassination of Kirov, but in later versions, when 
the official line changed, this was replaced with statements on their di­
rect guilt in organizing “terrorist acts.”14 The fabricated 1937 terror con­
spiracy was obviously not planned or foreseen in Yezhov’s 1935 writing, 
which Stalin approved.

Moreover, Yezhov’s rise through the ranks is easily explained with­
out imagining him as having been cultivated and brought along by 
someone. Although his career was meteoric, it was not atypical and il­
lustrates the chain of general experiences necessary' for work at the top 
of the Stalin apparatus. This was a time of meteoric careers and rapid 
advance for an entire cohort of “new Bolsheviks ” The rapid promo­
tions of Andrei Zhdanov, Georgy' Malenkov, Nikita Khrushchev, and 
hundreds of thousands of lesser party members followed trajectories as 
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steep as Yezhov’s. Even for someone without powerful patrons, a des­
perate shortage of administrative talent in die early Soviet regime pro­
pelled skilled and loyal young administrators—cultivated or not—up 
the ladder as the scope of the regime’s activities dramatically expanded. 
There are no sources indicating that before the early thirties Stalin or 
anyone else advanced Yezhov’s career in any unusual way. His early ca­
reer was not the result of the manipulations of his superiors. He needed 
no patrons to move up, and in fact sometimes maneuvered his career in 
spite of them.

Yezhov was simply good at what he did, and this brought him pro­
motions, as the same set of qualities would in any organization. He 
took an active hand in his own career. In 1935-36, he skillfully angled for 
the NKVD leadership position, playing to Stalin’s suspicions and ac­
tively but tactfully undermining Yagoda’s police leadership. Stalin cer­
tainly approved all of Yezhov’s promotions, but Yezhov’s own abilities 
arc sufficient to explain his rise.

His rise can also be partly explained by personal qualities, wrhich 
bring us closer to plausible reasons for his ascent. Many Old Bolshevik 
professional revolutionaries disdained administrative work, partly be­
cause of their glorious revolutionary self-images and partly because of 
die antibureaucratic voluntarism of their revolutionary generation. But 
younger Bolsheviks like Yezhov fit more comfortably into an apparatus 
and excelled at such work. They were w illing to take on any assign­
ment, however mundane, and complete it thoroughly and on time not 
only because they were obedient but because they were conscientious. 
They were energetic, “can-do” types who worked day and night to 
finish a job. Every7 document wrc have from Yezhov’s bosses over the 
years testifies to his capability7 and capacity for hard work. All his per­
formance reports are full of words and phrases like “good organizer,” 
“conscientious,” “energetic,” “works independendy,” and “good at prac­
tical w ork.” This assessment is so consistent over the years as to be con­
clusive: Yezhov was a hard worker. Stalin had to force Yezhov to take 
vacations, and on at least one occasion it took a Politburo resolution to 
keep him from coming back early.15
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Yezhov’s drive and energy were not unique in Stalin’s entourage. All 
those who became Stalin’s close collaborators were hard workers. 
Molotov and Kaganovich were legendary for taking on any task, for 
putting out any fire, and for using tough methods to solve administra­
tive problems. A recent biography of Andrei Zhdanov also stresses his 
capacity for work and for successful completion of assignments. Stalin 
shunned lazy officials, and nobody made it near the top unless he was a 
workaholic.16 Hard work is therefore another explanation of Yezhov’s 
rise to the NKVD, as well as a general marker for success in the Stalinist 
system.

Yezhov also had an attractive personal modesty, a quality esteemed 
among Bolsheviks in Stalin’s times. Upon taking office in 1936, he was 
bombarded by requests for biographical information.17 Publishers of 
encyclopedias, pamphlets, and peasant calendars asked him for a biog­
raphy. Famous historians, such as the prominent I. I. Mints, went to 
work researching learned biographies.18 Novelists, including the So­
cialist Realist writer Alexander Fadeev, began to write colorful accounts 
of his life.19 Yezhov generally replied to such requests for information 
with a note that he was too busy to provide information. It would have 
violated his modesty to take much of an interest in his evolving hagiog­
raphy, and he was at pains to tone down the worshipful prose that 
began to surround him.

According to the poet Dzhambul, “When the October [revolution] 
dawn began to shine, with courage in his eyes he stormed the Palace.”20 
Fadeev and others had Yezhov as the primary organizer of the Vitebsk 
workers’ militia, more or less single-handedly turning Vitebsk into a 
“Bolshevik fortress.” But Yezhov described his 1917 activities humbly, 
writing only that he organized radical cells in factory shops where he 
worked, helped distribute leaflets in kiosks, and worked for radical can­
didates in local elections.

Similarly, Fadeev wrote that during the Civil War, Yezhov was a mil­
itary commissar who displayed a “natural heroism” at the front, facing 
Kolchak’s White Army. Wounded in a crucial attack, he was carried 
from the battlefield severely injured. Unable to remain inactive, he soon 
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left the hospital and found political work in another unit. Once again, 
Dzhambul carried the glorification furthest:

I remember this. In the purple sunsets
I saw Comrade Yezhov through the smoke.
With his sword held high, dressed in the greatcoat
Of the people, he led the attack. . . .
Hardened in battle was brave Yezhov.

This was all far too much for die unassuming Yezhov. In his first re­
vision of his official 1936 Pravda biography, he crossed out words about 
his having served “at die front” against Kolchak’s White Army. In his 
second revision, he further scratched out words suggesting that he had 
served “against Kolchak and in important detachments on die eastern 
front,” as well as a line suggesting that he had been commissar of a divi­
sion.21 He was at pains to write in another autobiographical statement 
that he had not seen combat.

Yezhov’s personal life also reflected a modesty that not all Bolshevik 
officials managed to maintain. Stalin himself lived simply, usually in 
one room with a sofa and a table for work. After the former NKVD 
chief Yagoda’s arrest, an audit showed that he had used state funds to 
build himself a palatial dacha. In 1936 alone Yagoda spent more than a 
million rubles on maintaining apartments, dachas, and rest homes that 
his family used.22 Stalin went through the roof; he drafted a Politburo 
resolution condemning such “dacha palaces” and ordering sharp re­
strictions on their size. Officials should live modestly, he insisted.

Yezhov did. At the time of one’s arrest, the NKVD made an inven­
tory of the detainee’s possessions, and a comparison between those of 
Yagoda and of Yezhov is instructive. The inventory of Yagoda’s goods 
ran to 130 categories and several thousand items, including more than 
25 men’s overcoats, 42 pairs of boots, 32 soldier’s blouses, 22 women’s 
coats and 50 women’s dresses, 22 men’s suits of European tailoring, 31 
pairs of foreign made women’s shoes, 91 women’s foreign-made berets, 
130 pairs of silk stockings, 37 pairs of foreign-made gloves, 95 bottles of
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French perfume, 1,008 antique dishes, and 73 foreign-made fishing 
rods. Investigators must have been especially impressed with Yagoda’s 
collection of 3,904 pornographic pictures and 11 pornographic films.23

Yezhov, at the height of his fame, had a single overcoat, 9 pairs of old 
boots, 13 soldier’s blouses, 48 simple shirts, 34 figurines, and several 
empty and partially empty vodka bottles.24 He dressed simply, in mili­
tary-issue pants and blouse, and his boots were worn and rough. Years 
later Dmitri Shepilov remembered Yezhov as “a totally ignorant man” 
in matters of culture and theory and was horrified that “he spit straight 
on the luxurious carpet.”25 One doubts that Stalin or his generation 
found Yezhov’s coarse worker’s behavior as distasteful as did Shepilov. 
Stalin put great store in class and by all accounts could not tolerate 
stuffed shirts, pretentious intellectuals, or “bourgeois” seekers of wealth. 
Yezhov was none of those.

Stalin also trusted Yezhov’s judgment. Yezhov’s archive is full of notes 
and memos from Stalin (and his lieutenants) redirected to Yezhov with 
handwritten marginal notes like “Comrade Yezhov! Your opinion?” or 
“to Comrade Yezhov. What’s this all about?—I. S. [Stalin]” or “Com­
rade Yezhov; what to do about this?”26 When Bukharin, the editor of 
Izvestiia, was having personnel troubles, Stalin wrote to Yezhov, “Please 
talk to Bukharin and straighten this out.”27 Stalin was also personally 
concerned about Yezhov’s health, which had never been good. At vari­
ous times Yezhov had been treated for tuberculosis, anemia, malnutri­
tion, angina, sciatica, exhaustion, and colitis.28 In the fall of 1935, Stalin 
wrote to Yezhov, “The main tiling now is that you hurry off on vacation 
to one of the Soviet resorts or abroad, as you like or as the doctors rec­
ommend. If you don’t, I’ll make a big fuss.”29 During Yezhov’s enforced 
vacations, Stalin checked to make sure he was actually resting.30

Yezhov’s career also certainly benefited from an attractive resume and 
broad experience. As a former Putilov factory worker, Red Guard or­
ganizer, and Civil War commissar, he had the right social and political 
pedigree. His experience in regional party organizations and in the 
non-Russian nationality areas in the 1920s also stood him in good 
stead; Stalin himself had been an expert in nationality policy; Yezhov’s 
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experience in the Commissariat of Agriculture and the Industrial De­
partment of the Central Committee had given him experience in the 
two key areas of Stalinist economy.

Each of Yezhov’s positions, as we have seen, was not simply a formal 
office in the bureaucratic hierarchy. In practice, each assignment carried 
with it the ability to short-circuit die bureaucracy and appeal to high- 
ranking persons. Authority attached to persons and patrons, not to in­
stitutions. The Stalinists instinctively grasped the unreality of institu­
tions and the personal practices behind them. Their habit of creating a 
new institution for each new task, the chronic overlapping of functions 
between agencies, and the bewildering array of large and small agencies 
devoted to the same task were hallmarks of Bolshevik institutional ni­
hilism. What counted was the personal power of the person leading an 
agency; Of all the committees, temporary and permanent commissions, 
commissariats, and the like devoted to a given policy area, the one 
headed by an authoritative person was the one that called the tunc.

This was a system of personalized politics rather than of rational in­
stitutions. Institutions in the Bolshevik system had always been weak.31 
The Bolsheviks’ own backgrounds as professional revolutionaries at 
odds with tsarist institutions had left them with no love for formal or­
ganizations. After the Revolution, as radical voluntarists out to change 
the world, they' naturally' distrusted rule-bound bureaucracies that were 
by nature conservative. Trotsky^ famous remark upon being appointed 
foreign commissar in 1917 could apply to any Bolshevik’s attitude to­
ward institutions: “We will publish the secret treaties and close up 
shop.” When it came to the state, manyr Bolsheviks’ views bordered on 
anarchism, especially in the earlyr days after the Revolution.

The Bolsheviks were simultaneously state builders and institutional 
nihilists. On the one hand, beginning in the 1930s there were obvious 
efforts to strengthen the state. Class-discriminatory practices in educa­
tion, legality, and employment were abandoned in favor of a unitary 
concept of citizenship to be enshrined in the 1936 Constitution. There 
was a new emphasis on rule-bound procedures and a new discourse 
about the state.
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But a strong tendency toward voluntarism remained, side by side 
and in contradiction to statism.32 It reflected a prerevolutionary distrust 
of bureaucracy and bureaucracies, along with a fortress-storming cam­
paign mentality and an equally strong reliance on cadres, personalities, 
and “our people” rather than rules. The governmental system was an ir­
rational hodgepodge of overlapping institutions and jurisdictions with 
unclear mandates and constantly changing normative rules. Whenever a 
new policy had to be implemented, a new commission, committee, or 
ministry was casually created even if one was already available. What 
was important was not paperwork or the competencies of institutions 
but finding “our” people to staff the institutions and carry out policy. 
Yezhov expressed this typical Bolshevik attitude when he told his subor­
dinates: “Writing a paper will not do any good. We will have to send 
some of our people there to straighten it out.”33

Real political power was also reflected in the right to referee and re­
solve disputes between and among personalities. In a personalized sys­
tem of politics, where formal rules and procedures do not matter so 
much as persons, bureaucratic relationships often resolve themselves 
into personal ones. Disputes ostensibly about budgets, personnel, and 
even polity were resolved and adjudicated in personal terms. Partici­
pants in both sides of a given conflict called in favors and appealed to 
protectors and allies, and the conflict was generally settled by decision 
of a superior referee. Much of the day-to-day business of any Stalinist 
official, at any level, was taken up with resolving such disputes coming 
up from below. Indeed, in a confused bureaucratic structure of overlap­
ping institutions with unclear authority, one’s real power and position 
had to do with the level of dispute one could referee.

Yezhov was gcx>d at this. At Orgraspred he settled arguments be­
tween party committees that competed for personnel. At the Commis­
sariat of Agriculture, he used his accumulated experiences and personal 
contacts to fight others for valuable personnel and staff a new agency. In 
the Orgburo and the Secretariat, he was able to resolve disputes be­
tween Central Committee members and commissars. His resume expe­
rience, therefore, was not only about offices and agencies. It was about 

218



Conclusion

his ever growing skill to deal with people: to know who they were, 
what were their interests and goals, and what kind of compromises 
might be possible. The system was about people, not flow charts. It was 
his skills with people that fueled his rise.

In this light, it should not be surprising that we conclude that the 
key factor in Yczhov’s NKVD appointment—and his general success in 
the Soviet system—was his long-term experience with personnel as­
signment. He had been continuously working in cadre selection since 
1924. Nobody in the leadership could match these twelve years of expe­
rience. Yezhov mastered the fundamental practice of Bolshevism: party 
personnel.

When in a famous speech in 1935 Stalin said, “Personnel policy is the 
most important thing,” he was expressing a profound Bolshevik belief. 
Yezhov himself put it another way when he told his subordinates, “The 
party leads by appointing people. . . . This is the political expression of 
part}7 leadership in its organizational form.”34 For the Stalinists, person­
nel policy was not only important; it was the very7 heart of their system. 
The key was to separate “our people” from “alien elements.” If matters 
could be arranged so that the right people were put in charge, then it 
really didn’t matter what institution they were in charge of. Personnel 
were to be selected according to political reliability, loyalty, and (with 
luck) “businesslike qualifications.”35

A vital part of Yczhov’s experience, and something at which Stalin 
himself had excelled, was detailed knowledge of who was in the party; 
In the early 1920s, when Stalin was actively involved in personnel selec­
tion, he had an amazing memory7 for who was who, who had done 
what, who had been where, and who had betrayed him. He knew 
everybody. From the mid-i92os, Yezhov had also come to know every­
body who was anybody in the party; He spent long hours poring over 
card files and personnel dossiers. He had long experience matching jobs 
with appointees. He knew where to find candidates to mobilize for par­
ticular tasks and had the name of a qualified candidate at the tip of his 
tongue when he needed it. As he told his subordinates, “You must 
know each of your party7 workers personally; If I call you and wake you 
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up any time of night, you have to be able to tell me where such and 
such a worker works, how he conducts himself, and so forth.”36

When in 1936 Stalin was looking for someone to head the NKVD, 
Yezhov was the obvious candidate, not because he was “obedient” or 
because he had been cultivated. By that time, as the party’s leading ex­
pert on cadres, Yezhov had more experience at the heart of the system 
than anyone else. He had the right resume. He knew how to manage 
and run organizations. He had been overseeing the NKVD for two 
years and knew how that institution worked. But most important of all, 
he knew who was in the party. His experience in the three party screen­
ings of the 1930s (1933,1935,1936), combined with his work in KPK in­
vestigating individual party members, only contributed to his years of 
experience in Orgraspred.

If the matter at hand was sorting out friend from foe, nobody was 
better qualified than Yezhov. In this sense, running the NKVD during 
the terror was a kind of mirror image of the kind of personnel selection 
that Yezhov had done for years. It is clear from interrogation protocols 
of arrested terror victims that the highest priority was to get the accused 
to name names. Again reflecting the personalized politics of the system, 
when it came to political crimes, the investigators were much more 
concerned about “with whom” than with “what” when they interro­
gated suspects. Arrests spread out in trees of personal connections, and 
a key goal of the terror in general was to uproot personal networks. 
Whenever a key official was arrested, his clients, appointees, and friends 
were also arrested. Yezhov already knew who was connected to whom, 
who had worked where with whom, who had some dirt in his past. He 
knew whom to suspect, whom to trust. He was perfect for the police 
job, and he brought with him to NKVD several assistants from his 
years in personnel selection.37 His appointment was logically based on 
his qualifications, given the task at hand.

Out third question was about belief. Who could do these things; 
what did Yezhov believe? How did Stalinist Bolsheviks sec the world in 
general?

We have often looked for simplistic answers having to do with om­
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niscient and omnipotent dictators, malevolent long-range plans, will­
ing one-dimensional dupes, and bad systems. It seems that we must use 
evil as an explanatory' device, even in our research: only a monster, a 
devil, could do monstrous deeds, so we end up with one-dimensional 
fairy tales. Thus one explanation of Yczhov’s behavior in the 1930s is 
based on the idea of a sudden personality change. Somehow the mod­
est, friendly, and gallant fellow of the 1920s is said to have transformed 
himself at some point into a monster, perhaps having fallen under the 
spell of Stalin’s personality.38 Good was corrupted by evil.

The Stalin terror was unbelievably cruel and horrible. Millions of 
lives were snuffed out or needlessly destroyed. Husbands and wives 
were tom apart. Children were ripped from their parents and raised as 
orphans. Huge numbers of innocent people were shot in the head and 
thrown into pits. Even larger numbers wasted what remained of their 
livcs behind barbed wire in desolate and cruel Gulag camps. But it does 
not follow from this that the purgers were red-eyed devils whose ac­
tions can be conveniently dealt with under labels like “insane” or 
“evil.”39 Confronted by the utterly ordinary Adolf Eichmann in the trial 
dock, Hannah Arendt suggested that terror was carried out by ordinary 
people rather than by hysterical monsters. They made choices about 
their interests and believed, in many cases, that what they were doing 
was simply their job. They remained pleasant, polite, normal people 
with families; they enjoyed music, outings in the country, and poetry.40 
The evil of the Eichmanns (and by implication of the Yczhovs) was hor­
rible precisely because they were normal people.

They did not think that what they were doing was evil; they thought 
they were fighting evil. They thought that what they were doing was a 
nasty job that had to be done to ensure a happy future. To dismiss that 
as simple evil and to probe no further is to project particular values onto 
them and to explain their actions by our standards of morality. To do so 
also simplifies our analytical task to the point where no more research is 
really necessary: they were bad people and that’s that. All we have to do 
is adduce more examples of just how evil they were and we are finished.

We must wonder what Yezhov thought he was doing. How did he 
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justify the cruel repression he conducted? Did the pleasant sociable fel­
low of the 1930s undergo a personality change? Of course, given the 
state of our sources we cannot answer this question conclusively We do 
not have a Yczhov diary, and the few personal letters we have do not 
touch on justifications for the terror beyond official formulations. We 
can, however, make some observations and possible inferences based 
on his biography, social origins, and early experiences. In this light, we 
can see a continuity that obviates the need to posit a personality change 
or to impose on a person from another time our own liberal ideas of 
good and evil, right and wrong. Turning Yczhov into a flat, obedient 
robot who suffered a personality change from good to evil is not only 
implausible; it hides the cultural and historical context from which he 
emerged.

It is clear from everything Yczhov wrote and said, including his final 
statement before his own execution, that he sincerely believed in the ex­
istence of a monstrous oppositionist-Fascist conspiracy against the So­
viet government.41 No measure was too harsh in uprooting these alien 
traitors. He even believed that his own fall was engineered by still un­
masked conspirators: he had failed to purge enough. Yczhov’s beliefs 
on this, although reflecting the hysterical tenor of the times, are not 
without resonance in his own social and cultural origins and early life 
experiences.

According to the Bolshevik “algebra” of guilt, anyone who opposed 
the Bolsheviks was objectively and by definition opposing the Revolu­
tion, opposing socialism, and opposing human welfare, regardless of 
that person's subjective intent. All those who opposed collectivization, 
therefore, might as well be saboteurs because their opposition had the 
same effect as actual resistance. Those who knew of dissent or opposi­
tion and did not report it were themselves guilty of it. All those who 
opposed, or might oppose, the Stalin Revolution and General Line in 
the 1930s might as well be spies, because the objective effects of their 
stance were just as harmful as actual espionage.

Rebels arc labeled as “bandits”; reluctant peasants become “kulaks”; 
dissenters become “Trotskyists.” Any unauthorized political organiza-
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tion becomes ipso facto a “counterrevolutionary organization.” Neither 
the identification nor the analogy was false for the Stalinists; these were 
not analogies but equations. The Stalinists said the same things to each 
other behind closed doors that they said to the public: in this regard 
their “hidden transcripts” differed little from their public ones. Bolshe­
viks saw the world through a prism that interpreted reality in a special 
way. The world was divided sharply and exclusively into friends and en­
emies, orthodox and heretical. Small political deviations were por­
trayed, and sincerely understood, as attacks by enemy forces.

The “enemies of the people” in 1937 were the “others.” Yet this 1937 
thinking was nothing new for Bolsheviks or indeed for Russian society. 
We have seen the brutal and brutalizing nature of the 1918-21 Civil War, 
in which the enemy “others” were treated with vicious cruelty. But even 
before that, concepts of “us” vs. “them” were embedded in Russian ple­
beian culture and practice.

Yezhov’s earliest political experiences were those of a radicalized 
worker before and during the 1917 Revolution. Studies of worker dis­
course at that time, as we have seen, reveal a political world divided be­
tween enemies and friends, between “others” and “us.” In 1917, even be­
fore the establishment of the Soviet regime and long before Stalin took 
power, workers were using the language of traitors, enemies, and be­
trayers. In language reminding us of 1937, they were saying that it was 
necessary to be “merciless with foe enemies of the people.” For these 
1917 workers “true freedom necessitated silencing the voices of those 
who opposed the struggles and demands of workers, soldiers, and peas­
ants.”42 This was Yezhov’s early political education and socialization.

After 1917 these ideas were strengthened in foe brutal Civil War and 
then translated into hard state practice. From foe beginning of his ca­
reer, Yezhov was known to his fellows as someone for whom class iden­
tity and struggle were everything. Writing in 1922 of his comrades in 
Kazan, Yezhov was proud that “they put their hopes on me thinking I 
can uphold the class line.”43 As workers and Bolsheviks saw it, cruel dic­
tatorship against others was necessary to preserve a humane life for 
“us.” “Our” democracy and happiness in fact depended on using dicta­
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torship to deprive “them.” In 1917 and in 1937, “the community must be 
unitary. Opposition and diversity is falsehood and therefore deserves no 
hearing. Government must be an expression and protector of this com­
munity based on a uniform commitment to truth.”44 In 1917 and in 
*937, “a just government would not mediate among interests.... It was 
only the ill will of evil-doers that obstructed change. ... All problems 
were caused by ill-intentioned people, by enemies of the people.”45 The 
sense of community in Russia was always in opposition to some other, 
usually malevolent group.46 The worker idea of happy brotherhood 
was intimately related to protecting that community, at any cost, from 
“them.”

Although it seems so from our liberal perspective, Yezhov’s cruelty 
was not in contradiction with the specific ideas of humanity and com­
munity he shared with his fellows. For him and his contemporaries, 
there was no conflict between singing and dancing with “our” brother 
workers and then going out and torturing the enemy other. For the 
radical plebeians of Yezhov’s time, die two traits affirmed and even de­
pended on one another. The pleasant Yczhov of the 1920s and the hard 
killer of the 1930s were the same person.
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