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In the shadow of a monster

Stalin: A biography by Robert Service. Published by MacMillan. Paperback. 
Reviewed by Lonia Sarniak
Russia is experiencing a revival of the cult of Stalin.  The wave of nostalgia for the glory days of the USSR is causing some to deny the enormity of the evil that was Stalin.
Thankfully Oxford University’s Professor of Russian History, Robert Service, has written a book which exposes in full detail the life of Joseph Stalin: leader, administrator, theorist, writer, comrade, husband and father, mass killer and despot.
This is a horror story of enormous proportions, an engrossing tale of total control of the state exerted by a single man, clearly supremely paranoid and quite possibly clinically insane.
Previous biographies have been constrained by restrictions upon the Soviet archives.  But during the 1990s there was an opening of the Central Party Archive and a vast amount of new material has been released.  This has enabled Service to unearth significant new factual information, leading to the reinterpretation of many important aspects of Stalin’s life.  

The original biography of Stalin [1938] condensed his early life into five opening sentences.  This book brings it full scrutiny. 

The young Stalin was the only surviving child of a poor Georgian family. His mother was strict but loving and smothered him with affection.  His alcoholic father was notorious for bad temper and violence and Stalin bore the brunt of his brutality.
The darker traits of Stalin’s personality were emerging and he was remembered from these years for his nastiness to acquaintances.
At age 15 he entered the seminary for training as a priest. It was during this period that he was introduced to Marxism.
The Georgian seminary was “subject to the ecclesiastical authorities in St Petersburg” and the harsh rules and offensive attitude to national sensitivities created rebellion among the young seminarians. 
Service explains that many future Marxist leaders passed through its ranks: “The Russian Orthodox Church had become the finest recruiting agency for the revolutionary organisations”. 

At 20 Stalin left the seminary just before the final exams.  He was soon recruited into Marxist circles where he devoted himself to writing and propaganda activities.

His natural tendency to despotic behaviour had found an outlet and this firm believer in revolution quickly turned from radical Marxist to Bolshevik.  
The author observes that Stalin was by no means an outstanding thinker, though his followers went on “to laud him as a figure of universal intellectual significance”. 
In 1924 at aged 46 years, Joseph Stalin was firmly in control of the Soviet Union and he began to implement his own style of terror. 
Service states: “Stalin took to terror like a bee to a perfumed flower”.  Within a few years massive violence was used to introduce collective farms. These “terror economics”  led to mass starvation across the Ukraine, south Russia and Kazakhstan and the deaths of 6-7 million peasants in the Ukraine alone. 
Entire groups of “former people” were declared anti-Soviet and expelled from the cities.
There was a succession of show trials 1929-30 with hundreds of defendants being either shot or sentenced to lengthy terms of imprisonment. The Gulag system of camps was filled to bursting. It was difficult to imagine that the horror could worsen but the Great Terror of the late 1930s had yet to unfold. 

In the last months of 1936, Stalin abruptly intensified and expanded repressive measures and the Great Terror began.  
In 1937, a USSR-wide quota determined that 268,950 individuals be arrested and tried without right of defence and found guilty.  It had already been pre-determined that 193,000 would be sentenced to forced labour camps and the rest (75,950) be executed.
A further order was carried out soon after.  This time no quota was defined and the categories to be eliminated were Germans and those of German extraction.
The NKVD was charged with simply getting on with the operation on its own initiative. The result was 55,000 sentenced and 42,000 executions.  Then came the Poles, Latvians, and many others.  Millions of people who had broken no law died.

Stalin’s exceptional cruelty could easily justify the perception of him as a monster. 
However the author makes the powerful observation that: “the lesson to be learned from studying several of the 20th century’s most murderous politicians is that it is wrong to depict them as wholly incomparable to ourselves.  Not only is it wrong: it is dangerous.  If the likes of Stalin, Hitler, Mao Tse-tung and Pol Pot are represented as having been ‘animals’, ‘monsters’ or ‘killing machines’, we shall never be able to discern their successors”.

For myself, there are so many emotions that this book has stirred. I have friends who lost parents and siblings to Stalin, and my own grandparents and young aunty and uncle all died of starvation in Soviet Asia.  Therefore, after all those tears, what is there left to say? 
This book clearly describes the life and crimes of Joseph Stalin, a killer on a monumental scale.  The horror for me was that he was never brought to justice. 
The West courted his military might, muddled his image, and named him Time magazine Man of the Year.  Yet his crimes were no less appalling than those of Hitler. 
If only in respect to the 30 million lost souls, let us all remember.
