The Soviet-East European Concept of People’s Democracy

The Political Situation

At the end of World War 11 the leaders of the Communist Partics of
Poland, Germany, Hungary, Rumania, and Bulgaria rcturned to their
countries in the baggage train of the Red Army and assumed control of
the “commanding hcights” of socicty in dependence on the Soviet
occupation forces.! These Communist Partics were burdened with a
dual weakness that limited their radicalism in the initial postwar period.
All faced significant, organized opposition to the consolidation of their
rule, resistance being strongest in Poland and weakest in Bulgaria. This
internal situation dictated a policy of gradualism, generalized by Hugh
Seton-Watson® as encompassing three stages: (1) a genuine coalition
with the surviving socialist and peasant parties resting on a short-term
program of mutually accepted “antifascist” and “democratic” reforms
(lasting until carly 1945 in Bulgaria and Rumania and until carly 1947
in Hungary); (2) a bogus coalition with the same partics, themsclves
increasingly dominated by Communists, implementing more radical
social reforms and more openly suppressing the non-Communist
opposition (lasting until late 1947 or carly 1948); at this stage,
socialism was spoken of only as a distant goal; cconomic planning was
introduced but remained limited in scope; collectivization of agriculture
was not mentioned; (3) a monolithic regime that, having liquidated its
opposition, sct out to emulate the Sovict Union in “building socialism”
through forced industrialization and collectivization.

Another aspect of the weakness of the East Europecan Communist
Partics was their great dependence on the Soviet Union and thus their
subordination to the broader goals of Sovicet foreign policy. During the
immediate postwar period, until 1947, Sovict foreign policy sought, by
playing down its maximalist goals in Eastern Europe, gradually to
incrcase Sovict influence in the rest of the world—particularly in France
and Italy—at the expense of the Western powers and without provoking
their reaction.® Thus the requirements of Soviet foreign poliey, no less
than the domestic political situation, necessitated a policy of gradual-
ism on the part of the East European Communists.

The Doctrine of People’s Democracy

The dual weakness of the East European Communist Partics was
reflected in a new theoretical concept markedly at odds with the
Marxist-Leninist classics—the concept of “people’s democracy.”
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Marx, Lenin, and Stalin were rclatively clear and in agreement on the
social order that was to follow the breakup of capitalist socicty. As
Marx stated in the Critique of the Gotha Program: “Between capitalist
and communist socicty lies the period of the revolutionary transforma-
tion of the onc into the other. There is a corresponding political
transition period in which the state can be nothing but the revolu-
tionary dictatorship of the proletariat.””® Lenin devoted most of State
and Revolution to defending this view, concluding Chapter 2 with these
words: “The forms of the bourgeois state are extremely varied, but in
essence they arc all the same; in one way or another, in the last analysis,
all these states are inevitably the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie. The
transition from capitalism to communism will certainly create a great
varicty and abundance of political forms, but in essence there will
incvitably be only onc: the dictatorship of the prolctariat.”® Whatever
Marx’s vicw, the dictatorship of the proletariat was given a specific
interpretation in conditions of cconomic underdevelopment by Lenin
and Stalin. It was defined as the transitional stage between capitalism
and communism in which the proletariat—led by its vanguard, the
Communist Party—having overthrown the bourgecois or cven pre-
bourgeois order by force of arms, set out to *“‘build socialism”: to create
the cconomic preconditions for communism which capitalism had
failed to realize, while simultancously eliminating exploitation from
socicty.

This scheme could not be reconciled with the reality of postwar
Eastern Europe. Coalition governments existed, while land reform and
partial nationalization of largescale industry were only gradually
changing the prewar socioeconomic order. Morcover, the Communist
Partics owed their control of the key positions of political power, not
to revolution, but, with the exceptions of Yugoslavia, Albania, and
Czechoslovakia, to the advance of the Red Army. Thus the concept of
the dictatorship of the proletariat was theoretically inapplicable.®
Morcover, it would have been a political liability for the East European
Communists—who lacked mass support in the interwar period (except
in Czcchoslovakia) and were condemned as “Bolsheviks” fomenting
violent revolution by the majority of their countrymen—as they sought
to consolidate their power.

In this situation, Communist lcaders and theoreticians set out to
develop a satisfactory theoretical alternative to the “dictatorship of the
proletariat.” The result was the concept of “people’s democracy”—
albeit never systematically formulated prior to its reinterpretation
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beginning in 1948—which emerged first in scattered statements of East
Europcan Communist leaders in 1945 and 1946 and then in limited
theoretical gencralizations made by a group of Soviet academicians in
1947.

It is possible to distinguish sceveral instrumental motivations that
guided the East European Communists in developing the doctrine of
people’s democracy. It would scem to have reflected rather well the
mood of the population, including the mass of post-1945 ncw Party
members, which was ready for far-reaching social change in the wake of
prewar dictatorship (in cvery country cxcept Czechoslovakia) and
wartime destruction, but which had no desire to see a Stalinist
revolution repeated at home. The theory clearly also took shape in part
as a result of the efforts of East Europcan Communist leaders to
convince revolutionary Communists in their own Partics—many of
whom were “‘natives” who had remained in their countrics during
World War I and had, in various degrees, cngaged in resistance
activitiecs—that the gradualist coalition policy was not a betrayal of
socialist goals.”

However, it may be suggested, the East European Communist leaders
were not guided solely by tactical or instrumental considerations in
formulating the concept of people’s democracy; such an explanation
would postulate a sharp separation of ideology from action, which, as
noted in the Introduction, has not been characteristic of Communist
politics. It must not be forgotten that the East Europcan Communist
leaders not only had to justify their power, which was of course still
limited in differing degrees in the various countrics; they also had to
explain their positions of power when the expected precondition and
conscquence of that power, proletarian revolution and the develop-
ment of socialism, were lacking.

The theoretical gencralization of people’s democracy formulated by
Sovict academicians in 1947 apparently had a somewhat different
motivation. This was, in part, a natural analytical response to a new
theoretical phenomenon in the international Communist movement.
But in their cffort to generalize, the Soviet professors sought to
minimize or refute some of the very gradualist formulations of the
nitial postwar period—for example, the claim that a people’s democ-
racy was only a progressive form of bourgeois state. This fact suggests a
more dircetly political motivation for their scholarship: together with
possible inter-Party communications, it indircctly conveyed to East
Europecan Communists (and to proponents of a gradualist line in the
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USSR itsclf) the position of the Soviet leadership that the *genuine
coalition” phase belonged to the past and that the consolidation of
Communist power in Eastern Europe must procced apace.

In theorizing about post-1945 Eastern Europe, the Sovict and East
Europcan Communists did not break with the Marxist-Leninist
“classics” on the proletarian revolution and socialist transformation as
sharply and uniquely as they themsclves somctimes suggested. Aside
from a number of minor precedents® they could have returned to the
“popular front” line of the Seventh Comintern Congress,? particularly
as put into practice in the Spanish Civil War. In Spain, too, Communist
domestic policy had been dictated by the forcign policy intercsts
(“antifascism”) of the Sovict state, as well as by the preponderant
strength of the non-Communist Spanish Republicans. Following the
line of the Seventh Comintern Congress, the Spanish Communists and
International Brigades had fought for a “ncw type of democratic
republié” (Togliatti) and a “new type of democracy” (José Diaz
Ramos), as opposed to the more orthodox, revolutionary slogans of the
Spanish Anarchists, Trotskyites, and Left Socialists.'® When in 1944
Communist Parties throughout the world, including those in Eastern
Europe, adopted the coalition tactics dictated by Stalin, this precedent
clearly was not forgotten.

The doctrine of people’s democracy was also probably influenced by
Mao Tsc-tung's On New Deimnocracy (1940). In that work, Mao wrote
that the aim of the Chinese revolution was “a state under the joint
dictatorship of all revolutionary classes” including, he implied, the
“national bourgcoisie,” forced to back the revolution for a long period
because of its opposition to foreign imperialism. The “form” of the
postrevolutionary state, according to Mao, could not be “the old
Europcan-American form of capitalist republic under bourgeois dicta-
torship” or “socialist republics of the type of the USSR, republics of
the dictatorship of the proletariat,” but “only a third [state form],
namely the new democracy republic.”'! In The Chinese Revolution
and the Chinese Comnnunist Party (1939), Mao described the *“new
democracy” revolution as meaning ‘“‘nationalization of all big capital
and big cnterprises . . . distribution of the land of landlords among the
peasants, and at the same time the general preservation of private
capitalist cnterprises.”'? Pointing out the similaritics between these
idcas and the later concept of people’s democracy, Benjamin Schwartz
convincingly argucd that East European and Sovict theoreticians—in
particular, Eugene Varga, who (as described later) used the very phrase
“new democracy”—drew on Mao’s writings.' >
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In the following pages, the concept of pcople’s democracy as it was
understood in Eastern Europe prior to 1948 will be summarized under
six points.!?

1. Uniqueness

The people’s democracies were held to be unique historical phenomena,
the consequence of the special position of the East European states at
the close of World War 11, and as such something previously unknown
to Marxism-Leninism. In the words of the Soviet Professor A. Leont’ev,
“Such a form [pecople’s democracy] was not foreseen and could not be
forescen by Marx and Lenin, because it was created by completely
specific historical circumstances, by specific conditions which could not
be forescen.”!

It was no wondcr, then, that the cessential characteristics of a
people’s democracy were open to debate. Prior to 1948 one group of
Communists regarded the postwar East Europcan states as simply
“progressive”  bourgeois states. This view was expressed by the
Hungarian Central Committee member Marton Horvath: “In view of the
fact that a people’s democracy doces not destroy private ownership of
the means of production, it can simply be regarded as the most
progressive form of bourgeois democracy (or, more correctly, its only
progressive form).”'® Varga, too, in 1946 trcated the people’s
democracices as part of the capitalist world, describing their economies
as state capitalism.!”?

A sccond group of theoreticians held that a people’s democracy was
necither a capitalist nor a socialist state but a unique, intermediate
transitional form. This was the most commonly accepted view all along;
in 1947 it became obligatory when Varga was criticized in Moscow for
his original position. As K. V. Ostrovitianov put it: “In the states of the
new democracy we have a new phenomenon in principle.”'® Varga
himself now wrote: “The social structure of these states differs from all
those hitherto known to us; it is something totally new in the history of
mankind. It is ncither a bourgecois dictatorship nor a proletarian
dictatorship.”!®

Onc sign of the ambiguity of the notion of an “intermediate” state
order was the terminological confusion that resulted. The East
Europcan lcaders themsclves gencrally used *“‘people’s democracy.”
Varga favored “democracy of a new type” or simply “new democracy.”
Professor 1. P. Trainin disagreed with this usage, suggesting instead the
alternative “democracy of a special type.”?°
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2. Origins

A people’s democracy was held to be a new state order resulting from a
“national democratic revolution” in the individual East European
countries during 1944-1945. These revolutions, it was maintained,
were led by the working class and were directed not only against the
forcign invader but at the leaders of the prewar societics.??

The national democratic revolutions were thus not considered to be
classic bourgeois democratic revolutions.?? Nor were they considered
socialist revolutions.??® They were usually trcated, like the people’s
democracies themselves, as unique historical phenomena, as something
in between bourgeois and socialist revolutions. Only occasionally were
they said to be the first phase of an incipiently socialist, permanent
revolution, as when Leont’ev quoted Lenin on the absence of a
“Chinese wall” between the bourgeois and socialist revolutions.?*

The concept of the national democratic revolution was developed in
an cffort to provide some trace of revolutionary legitimacy for the new
East Europcan regimes while attempting to explain the far-rcaching
social changes that in fact resulted from the presence of the Red Army.
There was no attempt to deny that presence. On the contrary, the Red
Army—in its role both as “liberator” from the Axis invader and as an
army of occupation—was scen as the motive force of the “revolution”
and was explicitly described as the fundamental factor giving risc to the
new ‘“‘popular democratic” regimes. The Polish Communist leader
Whadysfaw Gomulka, for example, noted that transformation of Polish
socicty could begin without an internal revolution because of the
presence of the Red Army.25 The national democratic revolution was,
in short, indced unique; it was a revolution from without.

3. State Order

As conccived by Marx and developed by Lenin, the prolctarian
revolution signified the total destruction, the “‘smashing” of the
bourgeois state machine. Both had attacked the beclief that the
proletariat could take over and utilize the old state machinery. In the
casc of the people’s democracics, it was patently obvious, however, that
the old state apparatus had not been destroycd. Many parliamentary
institutions and much of the prewar burcaucracy survived. Hungary and
Rumania even remained formally monarchics until 1947. Faced with
this dilemma, the theorcticians usually responded by denying the
necessity of destroying the old state. Varga formulated this point quite
clearly: “The old state apparatus has not been smashed, as in the Soviet
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Union, but rcorganized by mecans of a continuous inclusion in it of the
supporters of the new regime.”?®

A further problem was the form of state organization. It was casy to
definc it negatively: “Bulgaria will not be a sovict republic,” maintained
Georgi Dimitrov, “it will be a pcople’s republic.”?7 The people’s
democracy did not incorporate the form of state organization based on
the citizens’ committee, such as the Paris commune and the sovicts.
Positive definitions of the new state organization were much vaguer;
they usually affirmed the existence of a parliamentary republic in some
form. In the specch just cited, Dimitrov maintained: “Our pcople arc
for a parliamentary republic which will not be a plutocratic republic.”
Varga generalized Dimitrov’s assertion: “The rise of the states of new
democracy shows clearly that it is possible to have political rule by the
working pecople ecven while the outward forms of parliamentary
democracy are still maintained.”?® While the state was said to exercise
functions of class repression, cconomic organization, and cducation,
none of these tasks was defined as clearly, nor was the state’s role in
their fulfillment made as exclusive, as in Stalin’s formulations of the

three functions of the Soviet state.?”?

4. Economic Structure

Just as the people’s democracies were viewed in toto as hybrid states, so
their cconomies were viewed as ncither capitalist nor socialist but as
mixcd economics combining clements of both.*® The climination of
“feudal survivals,” the redistribution of land, partial nationalization,
and the introduction of reconstruction planning were seen as modifying
the capitalist cconomic order without replacing it entirely. In cach East
Europcan country, the coexistence of three economic sectors—the
state, the peasant and handicraft, and the capitalist—was asserted. The
right of private property was guaranteed, though restricted by the state
in its effort to limit (not abolish) “capitalist exploitation.” While the
capitalist sector had lost its predominant role in the economy, its
importance was not to be deniced. Polish Communist lcader Bofesfaw
Bicrut cxplained the rclationship between the state and capitalist
scctors in the following words: “The essence of the new social and
cconomic order consists in the specific harmony of two factors—on one
hand, the leading role of the state, which controls the large-scale means
of production and which is guided in its activity by the interests of the
whole pecople, and on the other hand, the entreprencurship, energy, and
free initiative of the mass of individuals in agriculture and the
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handicrafts, just as in medium and small-scale privatc shops and
enterprises which are based on wage labor.”! This rationale was
reflected in the East European reconstruction plans. The Polish
Three-Year Plan of 1947, for example, explicitly affirmed the coexis-
tence of the three sectors.®?

This mixed economy was said to be developing “in the direction of
socialism”—since the state sector was decisive—but not yet “building
socialism”; when the latter stage was reached, it was often suggested, it
would be a gradual process quite unlike the Sovict experience. In
Varga's words: “[The people’s democracies] may, maintaining the pre-
sent state apparatus, gradually pass over to socialism, developing to an
cver-increasing extent the socialist sector which alrcady exists side by
side with the simple commodity scctor (peasant and artisan) and the
capitalist sector, which has lost its dominant position.”*? The ultimate
fate of peasant agriculture in this proccss was usually passcd over in

silence.

5. Class Structure

In classic Marxist-Leninist doctrine, it was the task of thc proletarian
revolution to overthrow the ruling bourgeoisie. The victorious prole-
tarian state had only to suppress the “rcmnants’ of the deposcd ruling
class.

In the people’s democracics, in contrast, the ‘“progressive”
bourgeoisic was—in the Communist view—still both strong and polit-
ically ‘active, and this fact was reflected in the theoretical conception of
the new state. It could hardly be otherwise with a doctrine that still
admitted an important role for capitalists in a mixed economic system.
Thus people’s democracy encompassed the existence of “progressive”
bourgcois partics and their participation in the parliamentary state
organs. As Sovict Professor N. P. Farberov was to say of the former
“exploiters”: “. ... the structure of socicty consists not only of the
toiling classes who are in power; there arc still preserved exploiting
classes, too. .. .34

But while “progressive” bourgeois parties existed, as time passed less
pretense was made that they really shared power. The former ruling
classes, including the bourgeoisic, had been deposed, and power was
said to be in the hands of the “people”—sometimes defined as including
the “progressive” or “patriotic” bourgceoisic but increasingly restricted
to workers, peasants, and “people’s intelligentsia.” In Dimitrov’s words,
the leading role in the people’s democracy was played by “the great
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majority of the pcople—the workers, peasants, artisans, and the peonle’s
intclligentsia.”® It was usually pointed out, with varying degrees of
emphasis, that the leading force of the people, so defined, was in fact the
working class.>® While such a formulation approached the orthodox
Marxist-Leninist doctrine of the leading role of the proletariat, in
alliance with the peasantry, in a socialist state, there was a significant
diffcrence between the two concepts. Stalin had formulated the
rclationship between the proletariat and its class ally in terms of the
“begemony of the proletariat within this alliance.”” In the theory of
people’s democracy as propounded until 1948, in contrast, the emphasis
was placed on the worker-peasant alliance itself rather than on the
dominance of the working class. Jozsef Révai, a lcading Hungarian
Communist, expressed the idea in the following words: “The essence of
state power of the people’s democracy is the division of power between
the working class and the working peasantry. ... State power at
present is not unified, homogenous state power in the sense that state
power as a whole is not in the hands of onc class.”38

This treatment of the working class as the most important but not a
hegemonic element in the people’s democracy was reflected in the
formulation of the Communist Party’s role. In contrast to Stalin’s
dictum on the exclusive leading role of the Communi ¢ Party,? it was
held that the Communist Party was the most important but not a
hegemonic political party in a people’s democracy.

The inapplicability of the classic Marxist-Leninist concept of the
dictatorship of the proletariat to the people’s democracies was pointed
out carlier. And, in fact, referring to this class structure of the new
states, the East Europcan Communist leaders and Sovict academicians
were unanimous in explicitly denying that the people’s democracices
were dictatorships of the proletariat.?® In Trainin’s words: . .. what is
the social essence of the democracy of a special type? Of course it is
not proletarian (socialist) democracy. Proletarian democracy is identical
with the dictatorship of the proletariat, which does not share power

with other classes. . . 74!

6. Specific National Road to Socialismn

People’s democracy, as defined by the preceding five characteristics,
signified the affirmation of a specific road to socialism, quite different
from that described in the classics of Marxism-Leninism. It must be
repeated, however, that the people’s democracics were not considered

to be actively “building socialism.” While socialism was “on the
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agenda,” as the Communists often put it, at the present stage the
people’s democracies were said to be engaged in creating the precondi-
tions for the development of socialism. In Soviet lcader Andrei
Zhdanov’s mild words, taken from his otherwise militant report at the
founding of the Cominform in September 1947, the people’s democ-
racics were “‘paving the way for cntry onto the path of socialist
development.”®?  The Communist regimes, backed by the Soviet
military presence and proceeding from the “popular democratic™ social
transformation of the initial postwar period, would develop their
countrics in the direction of socialism. The emphasis in this process, as
alrcady pointed out with reference to the cconomy, was on gradual
change: “An cvolutionary way of social change and an cvolutionary
transition to a socialist order is entircly possible.””*? It was never made
very clear whether socialism—that is, the “full socialism” of 1936 in the
Sovict scheme of development—would be reached in this way, but the
usual implication was that gradual change would characterize the whole
course of socialist development; a dictatorship of the proletariat would
be avoided in a people’s democracy.**

This concept of a specific road to socialism was given a further

dimension of being in harmony with the unique national characteristics
of the respective country—an emphasis reflecting the need of the East
Europcan Communists, burdened with their pasts as Soviet agents, to
present themselves to their countrymen as the “best defenders” of
national sovercignty. The Hungarian Communist leader Matyds Rikosi
expressed this idea very clearly:
During the last 25 years the Communist Partics of the world learned
that there are several roads which lead to socialism and, . . . although
socialism utilizes a wealth of international experiences, our socialism
can be created only as a result of the development of Hungarian history
and Hungarian economic, political, and social forces. That will be
socialism born on Hungarian soil and adapted to Hungarian
conditions.?®

Somewhat later, nearly the same thing was said about Rumania; such
statements could be cited for cach of the East European states.
However, no Hungarian spokesman, for example, cver suggested
preciscly how the Hungarian road to socialism might differ from the
Rumanian or the Polish road; Polish Communist lcader Edward Ochab
indicated in December 1945 that Polish Communists “still cannot quite
define” the “Polish road.”*® The people’s democracics as a group were
said to be following national roads to socialism, yet there was never any
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attempt to differentiate the substance of this development in the
individual East Europcan countrics. This was so because the “national”
roads to socialism were not primarily national at all but rather
non-Sovict.

These six primary characteristics of a people’s democracy indicate
that the very concept, as developed between 1945 and 1948, was
extremely ambiguous from a Marxist point of view. Some discrepancics
between the theory of people’s democracy and the Marxist-Leninist
“classics” have been indicated. Yet, as an aid to understanding how the
theory could be aceepted by theoretically inclined Communists during

o,

these years, it should be repeated that ““a clear-cut, theoretical, and
well-reasoned analysis of the people’s democracics, made within the
context of Marxian ideology, was not clucidated systematically by the
»47 or, really, by the Soviet
professors. The very vagueness of the theory, then, was onc of its

East Europcan Communist lcaders,

strengths, allowing it to serve the instrumental and analytical purposcs
mentioned previously.

From another point of view, however, the basic rationale of the
doctrine was not entirely new or entirely at odds with Stalinism. Stalin
had, after all, transformed Soviet society from above, and this fact had
found suitable expression in his glorification of the Sovict state and his
subscquent attribution of primacy to the superstructure instead of
the economic base of society.*® 1t was only one (albeit self-
contradictory)?? step further to formulating a doctrine of initiating
such a revolutionary transformation from above, though that trans-
formation was envisaged in this stage as gradualist and unlike the Soviet
path.

More important, uncodified as it was, the doctrine of people’s
democracy did closely reflect the reality of the imposition of
Communist regimes in Eastern Europe with the aid and under the
protection of the Red Army. The people’s democracies explicitly traced
their origins to the westward advance of Sovict troops at the end of
World War I1. The doctrine thus embodied the factual dependence of
the East European Communists on the Soviet Union. It also embodied
an “historical” aspect of subordination to the USSR. As much as the
roads to socialism were said to vary, the final goal was still socialism,
and the Soviet Union, being the only country where, it was claimed,
socialism had been realized, was still a historically more progressive
socicty, whose cxperience, if not copied, certainly could not be
ignored.>°®
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