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PRINCETON CQISULTANTS! DISCUSSION (W 18.19 MARCH OF SE-39
#PROBABLL, COUSEFURNCES 0 THE DEATII OF STALIN AMD OF
THE ELEVATION OF WALENKOV TO LEADERSHIP IN THE USSR®

(10 Mareli 1983)

I. SUMMARY

1. The discussion focussed on the question of tranafer of power
in the USSR and, specifically, on whether and with what depres of
risk the enormous power concentrated in Stalin personally coold bae
transferred to a successor or successors, The majority of the
consultants leaned to the view that, in the process of solving the
transfer of power problem, the Soviet system would probably be
weakened. In this respect, the majority departed from the view
which has gererally obtained in O/NE, that the transfer of powsr
would probably be accorplished without weakening the continuity
and effectiveness of the Soviet state,

2. Broadly speeking, two points of viow emerged from the
discussion:

‘'a, The majority, with the degree of conflidence varying
with irdividugls, argued largely on the basis ef
historical amnslogy that the transfer of power might
shake the Soviet system, They viewed the structure
of power in the USSR as intensely personal. They
said that Malenkov lacke the majesty of Stalin end
is swrrounded by ambitious end fearful men who, if
they could, would chellengs what appears to be his
pre~-eminent position. These consultants glso believed
that a man such as lalenkov, reared in the shadow of
Stalin, may have qualities and deficiencies which
would make it difficult for him %o mucceed to Stalin's
power, These consultants conceded, however, that
despite the dangers which they saw menacing the Soviet
system, the irsnsfer of power may nevertheless be
effected without damnge to the system.

b. The contrary view was based upon an analysis of Soviet
society itself, and concluded tha: there was little or
no prospect that the transfer of jower would shake or
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disrupt the Soviet system. These consultents sgid
that historical precedents were not relsvant because
there was no historicel example of a system of eontrols
such as Soviet power had devoloped., These controls,
they said, penstrated all the institutions of power

in the society so that even if g porscnsl strupgle
occurred on the top level it would bs transient and
would not affect the stubility of the whole system.

II. THE PRINCIPAL ARCUMENTS

A. The Eajority Position

3. Kemnan begen by stating flatly that any concept of sclidarity
or cooperative commitiee relationships among the man in the top ruling
group was "utter nonsense." The relationships among these man had
been merked throughout the Stalin era by extreme tension, the most
delicate intripue, mnd savagery. There wers enormous possibility of
violence implicit in thie situation.

Lb. Horeover, there had been signs in recent months of a peak
of tension which pointed to a power for strugple., It was possible
that lMalenkov was not 8talin's choice in the final weeks of his life;
1t was also possible that Stalin has been dead for some time srd that
a strugple has been going on in consequence of his death, The
abolition of the Politburo at the 19th Congress was “an act of spoche
nsking significance,” for which Stalin did not take parsonal respmsie
bility, lolotov's attitude toward Malenkov in the funeral speeches
was not the samoc a3 Beria's, which may mcan that lolotov is at odds
with the other two and that they cammot eliminate him now because he
has support in the Party. The sudden prominence given the army,
both before and after Stalin's death, suggests that lMalenkov mey be
intriguing with the army for its support. The re-emsrgence of Zhukov
fits this, for his earlier banishment was a personal ast of Stslin.
Kennan concluded that "whatever the spparatus of power is at this
time, it is not unified.”

5« Lenger asked whother the doctors' plot, with its indicect
attacks on Beria, had issued from a Stalin-Holotov combination against
Malenkov and Beria. He speculated further that there might havs bean
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a policy difference between the two factions, Stalinsliolotov
representing a "cautious" eloment and lislenkow.Beria a ¥forward®
eloment,

6. Kennan's reply was that the alipnment of personalities
suggested was quite possible, although the policy iassue which misht
1ie behind it was obscure., le felt that s divergence of views had
developed within the Soviet heirvarchy early in 1952 over the response
which the USSR should mske to dewolopments in the West, particularly
US rearmemcnt -and the possibility of Test Germsn resrmamsnt. Ons
school believed that these dewvelopments were of such a magnitude
that the USSR must decide at once either to fight or to negotiate,
and that the latter course was preferable, The other echocl felt
that developments in the Vest did mot inwolve such a threat and that
the USSR could afford to sit tight. Kennan saw two indications ¢
support his belief that thore had been a strugcle along these lines.
One was the distinct impression he had in loscow last summer that
a studied effort was being made in certain quarters to keep him avay
from Stalin amd Malotov, which he supposed was related to the issve
of vhother the USSR should negotiate with the U8, The other evidence
was that he detected a pattern of wavering in Seviet policy on
GQermany, He thought that the Earch note reflected a temporary victory
of the "negotiation" camp, whareas the later notes withdrew the bid
which was implicit in the Msrch note., The Stalin article sppearec
to settle the issue, at least temporarily, for it stated that
developments in the liest did not conatitute a threat, that war war
not inevitable, and therefore, by implication, that negntietions
ware not necessary. It placed Soviet policy in the posture: "No
concessions and no negotiations.”

7. Sontag them surmarised Kennan's position as follows: (a} thers
was ovidence of a strugpgle for some time among the possible heirs of
. Stalin, and there was also evidence that this etruggle had not bemn
rosolved at Stalin's deoathy (b) there was inwolved in the struggle a
difference of views on policy toward the Vest; (c¢) the present structure
of power represented a compromise which, given the nature of the relations
among Commmist leaders, i8 most unlikely to be maintained.

8. Keman accepted this summary and than added a further observa-
tion. He sald that rmch would depond on whether the Test confronfed
the Soviet leaders with the necessity of making najor policy decisions,

“CONFIDENHAL
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If thoy were so confronted, a great strain would be placod on theiw
present relaticnships. Di‘ferences arong the top leaders would than
be reflected in the Satollito and other Corymnist parties, the lcaders
of which would not respond to Malenkov's authority as they had to
Stalin's, so that a tremendous strain would be placed om the unity of
the entire Commmnist movement, :

9. Lonper asked wshether a Uiestorn initistive would not units
tho leadership, since historically that had boen the effect of a
foreipn threst upon a divided loadership. Kemnan replied that a -ostern
(7S) move should not involve any threat, He said thet Cermany was a
potentially divisive issue among the Soviet lesders, and he belleved
that a new Uestern proposal on Jermarny would split them wide open.

Bs The Minority Position

10, In support of the view that the transfer of power was nct
likely to shake the Soviet system, Kosely offeored a different voresion
of what had been teking place in the USSR as woll as a different
plcture of the nature of the 3oviet power system. He belleved thet
Stalin had given much thousht to the succession problem and that he
had placed Halenkov in a position to assume power with a minimm risk,
The last real struggle for the succession had taken place betaween
Malenkov and Zdaghnov, and Halenkov had won, He had been intimately
involved with the work of the Socretariat for at least 1l years.

This was a key position, for it meant control of persommel from
colonel u» in tho army, from the raion up in the Party, and from the
managers of enterprises up in tho bureaucracy, All personnel arrunge-
ments had been confirmed by the rocent Consrass.

11, Mosely agreed with Kemnan that the doctors! plot had becn
a blow at Berla, bmt the announcemont of it meant that the strugle
was already resolved, not that ono was in prorress. The replacerent
of Abalkumov by Irnmatiev, a key personnel shift in Beria's scotor of
responaibility, showed that Boria's sector had been roprimanded, tut
not Beria pe-sonally., The aspersions cast on the security organs in
the amouncement of the doctorst plot was a way of conveyins to the
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Party that Beria had subordinated himself in the power strurgle,
lossly said he thought it possible that the Malenkow-Beria
relationship had been worked out last spring and thst the montior
of prominent gencrals as tarmots of the doctors' plot was an
attempt to convey that the lsading fifurcs in the armed forces were
supporting Malankov, Mogsely did not rezard the gbolition of the
Politbhuro and its replacement by an onlarped Presidium at the

19th Congross as sirnificant. The Presidiums contained the three
elements wiich had always Jormed the top echelon of powers the
leading personalities in the Politburo, the secand strinz younger
men in poaitions of great admingitrative responsibility, and the
repgional satraps. The important thing was that 8talin had wanted
one dominant successor, and ho had worked out the personal relation-
ships 80 as to place Malenkov's hands on the levers of powars

)12, This version drew a number of questicns from those
consultants who inclined toward the view outlined by Konnan,
In replying to thesec questions, losely further clarified his
poslition:

a8, VThen asked to explain the perfunctory tributes
paid to Stalin at his funeral end the ayparently
rapld deflatiom of the Stalin myth, losely replied
that Ualenkov was probably responding to a feeling
in the party that the deification of 3talin had
boen overdono. (Xeman noted in this comection
_that in the last yoar or so there¢ had been "strangs
hiatuses® in the press trestuont of Stalin, Ie
speculated that Stalin might have becoms "fed up
with"the Malonkov~Beria combination and had been
engaged in 3 atruggle to destroy them. He thought
it sipnificant that Teria popped up into prominenca
as soon as Stalin died,)

b. When asked to explain whether Stalin's Bolskevik
article had not undermined Malenkov's position, Youcly
replied that he believcod that the Bolshevik articla
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represented Malenkovis line toward Europe, f.e.,

the Tiest was no threat and the USSR had room for
manouver ('slenkovts specch to the Congress),

Mosely explaincd why the Bolshevik article had

been published by speculatin: that Stalir hed

planned to cive the article at the Congress as a
specch, but that because of failing health he had

been unalle to deliver such a rajor address. His brief
appearance was intended to sanctify the proceedin; s and
to place a scal of approval upon Malenkov!s repori.
{llerc Kemman and othors introduced the hypothesis

that Stelin mgy elrcady have been dead at the time of
Congress and had been represented by a double,.)

13. Strayer said he thought there were two principal flaws in
Mosely's interpretation, It maede it difficult to explain, first the
rebuke to Herla before Stzlin's death and then his sudden builderp
after Stslin's doath, and second, the abolition of the Politburo apd
the eroction of the Presidium at the Congreass, followed by what
amounted to the rcstorstion of the former after Stalin's death,
Kennan added that he wes sure there was no resl power in the Preeidium
bocause it was too big. lHe pointed to the theses introduced by
Kruschev at the Congress, which specified that the Secretariat, rot
the Predsidium, would have control over personncl, This mecant that
the Presidiun was a purecly formal body and that Molotov prior to
Stalin's doath had not been in a position to exercise any influerce
over persomnel,

1, Sontag asked whether it was possible to bolieve that a
man who had strugcled bitterly for power, as Stalin had done, would
- arrange a succession. The plcture of an orderly transfer of power;
sinply out of a spirit of service to the cause, did not fit the
history of revolutions, Mesaly replied that the factor of Stalints
failing health due to heart trouble over a lonz period should be tsken
into account, for Stalin had probably long realized that he might have
to relinquish power at any time, :
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15, Hoover sald that Lesiocally he agreed with Keman's thesis,
but that he did not think that the Kemnan and Yosely interpretations
were lncompatible. He thoucht that MNalenkov was undoubtedly Stalin's
choloce, but ho considered it most unlikely that Stalin would have
actually transferred powsr as an irrevocable trust, The doctors!
plot and the reversal of Congress docisions sfter Stalin's desth
irdicgted that the succession had not boon decided and that Ualenkov
hgd to and asctually did seize poer. Althouph Halenkov held power
now, thore was a possibilIly that others who felt threatened might
combine against him, Personal power was vastly more important to these
men than policy differences, Ialenkov undoubtodly felt the nced to
associate other top fimuros with himself temporarily, but in time he
would wish to rid himself of thom, If Beria or Molotov showsd ths
glightest sifn of disloyalty, blood would flow. There was therefors
a potentially axplosive situation, althourh none of the othors weuld
ngke the slightest challenge to Malenkov unless thoy could do 8o in
combination, Kennan .interiected Lemin's remark that Russian history
alternated Yetween "wild violence and the most delicate deceits,”®
Hoovert!s personal russs was that ‘alenkov's chances of oonsolidating
his power were good, for Malenkov was in a bettor position than
Stalin after Leninfs death due to the ¢ontrol system vhich had bean
developed,

16, Sontag questioned whether a comparison with 192l was valid,
in view of the incroassad size of the Soviet empire, the complexity of
the system and the pressures engemderod by the efford to operate a
plamed economy under forced dreft. Was it not possible that, in any
such closely articulated structure, hesitations might be fatal, and
therefore was it not true that personality was still decisive? Iosely
replied that there had been a great sdministrative dovelopment sinoe
192l; which mede the systen largely self-sustaining. It had weathared
the shock of the great purges without a sign of breakdowm, The cantrol
of key non from the Secrctariast reduced the neoed for personal intir.
ventions,

17, Kennan sald he believed that modern totslitarianism inevitably
degenerated into personal dictatorship, Stelin had becone more sad
more like Hitler. For the general population a myth could be built
arocund Malenkov, and he oould be fitted into Stalin's role with ralative
ease. For the pecple at modium levels in the apparatus of power, it
was a real questiony they had probably been left in & trauma by Stalin's
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death and only gradually would they ask therselves whather his

towering personality could be replased. Bub at the very top lew:l
thore was surely a terrific temsion. Yie could not possibly predict
whether they would reaclve it in violence or Ly polite manocuver.

The injoction of complicated problems of empire < rolations with

lao and the Satellites «~ made the now relationship far rore dif"icult.

18. losely roplied that the key questiom was whother any
strugfle at the top level could rosult in an institutiona) clash:
that is, vhether any top leader in resorting to viclence could
call upon the amy or the socrot police as a unit, He did not
believe this was possibile becavse of the interpenstrating naturc of
the conirols in all the instruments of power. Malenkov had long
operated this system based on the card indmgxes of the Secrcterias:.
Mosely believed that he still controlled it and that therefore mo
institutional clash was likely,

19, Kennan said he thought the parsonsl element in this eantrol
system ought not to be overlooked for it demanded continual jugrfing.
He was convinced that Stalin maintained his power by an intentional
proservation of instabllity and tension. In the last years of his
1ife, he lacked the vigor to give the contimuous attention which was
required, and coagulation had devcloped in orpanisations of the state
and the Party. If Yalenkov had to compromise with institutional
sclidarities, he was lost, '

20. Langer said that even if it were conceded that Malenkov
had succgseded to Stalin's power, the resl guestion was whother he
could oporate the system with the same skill as had Stalin himself,
On the question of lialenkovts cgpacities, there did not seoem to be
enough cvidence to form a judgment. '

111, OTHER ISSUES

21, The conaultants sugrested modificstions of SE-39 in several other
regpectss
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Langer saild he disliked the f£1at staetonent in
paragraph 3 that the peoples of the USSR wore
funlikoly to participato actively” if s strusrle
for power should Lrcak out. He mgrestod that it e
rodified at least to read that " the peoples of the
US:R are unlikely to initiate or to participate
actively in the early stagmos of the stru-le.”

On the whole, there was an inclination smong the
consultantas to believe, at lesst more than SE-39
conveyed, that Stalin's death might result in the
weakening of Soviet controls in the Satellites and over
Comrmnist partios outside the Bloc. Iffowever, licover,
losely, and Fshs opposed the majority on this, Thare
was & similar division of opinion on the question of
whethor Tito had prospects for increased influence in
the Satellites and other Compmunist parties, Kemnsa

in particular held that Tito's influence would increase,

Vhile there was no serious objcction by any of the
congultants to SE-39ts statoment on the probable

effects of Stalin's death on Sino-Soviet relations,
Langer thought it important to stress other Inctors

than appeared in the paper. He argued that if no

great change in Sino-Soviet relations were to be expected,
it was primarily because (a) the tmo atates would be
held together by their common interest in the Koremm
war, and (b) China would long be depondent on the USSR
for industrisl aid and the Russians would wish to exploit
this dependence to waintain effective influence. Fhile
not disputing the generol position nor the argument under
(2), XKeman said he thought that Russia co'ld not pive
mich indugstrigl aid to China and that in addition
Russian penetration and influence ‘n China were fer less
than was generally believed.
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