
explicitly production-related themes. Production agitation was also supposed to 

involve work on improving living and working conditions. 

The third and fourth areas of political work-mass agitation and ideological 

training-were closely related, yet distinct in their focus. As the name implies, mass 

agitation (or mass political work, as it was also known) consisted of political work 

among the general population and included all presentations and speeches on current 

events by factory and kolkhoz agitators, report-givers, lecturers, propagandists and 

other party officials . It was a combination of news and political interpretation. In 

this format, agitprop cadres presented the party's version of war, and domestic and 

international news to mass audiences: the current state of the war, the party line in 

international affairs, Nazi activities in occupied territories, Nazi ideology about the 

Soviet peoples, allied activities in the Pacific, etc. 

Closely related to mass agitation work, yet distinct because it focused mostly 

on the education of party cadres themselves, was ideological training. Some of this 

work was conducted by institutes of higher ideological education located in Moscow 

and Leningrad. But much more of it was performed in evening "universities" of 

Marxism-Leninism, short- or medium-term seminars, local study circles (kruzhld) and 

correspondence courses. On a regular and continuing basis, ideological work was 

reinforced and supplemented by specially trained propagandists who lectured on 

various aspects of theory: dialectical materialism, the writings of Marx, Engels, 

Lenin and Stalin, party history and other themes relating to the party's official 

ideology. 

Political agitation was based in and conducted from the propaganda 

departments of party committees at the oblast' (provincial), city and raion (district) 

levels . In addition , agitators , propagandists, report-givers and other personnel also 

staffed separate institutions, such as the partkabinet ("party study room") , which 

were specifically dedicated to political work. Although institutions like the 

partkabinet specifically concentrated on ideological training , they also trained 

agitators for mass political work. 
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This network of political agitation institutions was impressive and highly 

elaborated. However, despite the breadth and energy of agitprop activities in the 

1920s and 1930s, and the emphasis it received at the highest levels of the party, 

political work was plagued by serious problems on the eve of war." In January 1941, 

G.F.Aleksandrov, head of the Central Committee's Directorate of Propaganda and 

Agitation (UPA), convened a meeting of top officials of the political apparatus and 

representatives of party committees from around the country. Aleksandrov opened 

the meeting with immediate and harsh criticism of party political operations. In his 

opening broadside, he complained that party agitation work was amateurish: 

As you know, our propaganda has changed in a fundamental way over the 

past two years. Agitation itself is more neglected and is the most primitive 

area of party work. So we need to talk about how we can escape this 

neglect and primitiveness in agitation work." 

Participants at the four-day gathering echoed and elaborated upon these 

criticisms. They sketched a critical portrait of party political work, discussing 

deficiencies in the organization of agitprop bureaus, the recruitment and training of 

political cadres and the quality of the message that agitators were conveying to Soviet 

citizens." 

Apathy and bureaucratic indifference to agitprop work was a prominent 

theme of complaint. A.D. Serov, secretary of the party committee at the Moscow 

factory Serp i molot (Sickle and Hammer) said that, although party rules dictated that 

all party members perform general agitation every day, in reality only those 

specifically assigned to do agitprop actually performed it. Others, perhaps more 

"qualified" to do the work, sat idly by, saying "It's not my business." Serovalso 

complained that the policy of assigning political work to agitkollektivy (agitation 

collectives) gave party secretaries an excuse to delegate agitation work to 

subordinates and thereby ignore it.9 The other political officers present agreed that 

party and soviet leaders generally tried to avoid agitational work. 
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Moreover, even those assigned to agitprop frequently ignored it. N.F. 

Rybov, an engineer at Moscow's Krasnyi proletariat (Red Proletariat) factory noted 

that half of the agitators in the machine-building shop ignored their political 

assignments, as did over half of their superiors.'? Still others spoke of party 

organizations that only conducted agitation around formal state holidays . 

The problem lay not strictly with those below. It was also traceable to the 

gulf between the expectations of those directing the "high" culture of official ideology 

from above and the understandings of those actually charged with performing 

agitation below. Several officials at the January 1941 meeting complained that 

lecture themes and political agitation guides provided by the UPA and other 

organizations in Moscow were too abstract or irrelevant to the realities of daily 

agitation. Instead of talking about abstract questions of class or government policy, 

these leaders wanted themes more relevant to the problems of production. 

Furthermore, the officials argued that many agitators simply could not 

understand the language of centrally supplied agitational materials . I.G. Lysenko of 

the Ukrainian party central committee noted that essays in the journal Sputnik 
agitatora (a journal under the jurisdiction of Aleksandrov's UPA) were written in a 

language and on a level comprehensible only to the most highly trained agitators. 

Oddly enough, Aleksandrov agreed: "The editorial board of Sputnikagitatora thinks 

that agitators are people's commissars, but we want to make them agitators." 

Lysenko remarked that "Some journals should be shelved in the archive immediately 
after publication. We need to think seriously about improving agitation. "11 

Participants at the January 1941 meeting also complained that too much 

agitation was of a superficial or strictly informational character and that too many 

agitators performed their duties simply by reading newspapers aloud, instead of 

explaining the news or answering public questions . 

The concerns of Aleksandrov and his colleagues were well founded because 

their critiques of prewar political operations foreshadowed the problems that would 

beset the political organs during the war. When hostilities began, not only had 

problems in agitprop not been solved, but they were exacerbated by the conditions 
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of wartime life. If the party's mission as an instrument of persuasion, using agitprop 

organs to inculcate a specific value system, had been problematic before the war, the 

war would reveal this contradiction even more starkly and would emphasize the more 

important role that official ideology played within party life as a language of power . 

But the first aspect of agitprop that the war highlighted was its importance not as a 

tool of persuasion or a political language , but as a tool of simple communication. 

Wartime Disintegration 

The war brought substantial structural change to civilian agitprop operations. 

At the beginning of hostilities, almost all civilian institutions of agitation and 

ideological training were converted into agitpunkty , or agitation points. The 

agitpunkt was supposed to coordinate all training of political cadres and agitation 

activities. Agitpunkty were also supposed to be set up at all draft mobilization points 

and at railroad stations (where they were also known as "evacuation points") to serve 

draftees and evacuees in transit as well as in hospitals to serve wounded soldiers . 

Within the propaganda departments, new sections on propaganda, literature , film, 

radio and art were opened. In villages and in areas without agitpunkty, political 

cadres were supposed to staff or visit the izba-chital 'naia (reading hut), the krasnyi 
ugolok (red comer) and the local library. 12 

These institutions were supposed to coordinate the work of agitators by 

providing instruction and consultation in political agitation; by conveying new 

propaganda themes and lecture materials; by assembling travelling lecture groups; by 

assigning agitators and propagandists to conduct work throughout the oblast; and by 

reviewing the work of party agitators. The institutions themselves were also 

supposed to function as centers of political agitation and as sources of information 

on the course of the war through besedy (political discussions), chitki (newspaper 

6
 



readings), lectures and the use of other mass gatherings, all of which had been part 

of the party's agitation repertoire since the 1920s. 

However, in wartime mass agitation work, the first and most basic official 

task of party cadres proved not to be disseminating propaganda per se, but providing 

a basic communications link with the urban and rural populations. As official 

representatives of Soviet power, agitators were charged not only with propagandizing 

the party's political line and trying to iron out production-related problems. They 

were also supposed to provide general news surveys about the war and local events , 

and to answer general questions from their audiences. 

Agitprop personnel assumed such a broad informational role, in part, due to 

the organizational weakness of the Soviet state and the difficulties of wartime 

communications. Communications throughout the rear were extremely difficult, 

especially during the first two years of the war. Although party political organs had 

always been thinly spread throughout the country and networks of communication 

were often tenuous (particularly in rural areas), the war exacerbated these problems 

immensely. Academician V.I. Vernadskii, riding the evacuation train from Moscow, 

noted in his diary on 18 July 1941: "The complete lack of information about the war 

since [we left] Moscow is staggering. Even in the cities people don't know 

[anything]. Our latest information from newspapers comes from 16 July. "13 Women 

working in the fitting shop of the Stalin automobile factory in Moscow reported in 

early August 1941: 

Political reports stopped at our factory when fascist air attacks on Moscow 

began. We have no radio. We work until 8:00 p.m. and once we get home 

go immediately to the bomb shelter. We are living practically on rumors 
alone. 14 

These difficulties were partly attributable to party and state actions 

themselves. On 25 June 1941-the fourth day of war-the Sovnarkom ordered the 

confiscation of all private radio receivers. The avowed purpose of banning privately 
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held radios was to control the dissemination of information, to prevent Soviet citizens 

from listening to non-Soviet radio broadcasts, and to ensure that all listening occurred 

in a controlled setting. Party officials were especially concerned that Soviet citizens 

not listen to German propaganda broadcasts. Protocols of party meetings throughout 

rear areas in the first months of the war are peppered with orders to improve the 

speed and efficiency of the collection of private radios, as well as instructions on 

penalties for violations of the order. 

Reports from below validated the fears of party officials that unfiltered 

German propaganda was reaching Soviet citizens. In August 1941, the Kuibyshev 

obkom (oblast'party committee) noted that many party and soviet personnel had failed 

to tum in their radio receivers, which promoted "the spreading of all kinds of anti­

Soviet rumors." Similar orders as well as reports of listening to "counter­

revolutionary" or enemy broadcasts on private or state radios were found in the 

records of Leningrad, Novosibirsk and Omsk oblast's, among others. IS 

But the points of "collective listening" that were supposed to replace 

individually owned radios often did not work due to lack of personnel, lack of or 

faulty equipment, and electricity shortages. Radio communications were also 

rendered more difficult at the beginning of the war by a switch from long-wave to 

short-wave transmission. Since most civilian radio receivers were not equipped for 

short-wave reception, they could not receive central radio broadcasts." In many 

rural areas the situation was worse, because authorities had been overzealous in 

implementing the Sovnarkom order on radio confiscations . In addition to removing 

radios from private hands, they also removed radio receivers from kolkhoz clubs, 

reading rooms and other areas that were supposed to serve as points of collective 

listening . D. Polikarpov, director of the Sovnarkom radio commitee, reported gross 

violations of the Sovnarkom order by officials of oblast ' communications departments 

and radio committees who, with the blessing of local party officials, were trying to 

"over-insure" compliance with the order. In Penza oblast ', all radio receivers 

dedicated to public use were confiscated. Mass confiscations also occurred in 

Vologda, Iaroslavl' and other oblast's" 
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As a consequence, many areas of the country were reduced to receiving radio 

transmissions over increasingly crowded and unreliable telephone and telegraph 

lines. '8 Already in October 1941, the Sverdlovsk obkom was reporting that the 

disintegration of local radio networks was "depriving the population of the 

opportunity to listen to political news. "19 

Urban radio networks often did not operate much better. One year into the 

war, Polikarpov reported that radio broadcasting in many large enterprises and in 

raion (district) centers was in an exceptionally poor state. At the Molotov 

automotive factory in Gor'kii, a local radio network with over 13,000 receiving sets 

was in complete disuse, as were many similar networks in other enterprises. Limits 

on factory and raion radio broadcasting networks of ten minutes per day also 

prevented the use of the radio for broadcasting local news or local political 

agitation." 

The technical and personnel problems that plagued radio transmission hit film 

distribution even harder. Shortages of technical personnel, equipment and theater 

space curtailed efforts to show newsreels and films to urban audiences. The 

difficulties of wartime mails also impaired film distribution. Even when films and 

space were available, increased work hours and the need to spend greater amounts 

of time searching for food and other necessities limited people's opportunities to 

attend the cinema. In the countryside, personnel and equipment difficulties were 

worse. The requisitioning of great numbers of civilian vehicles for military use and 

severe gasoline shortages greatly restricted the activities of mobile cinemas (kino­

peredvizhkiy. Reports flowed in regularly to the center about kolkhozes that had not 

seen a film for the entire period of the war." 
Problems in film projection continued throughout the war and were so bad 

that the Central Committee reprimanded Ul'ianovsk oblast' in September 1944. A 

large part of the oblast's residents, especially the rural population, had no 

opportunity whatsoever to see films. In fourteen raions of the oblast', mobile 

cinemas were not working at all. In the remaining raions, they worked irregularly 

and were serving only an "insignificant" portion of the population.f Matters were 

9
 



not much better in cities and towns of the oblast'-including the oblast' center of 

Ul'ianovsk-where theaters were in disorder and many (if not all) projectors were 

not in working order. 

The disintegration of radio and film networks was especially important in 

view of a reduction in the quantity and frequency of publication of the periodical 

press. Due to the wartime paper shortage and increased number of military 

newspapers, the number of civilian newspapers fell precipitously in the first months 

of war, as did the size of print runs and the frequency of publication. To fill the 

gap, party committees were instructed to make better use of the remaining 

newspapers through the expanded use of newspaper display windows (vitriny), public 

readings (chitkiy and the collection of used newspapers in cities to send to the 

countryside." 

Even those newspapers and journals that were published often did not reach 

their intended destinations . And the large number of subscriptions for administrative 

agencies prevented individuals from subscribing to much of the central, republican 

and oblast' press. The distribution problem was aggravated by lack of public display 

space . In Saratov and Vologda, for example, there were very few newspaper display 

windows, despite obkom orders to install more. The newspaper shortage hit rural 

areas hardest and continued throughout the war. Many rural raions received an 

infinitesmal number of newspapers." According to an August 1943 Propagandist 

editorial : 

The overwhelming number of central newspapers, as a rule, sit in raion 
centers and do not get to the rural reader. For example, in Kharobskii 

raion of Vologda oblast', only one copy of Pravda, of 41 copies received 

in the raion, makes it to the village. All remaining copies remain in the 

raion center. Of 75 copies of Sotsialisticheskoe zemledelie received in the 

raion, only 44 are sent to the kolkhozes. In the reading rooms and rural 

libraries of Kharovskii raion there are no copies of Pravda or Izvestiia. 
Even the oblast' newspaper Krasnyi sever is not received by all kolkhozes. 
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Of 355 copies of the oblast' newspaper designated for the raion, 216 sit in 

the raion center." 

In an October 1943 report, a party inspector in Kazakhstan complained that less than 

10% of the newspapers received by the oblast' actually reached the countryside. The 

rest of the newspapers were received by state organizations. Some government 

functionaries were subscribing to several copies of a single newspaper "in order to 
use it for wrapping or other daily needs. " 26 

Those newspapers and journals that did reach the city or the village were 

often hopelessly late. This aggravated an already bad situation, since much news 

(especially about military defeats) was officially reported very late to begin with. In 

Tula oblast' in September 1942, central newspapers often reached raions 7 to 10 days 

late. Even raion newspapers took two or three days to get to distant selsovets?' 
Thus, with print, film and radio media so tenuous a means of communication, 

political agitators became more important , in the eyes of party leaders, for conveying 

elementary news about the course of the war and for transmitting the party 's 

message, two activities which were of course closely intertwined. 

However, and much to the consternation of those who directed party political 
work, the agitprop network also proved to be a poor communications link. Agitprop 

personnel were effective neither at getting the party's message out, nor often simply 

at providing news. In fact, political agitation work, problematic on the eve of the 

war, broke down almost as soon as the war began. The problem was in part a matter 

of organization and priorities. The mass exodus of political cadres to the front often 

left too few people (or no one at all) to conduct political agitation, to give political 

lectures, to distribute propaganda posters or otherwise to carry on the work of 

political mobilization. 

The most frequent complaint about political work from party officials at all 

levels in each of the four oblast's under study was that party cadres had abandoned 
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agitprop work-in factories, in apartment blocks, in dormitories and in rural 

areas-as soon as the war began. For instance, when the Sverdlovsk obkom met in 

mid-November 1941 to discuss failures to fully convert industrial, agricultural, party 

organizational and mass agitation work to a military footing, obkom officials blamed 

local leaders: "Many leading personnel in enterprises, cities, and raions have kept 

themselves aloof (samoustranilis') from daily and personal participation in mass­

political work, leaving it in neglect. "28 As with problems in party recruitment, the 

disintegration of agitprop work seemed worse in the countryside." Published 

complaints and intra-party discussion about the abandonment of agitprop work in 

both urban and rural party committees continued as the war went on. 

In many cases, agitprop was abandoned as part of an organizational triage 

that put it below production work in the list of wartime priorities. When asked to 

explain the neglect and abandonment of political work, party workers often cited lack 

of time and personnel. Working long shifts in industrial and agricultural production 

for the front, cadres had much less time to conduct political agitation. As 

Shcherbakov recounted in May 1942, many political workers considered plan 

fulfilment their single and overarching task, separate from and superior to political 

work. According to Shcherbakov, party members and ordinary workers sometimes 

even complained openly: 

Why are you talking to me about meetings, about recruitment to the party, 

about political discussions (besedy) and the like when people are struggling 

to fulfill the plan? We'll fulfill the plan-then we'll do party work." 

Instead of being used according to their prescribed purpose, agitators and 

propagandists were often sent from cities and raion centers as plenipotentiaries 

(upolnomochennye) to assist in and supervise agricultural work, a particularly 

frequent area of criticism at the all-union and oblast ' levels. At an October 1942 

meeting, the head of Kuibyshev obkom's organizational department complained that 

the majority of raikoms had transformed the heads of party organizational 
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departments (zavorgy) into permanent plenipotentiaries who travelled from one 

special project to another, spending no time at their official jobs. In one raion, the 

zavorg and party instruktor had "sat out" the entire summer as plenipotentiaries. 

2Another instruktor worked three to four months as the chauffeur for the first 

secretary of the raikom?' 
In cities, notably in Kuibyshev, agitators were used as street cleaners, as 

ordinary industrial workers, to verify allocation of retail products and to regulate 

distribution of ration cards. Despite an obkomdecision condemning this practice and 

ordering raikoms and gorkoms to use agitprop cadres for their prescribed purpose of 

conducting mass political work, problems continued. During the summer of 1942, 

the Kuibyshev oblast' towns of Ul'ianovsk (Lenin's birthplace) and Syzran ' had no 

working agitprop cadres-all had been assigned to the kolkhozes, many for several 

months at a time." 
Many plenipotentiaries lived a type of indentured servitude-forbidden to 

leave the kolkhoz , held under virtual house arrest by kolkhoz presidents . They were , 

in effect, beholden to two masters: to the kolkhoz president desperate for agricultural 

workers; and to party committees suspicious of kolkhoz presidents. 

In the countryside the main problem in the use of agitprop cadres is that our 

cadres are converted for the entire spring-summer and fall agricultural 

period into ordinary plenipotentiaries of party raikoms, assigned for the 

entire summer period and long months to one kolkhoz without the right to 

travel to the raion center. People perform not propaganda work , but 

instead work least of all on agitation, and more on problems like seed 

inventories, the use of horses, verifying the work of kolkhoz and selsovet 
[rural soviet] presidents. They do everything, but least of all agitprop 

work.P 

Many agitprop institutions were closed and agitpunkty, reading huts, red 

comers and other institutions of political agitation underwent a progressive physical 
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and organizational deterioration." Many lacked fuel for heating and light for 

reading." By the end of the war, especially in the countryside, institutions of 

political work were few and far between. 

With housing and office space at a premium, many rural political agitation 

committees lacked places to meet or lost their facilities to other uses-as offices for 

other organizations, such as zemotdels (rural departments), or as grain storage 

houses. It was often difficult to reopen libraries when space became available 

because, during the period of closure, whole collections of books were stolen or 

destroyed by inadequate storage procedures." Kornsomol offices in Kuibyshev 

oblast' suffered particularly from the shortage of office space and furniture. In one 

raion, the Kornsomol committee had no chairs-their officers could sit down only 

when an employee of the party organizational department left the office." 

Distortion and Disdain 

Wartime priorities and disorganization took a heavy toll on agitprop work. 

But even when agitprop operated, a larger cultural gap between the expectations of 

the guardians of official ideology above and the mentalite of agitprop cadres below 

prevented most agitators from performing their work on the party leadership's own 

terms. Party reports are filled with criticisms of agitators for "distorting" the 

official, intended message or for conducting agitation on a "low" political or 

theoretical level. "Distortion" of the party line took many forms, from the trivial 

to the (politically) very serious. 38 

One of the most frequent distortions was when agitators abandoned the 

highly formulaic official line and attempted to put war news in terms more 

understandable to themselves and their public. A particularly widespread example 

of this phenomenon was when agitators and propagandists predicted Soviet 

successes or explained German military defeats in terms of objective factors of 
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conducted and directed by partkabinety "from above, by plan." According to 

Petros ian, subject-matter and outlines were "hackingly" copied from journals sent to 

enterprises , without any attention to the particular problems or concerns of the 

enterprise or group of workers in question." 
Many agitators fulfilled their duties simply by reading , without commentary, 

from Sovinformbiuro bulletins , local and central newspapers or pre-prepared agitprop 

pamphlets . The latter materials were meant to guide agitators and other propaganda 

workers, but usually were read without alteration or addition. In 1942, officials from 

Moscow's Proletarian raion reported that the majority of political agitators undertook 

no preparation for their work . At a meat-processing plant, an agitator named 

Avdeeva was unable to recall what she had read only five minutes after completing 

an oral newspaper reading . Agitator Titova, an assistant workshop head at the same 

plant, could not name the major countries in the Allied coalition. That same month, 

the Kuibyshev oblast' agitprop secretary asked how long the organization could 

tolerate agitators who refused to speak in public except to read Sovinformbiuro 

bulletins in a monotone , devoid of any emotion." In the fall of 1943, Petrosian 

described how an agitator named Cheredov had given a two-hour lecture on the 

political situation in all the countries of the Axis bloc, as well as the neutrals, 

repeating word-for-word the expressions he had heard at an instructional meeting. 

Words such as "bluff" or references to "polemics in the Hitlerite bloc" went above 

the heads of his audience.51 

Some party committees did not provide any assistance or preparatory 

materials at all for lecturers and agitators, but simply gave them a subject to speak 

on and an audience to speak to. This produced a complaint from Kuibyshev 's 

propaganda secretary Boldovskii in December 1944 that lectures were pr~~eeding 

"aimlessly." At the city's Voroshilov factory, the party committee had not provided 

any outline materials for its lecturers. The result, in Boldovskii's words, was a 

lecture on "democracy" in which it was not clear which democracy (presumably 

political or social) the lecturer was talking about. A second lecture entitled "The 

Papacy" was said to be similarly obtuse." 
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