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David Brandenberger, ed., Stalin’s Usable Past: A Critical Edition of the 1937 “Short 
History of the USSR” (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2024), xxii + 449 pp.

This book scrutinizes the content and publication process of the Soviet history textbook 
Short History of the USSR, first published in 1937 and intended for use in elementary 
schools. David Brandenberger’s introduction addresses the decision-making process 
behind the textbook and the contingencies of its production, including the selection 
of texts through competition and revisions made to the draft by Stalin, Zhdanov, 
and other party leaders. The second part of the book focuses on the specific revisions 
made by Stalin and Zhdanov. The Appendix features the 1938 edition (published in 
English) and the subsequent 1941, 1945, 1947, and 1951 editions (published in Russ-
ian), allowing readers to track how each version differs from the original. The book 
clearly demonstrates that Stalin’s historical narratives are inconsistent. The official 
interpretation of each narrated period underwent constant changes in response to 
domestic and international events, including the Great Terror, the signing of the 
German–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact, the outbreak of the Soviet–German War, and 
the onset of the Cold War. Each revision of the textbook involved its own changes 
in explaining ambivalent topics such as the Varangians’ role in the formation of the 
Rus states, the place of the Orthodox Church under the Tatar Yoke, the emergence of 
non-Russian insurgents such as Imam Shamil, and the evaluation of the individual 
Bolsheviks who led the revolution. This book makes a substantial contribution to un-
derstanding the evolution of official historical narratives during the Stalinist era.

Some of the editor’s arguments, however, would benefit from further elabora-
tion, particularly concerning political leaders’ vision of the “usable past” of the Soviet 
Union, the Communist Party’s related policies, and the broader trends in Soviet his-
toriography. First, the editor underlines that the primary purpose of publishing this 
textbook was to deploy history as a tool for mobilizing citizens; just like its tsarist 
precursor, Stalinist history education needed to adduce a carefully selected array of 
individuals and events. Domestic factors were also relevant, but not enough to ac-
count for the Soviet history education reforms that occurred in the 1930s. The scope 
of these reforms went beyond primary schools to reconstruct independent history 
departments at higher education institutions, such as Moscow University, which had 
been demolished after the revolution. At the opening ceremony of the Department of 
History at Moscow University in September 1934, N. M. Lukin, the head of the modern 
history course, delivered a lecture on the “fascistization” of German history education. 
This speech reveals that there was considerable alarm in the Soviet Union over the 
weaponization of history education in Germany that sought to justify its territorial 
expansion toward the East. In other words, the international situation exerted a sig-
nificant impact on textbook production.

Second, the editor contends that Stalin rejected the multiethnic historical narrative 
in the textbook and prioritized the construction of a Russian-centric narrative. In fact, 
this book demonstrates that each edition of the textbook presents different descriptions 
of Soviet history and its evolving relationships with various ethnic and political entities 
over time. It was only in editions published a few years after the end of World War II 
that Russia’s territorial expansion and annexation of non-Russian peoples were justified. 
In addition, as these textbooks were designed for primary schools, their coverage of 
the multiethnic dimensions was relatively brief, leaving room for varied interpretation 
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of each historical event. Moreover, textbooks on the history of the Soviet republics 
were written during and after the Soviet–German War. As was the case with different 
editions of Short History of the USSR, these history textbooks of republics gave rise 
to debates and conflicts between historians and party leaders, which mirrored the 
domestic and international circumstances of the time. While this topic falls beyond the 
scope of the book, it is worth noting that the official narratives of both national and 
republic histories continued to evolve after Stalin’s death.

Stalin’s views on Soviet history in 1937 should not be regarded as definitive. It 
must be acknowledged that these views were susceptible to domestic and international 
political requirements, and the dynamics behind these changes should be ascertained. 
That said, this book offers a detailed examination of the history textbooks that framed 
the official narrative of the Stalinist era. It can be used as a foundation for further ex-
ploration of the changing Soviet historical narrative following Stalin’s death.

Yoko Tateishi


